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Chapter One
R eign
“No!” The howl tore from my lungs, the soul-shattering wail echoing over the rush of wind as Phantom sailed toward the border of the Wilds.
“Faster,” I growled at my dragon.
If I go any faster, I’ll run us both into the field below when I land.
I don’t care what you must do, get us on the ground now! Terror laced my words, even through the silence of the bond.
We’re almost there.
We’re going to be too late. Icy fear coated my veins at just the thought.
Beside us, Solanthus’s agonizing roar reflected my sentiments. Those massive wings flapped, propelling him a few yards ahead of us in his desperation to reach his bonded rider. His enormous maw unhinged, and a wave of dragonfire lit up the night sky revealing the Demon army below. The remaining air caught in my throat as the creatures of nightmares surged to life. The riders, clad in armor as black as night, sat astride beasts that resembled enormous, smoke-like serpents as they soared over the rolling hills that separated Feywood from the Wilds beyond.
Phantom…
I know.
Does your dragonfire repel those monsters?
It did fifty years ago.
Good. Drop me off below, then they’re all yours.
Phantom’s wings tilted, slowing our descent, and my panicked gaze immediately fixed onto the Demon King. The towering male, with hair a striking silver and skin the hue of midnight, had Aelia in his grasp. His head turned at our approach, and his eyes, deep set and fiery, met mine, burning with the intense rage of smoldering crimson coals. He easily held her a foot off the ground. She struggled and kicked, but with his thick fingers around her throat, she was at his utter mercy.
Fury pulsed through my veins as the ground grew closer, Aelia’s panicked eyes rising and meeting mine over the king’s broad shoulders.
“Reign…” Her whimper impaled my heart to my ribs.
Another tormented cry tore free, yanked from the furthest depths of my soul. “NO!”
King Helroth’s silver hair—just moments ago gleaming above ground—began to sink beneath the earth, and I stood frozen, heart lodged in my throat, as he and Aelia vanished. Her terrified gaze was the last thing I saw. “Aelia!” I roared, agony crushing my insides. My skyrider’s talons hit the earth, and I leapt off her back and raced toward the enormous fissure ahead. Already, the ten-foot fracture along the soil was beginning to stitch itself back together.
How was any of this happening?
How in all the realms had the extinct Court of Infernal Night appeared from the bowels of the underworld?
The pounding of my feet across the grass mimicked the wild beating of my heart. My shadows whirled into a frenzy, gathering across my shoulders and propelling me off the ground as my wings coalesced. The crack in the earth lay only a few yards away now and already the devastating reality swept its way into my mind. Too late. Only a faint trace remained of the bottomless pit in which the Night King had leapt into with my cuoré only seconds ago.
Still, I slid to the earth, the sounds of the ensuing battle over the hill blurring in the distance as I traced the fracture along the soil, determined to change what I already knew to be true. I was too damned late. “No,” I growled. This could not be. I would not lose Aelia. Down on my hands and knees, I clawed at the earth, attempting to re-open the fissure with the strength of sheer will alone. Shadows spilled from my pores, joining me, dark tendrils stabbing at the crevice in a futile attempt to pry it open.
“Reign!” A familiar voice shouted at a distance, but I ignored the sound along with the pounding of approaching wings.
I dug deeper, tearing at the sandy soil with both hands until a wretched hole only a foot deep emerged. From over the ridge, I could barely discern the sudden silence. But I was too consumed with the task at hand to truly care. I had to find Aelia. I had to bring her back.
“Reign, stop!” A hand clutched my shoulder, jerking me back.
“Let go of me,” I snarled, whirling on the invader, still on my knees.
My brother stared down at me, a wild look in his eyes I could only imagine mirrored my own. “It’s not going to work. The pocket realm has been closed.”
A slew of curses stood poised on the tip of my tongue. Nightmare realms… gods, how was any of this possible? The damned Night Fae and their cursed abilities should no longer be. Or at least, that was what we had all been led to believe…
My mind flickered through their litany of abilities: nightmare realms, soul-draining, cursed illusions, blood rituals, astral possession… the list went on and on.
Glancing across the murky hills toward the Wilds, nothing but darkness remained. The army of Night had vanished, along with the fearsome creatures they rode. I was barely aware of others nearby, of the steady flapping of wings from overhead. But none of that mattered right now.
I couldn’t think about the other students on the ridge, or even my own skyrider’s safety. Not when Aelia was gone. Crushing weight pummeled my chest, the pain suffocating. The cuorem pulsed, volatile and angry, as if it could feel the growing distance between us.
“How is the gods’ damned King of the Court of Infernal Night alive, Ruhl?” I growled, as if somehow this nightmare were of his doing.
“I don’t know.” His dark brows knitted as he regarded me. “But I told you I saw things in the Mirror of Illusions. My mirror image said it was the Court of Infernal Night that would bring about our downfall—and low and behold, it was right.” A sickly pallor coated the already naturally pale skin he inherited from our father.
My thoughts whirled back to the night I’d skulked across the river to speak to him for fear he’d learned the truth of Aelia’s blood. Instead, I’d found him clueless and terrified. During the Umbral Trial, his mirror-self had predicted his own downfall.
“It also said I would die at their hands before I became king.”
“I remember,” I gritted out, refusing to admit to him, or myself, how disconcerting that was.
“So, Aelia is gone, and I’m as good as dead.” His dark gaze searched the horizon. “What a night…”
“She’s not gone,” I hissed. “I will tear apart every inch of the Wilds with my bare hands if I must to find her.”
“Do you remember nothing of our studies, brother?” He glared down at me, dark eyes admonishing, appearing for all intents and purposes the older brother in that moment. “Those damned Night Fae can create pocket realms wherever they please. Aelia could be hundreds of yards underground, or she could be across the continent in Lunaris for all we know.”
“No.” Gods, I couldn’t seem to formulate any other word but that of denial. My head swung back and forth, refusing to face the alarming truth.
“Or worse, she could be dead.”
I lunged, instantly on my feet, his words awakening a darkness inside me I couldn’t contain. My fingers wrapped around his throat before I hauled him off the ground. “Never say that,” I snarled.
“I don’t…wish it upon her, Reign. I am only…speaking the truth. In case…you missed it, gods’ damned King…Helroth himself…took her. He rose from the…ashes and ruin of his court…and came for…her. Why do you think…that is?”
I froze, icy cold realization frosting my veins at his strained explanation.
“I know…the truth…about her, Reign,” he whispered in ragged spurts. “How stupid…do you think…I am?”
“What truth?” I barked, hauling him higher so his feet continued to dangle, his breaths becoming more labored.
“All. Of. It.” He paused, piercing irises lancing into me as he gasped for air. “I know who she is…and more importantly…I know who she is…to you.”
“Whatever you think you know, you’re wrong.”
“I’m not. I know…she’s the child of the…prophecy…and…your cuoré…and that Aelia…knows it…too.”
Bloody hells. “That’s what you wanted to talk to her about at the ball?”
He nodded.
Every fear I’d ever known met the piercing light of day in that very moment. Aelia was gone, and Ruhl knew she was the child of twilight. “Did you tell Father?” I blurted.
I’d just spent the last hour with our sire in the bowels of the Citadel after being summoned by one of his shadows. I hated leaving Aelia with Ruhl, but I’d had no choice. Gods’ damn it, if I hadn’t let her out of my sight, perhaps none of this would have happened… A surge of guilt bloated my chest, invisible bonds constricting my lungs despite knowing very well I couldn’t have denied my father. It had been the first time in over four years he’d made any sort of contact. I’d been certain my treachery had been discovered, but instead, he only questioned me about King Elian and his whereabouts in the past few weeks. I’d been shocked, pleasantly so. But perhaps he was only toying with me. This was all my father’s fault. If he hadn’t summoned me, Aelia never would have been taken.
“I haven’t…told him…anything,” Ruhl gritted out, and I reluctantly lowered him to the ground.
“Why not?”
He drew in a breath before a sharp laugh expelled from his lips. “I wish I had the answer to that, brother, but I’m afraid it has something to do with this damned cuorem bond of yours. Apparently, your desire to protect Aelia has somehow bled into my veins.”
Good gods. Could this day possibly get any worse?
“You feel something for her?” I ground out.
“Oh, is that what this bothersome ache in my chest is? Feelings?” A wry grin curled his lips, and every muscle in my body ached to wipe it off with my fist. The smile withered away, his gaze dipping to the cracked earth. “When do you suppose they will go away?”
“Never,” I barked. “In my case anyway.”
“Because you love her?” he spat.
“I’m not discussing this with you.” I trailed his gaze to the ground at our feet, and it was all I could do not to drown in despair. How in the realms would I find her now? “None of that matters right now. I must find her.”
Ruhl shrugged, kicking at the dirt between us. “I suppose I could help you.”
A dark chuckle tumbled out, vibrating my hollow chest. “I don’t need or want your help, Ruhl.”
“Well, I do.” A female voice emanated from over my shoulder, the familiar timbre similar yet laced with a new jagged edge. I spun around and found Rue and the remainder of Aelia’s rag-tag crew of friends. “If we are up against that, we’ll need all the help we can get to save her.”
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Chapter Two
R eign
The rare hour of twilight rushed across the Court of Ethereal Light, painting the sky in a canvas of warm ochre and deep plum. How I longed for full night… to bathe in the cool darkness and lose myself in complete oblivion.
But I couldn’t. I had to fight for her.
Pacing the shore of the brackish waters of the Luminoc River, the quickly dwindling tethers of my sanity grew more frayed with each step. An entire month. It had been a gods’ forsaken whole month, and we were no closer to finding Aelia or even a hint of King Helroth and his Court of Infernal Night. It was as if those hellions had been devoured by the earth, all traces swallowed up in that trench that horrible day.
In the quiet of night, in my darkest moments, left alone to ponder my dismal musings, I was certain I’d imagined it all. That my radiant Aelia had never existed, that the beautiful moments we shared were simply an illusion my addled mind had conjured up. Sometimes I wished it were that simple. Because maybe only then could the void that had taken up permanent residence in my chest finally be filled.
I massaged the vacant spot with my palm as I continued to trudge along the shore. My cloak billowed out behind me, dark waves of pure night consuming me in shadow. My breeches slid down past my hips despite how tightly I knotted the ties. This damned cuorem bond was absolute torture. I couldn’t sleep, barely ate, and even breathing felt like hell without her.
A heady surge of nox spun my head across the river to the wall of encroaching darkness. Ruhl emerged from the shadows, an irritating grin on his face. Still, there was a certain hollowness to his gaze, a gauntness in his cheeks. Was this cursed bond wreaking havoc on him as well? Pausing at the riverbank, his piercing irises razed over me. “You look like shit, brother.”
“Always a pleasure to see you too,” I snapped. “Did Gideon discover anything?”
“Sure, he discovered lots of dusty tomes filled with worthless information about the history of the Night Court.”
“But nothing that will help us find Aelia?” I growled.
“I’m afraid not.”
I dragged my fingers through my hair, tearing at the very roots. For the past thirty-one days, we’d poured over countless history books, questioned every inhabitant from here to the end of the realm, and scoured every inch of the border between Feywood and the Wilds. We’d traveled as far as we could into the barren lands to the south before meeting resistance from the Royal Guardians. The king’s alabaster-uniformed soldiers had forbidden us to march farther south. Even Rue had been unable to convince them, despite mentioning her two older brothers who continued to fight somewhere along the boundary.
She had yet to hear from either of them.
Heaton had disappeared that day, along with Aelia.
Sometimes I feared we would never see either of them again. My ribcage tightened, lungs refusing to function at the crushing thought. No. I would find Aelia or die trying. I would raze down the entire fucking continent of Crescentia if that was what it took to be reunited.
I promised her I would fight, just as she had vowed the same all those months ago, and damn it, I would keep my word.
“And what of Mordrin?” I snapped, the frantic edge to my tone overpowering the lapping waves of the river.
“He’s been continuing his nightly patrol per the rotation schedule.” Since the day Aelia vanished four weeks ago, Sol, Phantom and Mordrin had been alternating turns flying the length of the continent in search of any sign of Aelia or King Helroth. So far, they’d come up empty.
“And?”
“And nothing, Reign,” he barked back, his cool demeanor cracking, a twist of shadows climbing across his back. It wouldn’t be long before he was able to summon his shadow wings. I could already feel his power expanding. “Don’t you think if Mordrin had found something I would have told you?”
“I don’t know.”
“Do you have such little faith in me, brother?”
“Honestly? I have no idea what game you’re playing at, Ruhl.” My own shadows buzzed in irritation, coalescing into powerful wings that transported me across the murky depths of the Luminoc to Shadow lands. I dropped to the moist earth, my boots digging into the soil, and jabbed my finger into my half-brother’s midnight tunic. “Why are you helping us?”
“You know why,” he gritted out, exposing pointed incisors in a feral snarl.
“Because of my cuorem bond with Aelia?”
“Well, what else could it be?” He threw his hands up in a fit of frustration before he spun away to pace the length of the river. “Ever since she disappeared, I haven’t been right in the head. Realms, Reign, it’s unbearable. I cannot even find solace between the legs of another female. Every time I’ve tried a pit of disgust forms in my gut and⁠—”
“Oh, gods, poor you! Whatever shall you do?”
“Shut up,” he hissed, the pacing growing more manic with each turn. “How are you surviving this? How did you manage to be near her for so long without claiming her? This is a torment worse than death.”
Fury singed my veins at the very notion that my brother was having these thoughts about my cuoré. “I’m not speaking to you about this, Ruhl.” A growl vibrated my chest, echoing through my darkest depths. “And for gods’ sakes stop thinking about Aelia that way. She’s mine.”
He halted abruptly and spun around, bottomless orbs meeting my own. A wild, dark cackle erupted between us. “Is she, though? If you were truly meant to be, don’t you think you would have acted upon it when you had the opportunity? There were numerous times you could have completed the bond⁠—”
“There were countless reasons why we couldn’t.”
He moved forward, and this time, it was he who jabbed a finger into my chest. “I can tell you that there aren’t enough reasons in this world that would keep me from claiming her.”
My eyes widened, raw, ravenous anger poring through my veins in the form of shadows.
“If I wanted to…” he added before taking a measured step back.
The wild whipping tendrils of darkness eased back as I sought to control the building wrath with a deep breath. How dare he? “You have no idea of the depths of my restraint, Ruhl. I’ve controlled myself, kept my most overwhelming urges and desires at bay, for her. To protect her. That’s what true love does to a male⁠—”
“Relax, Reign,” he whispered. “I have no desire to steal your cuoré.”
“You don’t?” Gods, I hated how insecure I sounded. I opened my mouth for a rebuttal, but he cut me off.
“Why would I possibly wish to tie myself to one female for the rest of my life?” He smirked. “It sounds horribly tedious. Even for someone as exquisite as Aelia.”
“So you have no interest in her?”
He slowly shook his head. “I do not.”
Why didn’t I believe him? I blew out a frustrated breath, forcing the anger back to deal with another day. At this point, what did it truly matter? I needed all the help I could get, and my brother was a formidable ally, loath as I was to admit it.
“I should get back, early class tomorrow, and Malakar is on a rampage.” He signaled over his shoulder to the towering citadel.
“Why?”
“Only the gods know.” He shrugged, twirling a murky tendril of shadow between his fingers. “Perhaps, it has something to do with the newly resurrected Night Court king? Maybe he’s only pretending to know nothing about the extinct court.”
Gritting my teeth, I shook my head.
“I still don’t understand why you haven’t allowed any of us to speak of it.”
“To protect Aelia, I already told you!” I ground out. “It’s far better for everyone to assume she’s dead.”
“How can you protect her when you don’t even know where she is? If everyone knew of the return of the Court of Infernal Night, it could provide us with more resources to find her.”
“Don’t you understand that if Father discovers why King Helroth has captured Aelia, it will only paint another target on her back?”
“Reign, we don’t even know why the king has taken her,” he growled. “We assume it’s because of the prophecy, but perhaps he merely has a penchant for gorgeous Fae females.”
The word gorgeous tacked along too closely after exquisite rankled my nerves, despite knowing full well Aelia’s beauty was an objective fact. I shoved the irritation down, reminding myself he was only trying to rile me up. And it was working. “Do not tell our father anything, Ruhl. I will decide when the time is right.”
“Why do you get to decide?” he roared. “Need I remind you that my fate is at stake here, too?”
Realization sailed through me, and I nearly chuckled aloud at my own blindness. “Is that why you’re helping? You believe that somehow by saving Aelia, you can thwart your own dire fate, the one your mirror-self spoke of?” That fury I’d been trying so damned hard to contain pulsed at my veins, dark shadows curling around me, then drawing my brother into their lethal web.
He dug the heels of his boots into the earth as the velvety coils tightened around him, reeling my younger brother closer until I towered over him. “You’re pathetic,” I spat, venom lacing my words. “I was a fool to consider that maybe, just for an instant, you had changed. Aelia believed in you. She thought you had become more than the simpering heir to a brutal king, but she was wrong.”
His eyes grew large, nostrils flaring. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but his jaw slammed shut at the last instant. With his turbulent gaze locked to mine, he summoned an umbral blade to each of his palms. The murky twists of darkness gleamed like obsidian beneath the moonlight. Neither of us moved for an endless moment, my shadows circling around us like ravenous beasts and his ghostly blades poised to strike.
There would be no winner here today, and we both knew that.
“It is not only about me,” Ruhl finally rasped out.
I scoffed, recalling my shadows into the folds of my cloak. “You would do well to remember that, brother.” My wings unfolded, shooting up over my shoulders and propelling me into the night sky, not waiting for a response. Instead of turning toward the Conservatory, where every inch of the campus was a painful reminder of Aelia, I whirled toward the mountains to the north.
I would spend the night patrolling the skies in search of my cuoré, and I would spend every other night for the rest of my life doing just that until she was back safely in my arms.
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Chapter Three
R eign
Another week came and went, and the madness Gideon had warned me about began to set in. The jagged whispers followed me everywhere.
Find her.
You are not worthy of your cuoré.
You have failed her.
The cuorem bond was a nasty, sentient thing, spilling poison through my veins. With every passing day, my control grew weaker and the looming darkness more volatile. Even with the gods’ forsaken bangles stealing my strength, my shadows surged with untamable power. And the voices, they never stopped.
The untethered bond pulsed in my vacant chest, angry and bitter, a constant reminder of what I’d lost, of what I was a careless fool not to claim when I had the chance. Drawing in a calming breath, I willed my addled mind to focus. These days, endless, intense training sessions were the only balm to the chaos within. It was only when I found myself entirely spent that the dark whispers ebbed. My fingers clenched tightly around the hilt of the broadsword as I arced the gleaming blade over my head. The infernal sun razed across my bare shoulders, heating my flushed skin.
Somehow bearing the presence of the incessant sunlight had also grown ever more difficult since Aelia’s absence. I craved the darkness, the cool night. Everything was much too bright, too stark without her. There was nothing I wanted more than to sink into Noxus’s icy embrace.
“Can I offer myself as a sparring partner?” A familiar female voice jerked me from the dreary thoughts.
I spun around to find Liora wielding a sword of pure light. She swept an errant strand of pale blonde hair behind her ear, a guarded look in her eye. A twinge of guilt stabbed at my insides at the sight of my other acquisition. With my mind fraught with fear for Aelia, not to mention my nightly flights across the continent searching for her, I’d had little time for my newest mentee.
Nodding reluctantly, I assumed a fighting stance. With how unpredictably my shadows had been behaving as of late, I dared not take her on with anything but a simple broadsword. I urged her forward, attempting to soften the scowl that had taken permanent residence across my face. “Well, come on then.”
The clang of steel on light reverberated throughout the quiet field, a sound so sharp it sliced through the frenzied chatter of my own thoughts. My broadsword met the radiant glow of Liora’s blade—the ethereal light summoned from her palms. It was blinding in its brilliance, its glow casting long, shifting shadows against the lawn. Despite the distraction, I didn’t falter. I never did.
“You’ve gotten slower, Reign,” Liora taunted, a mischievous grin curving her lips as she danced back, her light blade held steady.
I smirked, rolling my shoulders as I adjusted my grip on my broadsword. She wasn’t wrong. My head wasn’t quite in it—wasn’t in anything, as of late. “Or maybe I’m simply taking it easy on you.”
Her eyes narrowed at the jab, as I anticipated they would, her glowing sword shifting in her hands like liquid sunlight. She lunged with startling speed, her blade arcing in a deadly curve toward my left side. I pivoted, bringing my sword up in a sharp parry, the force of her strike sending vibrations up my arm. Sparks of light exploded between our blades, showering the space between us in golden embers.
“I see you’ve been practicing.” I stepped back just as she spun, aiming a slice at my torso. I barely dodged, the sharp hum of her light blade slicing the air where I had stood moments before.
“And you’ve been slacking,” she teased, her voice dripping with smug confidence.
I didn’t bother with a retort. Instead, I surged forward, feinting a downward strike, only to shift my blade mid-motion, aiming for her exposed side. She caught it just in time, her blade meeting mine in another dazzling clash that sent tremors through the earth.
Her light blade flickered, almost alive, while my broadsword pressed against it with unyielding strength. The golden glow of her weapon reflected in her bright, determined eyes, and for a moment, I almost forgot we were sparring. Almost.
“Your light tricks won’t save you against a Shadow Fae’s abilities.” I leaned in, my voice low, reminding myself I was her instructor, not her foe. And in my current state, I needed the reminder. And by the gods, when had she become so proficient in light constructs?
Her laugh was bright, confident. “Then use them against me.”
Shaking my head, I muttered a curse, refusing to rise to the bait in spite of the onslaught of uncontrollable nox rushing my veins.
“Your brute strength alone won’t win you this fight,” she continued.
But it would have to.
She disengaged with a flourish, her blade twirling as she leapt back. I followed her movement, closing the distance in an instant. This time, I swung with everything I had, my broadsword cutting through the air in a deadly arc. She raised her light blade, catching my strike, but the force of the blow drove her back a step.
“Is that all you’ve got?” Her breaths had quickened, but her smile remained as confident as ever. Her grip on the hilt of her glowing sword tightened. Gods, she was good…
I didn’t respond. Words were wasted energy. Instead, I pressed the attack, forcing her to block strike after strike. For a few blessed moments, all else fell away, nothing but my sword and this battle mattered. My broadsword was heavier, slower, but each swing carried the weight of my strength, and she struggled to keep pace. Yet, Liora was clever—too clever.
She ducked beneath one of my swings, her blade slicing upward in a precise counterattack. I twisted at the last moment, her sword narrowly missing my ribs. The heat of it was startling, even through the layers of my tunic. It was like standing too close to a sunbeam, warm and dangerous all at once. Had I been so blind all this time to her talents?
“That was close,” I grumbled, letting the edge of a grin slip onto my face.
“Next time, it won’t be.” A dangerous lilt framed her tone. She darted forward before I had a chance to contemplate her words, her strikes coming faster now, the light of her blade a blur as it slashed and thrust with practiced precision. I deflected each attack, but her relentless speed began to wear on me.
Realms, clearly, I was out of practice.
She saw the momentary hesitation, the fraction of a second where my guard faltered, and she took it. Her sword sliced toward my shoulder, a blow I barely managed to twist away from. I growled under my breath, my annoyance bubbling to the surface.
“Getting tired?” she asked, her grin practically glowing.
I didn’t answer. Instead, I shifted my stance, channeling my frustration into a brutal, calculated strike. My broadsword crashed into her blade with enough force to drive her back. She stumbled, just slightly, but it was enough. I moved, faster than I thought possible, given my recent state-of-mind, and swept my leg out in a low kick. She hit the ground with a startled gasp, her light blade flickering as it dissipated.
Before she could recover, I was on her, the edge of my broadsword resting lightly against her throat. My shadows loomed over her, dark and imposing, a stark contrast to her glowing form.
“Yield,” I said, my voice low and firm.
Her chest rose and fell with her heavy breaths, her lavender eyes narrowing as she stared up at me. For a moment, I thought she’d argue—fight back, even. But then her lips curved into a begrudging smile.
“Fine,” she hissed, her voice soft but filled with defiance. “I yield.”
I stepped back, lowering my sword and offering her a hand. She took it, her grip surprisingly firm as I helped her to her feet. “You’ve greatly improved in the past few months.”
She dusted herself off, her glowing weapon reforming in her hand like a second thought. “And you would have noticed had you not been so concerned with your other acquisition.”
The pain in my face must have been apparent because her lips twisted before her gaze cast down to the verdant grass between us. “I apologize, I shouldn’t have said that.”
“No, you shouldn’t have,” I gritted out. “But you’re not wrong. I should have noticed. It’s my job to notice.”
As she turned away, the faintest glimmer of amusement danced in her eyes, and it occurred to me I truly knew nothing about my newest acquisition. She’d become a formidable opponent in the past few months while only thoughts of Aelia and the prophecy had consumed my every waking hour.
“Same time tomorrow, professor?” she called out over her shoulder as she marched toward the Hall of Glory.
“Yes,” I shouted in return. At the very least, the sparring served as a pleasant distraction. With the adrenaline slowly leaking from my veins, a dull ache began at my shoulder. Casting a glance at my ripped tunic, I found the source of the pain. An angry red mark singed my skin where her blade had struck. I’d been so distracted I hadn’t even noticed it.
The soft rustle of light footfalls across the lawn alerted me of her presence before she uttered a word. “Now you’re letting Liora get the best of you?”
I whirled around to find Rue walking her Pegasus toward me. Nothing but guilt assaulted my insides at the sight of Aelia’s roommate. In fact, I’d made it my mission to avoid her as much as possible recently. It was a coward’s move, but I simply couldn’t face the disappointment in her eyes every time we met. To deal with my own failings was bad enough, but to see it mirrored in her best friend’s eyes was pure torture.
“I’ve had other things on my mind,” I grumbled.
“Clearly.” Her gaze flickered over my shoulder toward the Hall of Glory in which Liora had disappeared. “You still don’t find it odd that your other acquisition somehow made it back to the Conservatory alone and unscathed the day we lost Aelia?”
For over a month now, Rue had been insistent that there was something off about Liora. “No odder than the fact that you, Devin, and Symon managed to return unharmed.”
“We were together.” She rolled her eyes and threw her hands up, seething. “Liora vanished the moment after Heaton appeared and all hell broke loose.” A shudder forced a tremor through her shoulders, and I knew the monsters who’d taken up permanent residence in my nightmares visited hers as well. Liora wasn’t the only student I’d abandoned as of late. Rue and the others had also been through hell that day; to discover the Night Court Fae were still alive, and then to be forced to continue on as if nothing had happened, must have been difficult for the female. Especially considering the person she was closest to in this world, other than her brother, was missing.
“Lower your voice,” I hissed. No one except Aelia’s best friends, Ruhl, and I knew what really happened that day. I’d forced everyone into a blood vow, despite my inclination to rip the truth from their minds. And I’d only done it for Aelia. I knew very well she would want Rue and Symon to know the truth. Returning my thoughts to the present, I heaved out a breath. “I don’t know what to tell you, Rue. I’ve gone through Liora’s files and researched her family. Everything seems to be as it should. There is no reason for us to believe there is anything more to it.”
“What about your gut, Reign?” Releasing her skyrider’s reins, she marched closer. “Don’t be so desperate to save the one acquisition you have left, that you’re blinded by the obvious.”
“There is nothing obvious!” I growled.
“She almost handed you your ass on the training field a second ago, professor,” she ground out, eyes narrowed. “When was the last time one of your students did that?” With a mumbled curse, she leapt onto her mount and Winddancer took to the skies.
I traced her graceful movements for a long minute, considering her words. What if Rue was right? Perhaps I had been too consumed with the overwhelming guilt, fear and pain to see the truth right in front of me.
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Chapter Four
R eign
Oh, for flame’s sake, Reign, you did not tell me he would be here. Phantom’s irritation sailed through our mental link, the rough rumble of her voice vibrating across my skull as we soared over the Darkmania Falls.
Lifting my gaze to the south, the thunderous flapping of wings reached my sensitive ears as the familiar slate beast coalesced from the darkness.
I wasn’t aware he was coming. I should have realized, though. In the month since Aelia’s disappearance, I’d seen more of my half-brother than I had the majority of our lives. In retrospect, I wondered if our father had purposely kept us apart while we were children. Fueling hatred between us only helped to further achieve his purpose. We were bred for two entirely different tasks and, perhaps, if we’d been close, neither one of us would have achieved the potential he had in mind.
What of Solanthus?
What of him? I could practically hear the sigh in her mental response.
Have you seen him? Spoken to him?
No. He spends all day and night searching for her. He’s become even more sullen than before.
That guilt surged once again, swelling in my chest until I could barely breathe. I should have found Aelia by now. How could I keep failing her? Failing everyone who loved her?
Mordrin grew ever closer, turning my attention from my own troubles to those of my skyrider. With each wing flap, Phantom became more agitated beneath me. Are you ever going to tell me what happened between you and Mordrin in your past life?
I cannot.
Why not? It seems there is something of great importance between you, Solanthus and my brother’s dragon, and yet none of you wish to speak of it.
It’s better left in the past.
I don’t accept that answer.
Then it’s a good thing you have no say in the matter. Her growl broached no further argument. Her mouth parted upon Mordrin’s approach, showcasing jagged fangs.
“Call off your skyrider,” Ruhl bellowed from a distance.
“I wish I could, brother, but her hatred for Mordrin only seems to grow by the day.” I shrugged. “Any idea why that might be?”
The steel dragon loomed closer, and a deep growl vibrated Phantom’s chest, the rumble reverberating through my own body. I held up my hand and Mordrin slowed his advance. “I recommend coming no closer if you value your skyrider’s life.”
“This is absurd. Can’t you control her?” A torrent of shadows whipped around my brother’s form, blanketing him and half his dragon in whispers of darkness.
Your brother better still his tongue before I take out my wrath on him instead of his mount, where it belongs. Phantom’s growl was laced with venom, an uncharacteristic, jagged edge to her tone.
“I do not control her, as I am certain is the case with you and Mordrin.”
With his dragon still hovering in the air a hundred yards away, he threw out his hand, releasing a coil of shadows. His murky messenger reached my ear, hissing its annoyances. “You must allow me to speak to Father about the Night Fae.”
“That’s why you’ve come?” I snarled.
“Yes, Reign. We’ve been searching for Aelia for weeks, and it is clear that we alone will not be able to find her. But you know who might? King Tenebris of the gods’ damned Court of Umbral Shadows! I know you despise our father, but besides being powerful, he fought against King Helroth in the war. Perhaps he’ll have some sort of insight to share with us.”
I snorted on a laugh. “You of all people should be the most wary of informing Father about the resurrection of the Night Fae. Aren’t you afraid of the prediction foretold in the Mirror of Illusions? What do you think would bring upon your downfall the quickest?”
“A war.”
“Exactly, brother. So why risk it?”
“Because, maybe Aelia was right, and I have changed. And as you said, this isn’t only about me anymore.”
I barked out a laugh, unable to keep silent a moment longer. “Don’t pretend for even a second that this has anything to do with her. It’s just a pathetic attempt to save your own hide.”
“It isn’t!” He drove his heels into Mordrin’s sides, propelling him forward. The dragon’s silver gaze chased to Phantom’s, earning another growl from my skyrider. Plumes of dark smoke billowed from her nostrils as he neared.
“You’re being foolishly bold, brother,” I shouted as they continued their advance.
Phantom’s maw cracked open, her neck twisting in that serpentine motion that foretold an inevitable strike.
“I must speak to you about this, brother. You may be her cuoré, but you are not the final say in this.”
“And who are you to have any say in this?” I roared back as he flew within only a dozen yards.
“Who am I?” He dragged his hands through his mess of tangled hair, and it was only then I noticed the dark circles lining the soft skin beneath his lashes, the wild look in his eyes and the general state of dishevelment. “I am a male who is on the brink of losing his Noxus-loving mind! My abilities are out of control, I attacked one of my own team members during a sparring session yesterday. Malakar is on my ass, and of course, I cannot explain what has caused this sudden erratic behavior. He’s threatened to banish me to the Twilight Forest until I get a handle on my shadows.”
My brows furrowed as I took my brother in, really looked at him for the first time in a long while. I urged Phantom forward. Please, old girl, just this once.
If that dragon even looks at me sideways, I’ll incinerate him.
Fair enough.
She slowly flapped her wings, bringing us closer until only a few yards remained between us.
“You do look pretty terrible, brother.” I couldn’t help the smirk from melting across my face at the sight of his discomfort.
“This is exactly why I keep my relationships brief and uncomplicated. No female is worth this—” His jaw snapped shut, and an emotion I refused to accept flitted across his tortured countenance. “How long are you willing to wait before you admit we need help?”
“She’s my cuoré, damn it. I should be able to find her, to protect her!” And gods, I was failing miserably.
“Who cares, Reign? If we cannot find her, she won’t belong to anyone but that bastard, King Helroth. Who knows what he’s been doing to her all this time?”
The words sent a spike of fear across my ribcage. The very same thoughts had been plaguing my mind for weeks. I knew she was alive, as certain of it as the enormous dragon beneath me. If she weren’t, I would know. I could still feel her through the bond, and I would never give up until that flicker of radiant light at the end of the tether was no more—maybe not even then.
“I will consider it,” I finally gritted out.
“Make it quick, brother. I’m not certain how much more of this I can endure.” With that, he shouted a command to Mordrin, and the enormous dragon whirled toward the south.
Ruhl is as pleasant as always. Phantom’s grumble rolled through my mind.
For once, I can’t blame him.
She snorted, brilliant ochre flames lighting up the night sky. The cuorem bond is a fickle thing, isn’t it?
As fickle as the Fae. My thoughts remained silent for a long moment as I watched Mordrin and Ruhl disappear into a cloud of murky shadows. Is the dragon mating bond very different?
Very. There is nothing capricious or indecisive about dragons or their bonds. Once triggered, our fate is sealed.
The link between us went silent, a massive wall slamming down on the bright filaments that connected me to my skyrider. She circled the jagged peaks of the Darkmania range for a beat before heading south toward the Conservatory. Our hunt for Aelia had ended for the night, and now, I must find a way to face the light of day.
As we soared toward Luce, flying over the Castle of Ethereal Light, I mulled over my discussion with Ruhl. Speaking to my father about Aelia was impossible, but perhaps there was another king I could go to for help. At this point, I would rather turn to my enemy than divulge the truth to my father. At least Elian wouldn’t be able to compel me to kill my own cuoré. And as much as I hated to admit it, Ruhl was right, we were no closer to finding Aelia than when we started all those weeks ago. If I had any hope of finding her, I’d have to resort to desperate measures.
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Chapter Five
R eign
I marched across the paved walkway, the blasted sun heavy on my shoulders. Even the curling vines climbing the trellis surrounding the pathway did nothing to block Raysa’s incessant light. It was odd how the constant radiant beams irritated me more in Aelia’s absence. Had it always been like that before she dropped into my life?
I could barely remember what life was like before her. Before I found her on the other side of the door of that hovel in Feywood. I never could have imagined what that fateful day would bring.
Damn it, Ruhl was right. Three words I never thought I’d say—and oh, how bitter they tasted. I’d wasted enough time wallowing in Aelia’s loss. It was time for action.
Keeping my head down, I passed by a circle of first-years eating lunch on the lawn. Happy chatter filtered through the air, only souring my mood further. Aelia should have been there with them, laughing, talking, eating. Instead, they all believed her to be dead, and only the gods knew what sort of hellish torture she was enduring. The grisly thought sliced through my gut, hot and fiery.
Realms, no matter what I did I only seemed to let her down.
“Where are you off to in such a mood, professor?” The cheery voice forced a frustrated sigh from my lips.
I spun around to find Rue and Symon trailing after me. The female offered a cheeky smile. And it was only then I noticed the influx of dark shadows that had clearly been coiling around my cloak.
“It’s none of your concern, Miss Liteschild. Don’t you have the Infernal Trials to prepare for?” The irony of the name didn’t go unnoticed by any of us, though the titles of each term trial had been chosen long before the reappearance of the Night Fae or my arrival to the Conservatory all those years ago. A heavy silence descended over our odd threesome, and I could practically feel their disappointment seeping into my pores.
Rue and Symon were counting on me to find their friend, and yet again, I’d done nothing but let them down as well.
“All she has been doing is preparing,” Symon interjected. “It’s all either of us can do to keep our thoughts away from⁠—”
I threw my hand up cutting him off. “Yes, we know,” I growled. My shadows rushed across my shoulders, unbidden, spreading wide until they reached over my head.
“Whoa, down boy,” Symon blurted before staggering back. “Is it me or have your shadows been particularly grumpy lately?”
“It’s not just you.” Rue crossed her arms over her chest and tipped her chin back to observe the mass of swirling darkness. “Care to explain?”
Irritation puckered my brow, the urge to silence these two with my dark minions scraping at my insides. With every day that passed, they seemed less scared of me. Something I was not enjoying. “Let’s get something straight, students,” I hissed. “We are not friends, we are not colleagues. I am your professor, and you are to treat me with the respect commensurate with the title.”
Rue’s head snapped back, a surge of hurt flashing across her light irises. A hint of remorse snuck past my defenses, but I buried it down deep. I was the one suffering here, and neither of them had any idea of the extent.
For all they understood, King Helroth capturing Aelia was a random incident. They had no idea the real danger their friend was in. My thoughts swirled back in time to the many instances that Aelia had begged me to allow her to tell Rue the truth, but I simply couldn’t risk it. Even now, it seemed a foolish idea.
Though a part of me reveled in the notion of being able to share the truth with someone who cared for Aelia as much as I did. Grinding my teeth, I tossed the ludicrous idea aside.
“I have to go,” I bit out, whirling around.
A hand curled around my forearm, surprisingly strong fingers digging into my skin. “Don’t shut us out, Reign,” Rue snapped. “She’s our best friend, and we’re as worried about her as you are.”
I barely restrained the wild laughter from bursting free. Friendship was lovely and all, but it was nothing compared to the daily torture I was living being forced to survive without my cuoré. I nearly said as much before stilling my tongue. “You have no idea what it’s like for me,” I snarled, my voice nothing but a serrated whisper as I ripped free of her grasp and trudged down the pathway toward the Hall of Luminescence without a backward glance in their direction.
“Because you won’t let us help you,” she called out, her voice nearly lost beneath the roaring, furious thumps of my heart.
Taking the marble steps two at a time, I rushed through the entrance of the hall eager to have this over with. A visit with the headmaster was never a pleasant one, but today would be exceptionally excruciating. Not to mention keeping my powers reined in would be incredibly taxing—even more so than usual.
How much longer could I keep up this ruse at the Conservatory?
The silver cuffs, though irritating, were doing nothing to contain the current influx of nox, which I assumed came from the vengeful cuorem bond. If my powers were to become unruly in Draven’s presence, I’d find myself in a very difficult position.
Brilliant light cascaded through the skylight, bathing the silver-veined marble floor I moved upon in a kaleidoscope of colors. The array of ethereal hues did nothing to temper my mood, in fact, it only heightened my annoyance. Everything in this Raysa-damned academy was too bright, too cheery. Blowing out a breath, I climbed the final steps to the door of Draven’s office and forced my manic pulse to calm. To put forth an air of indifference. If I had any hopes of this encounter going as planned, it was necessary I remain in control.
Bringing my knuckles to the whitewashed wood, I rapped out a quick beat. And waited. An endless minute later, I knocked again, more forcefully this time, what little control I’d managed to attain now hanging by a thread.
“What is it?” A twinge of irritation laced the voice beyond the thick timber.
“It’s Professor Darkthorn. I must speak to you.”
“I know full well who it is. Your blasted nox is seeping through the doorway. What do you want?” he shouted.
Wonderful.
“Let me in, and I’ll tell you,” I bellowed right back, practically pressing my mouth to the door.
The sound of the lock clicking brought a momentary release to the building frustration. Whipping the door open, I marched inside, doing the utmost to keep my raging shadows at bay—a true feat, if I were being honest.
Draven was hunched over his desk, a mess of scrolls and yellowing parchment littering the grand tabletop. The folds of his gilded robe were rumpled, the color a dingy shade quite unseemly of the great headmaster of this fine institution. The old Fae’s snowy brows were twisted, matching the scowl entrenched into his jaw. His watery eyes lifted to mine and that grimace only deepened, in a way that seemed solely reserved for interactions with me. I had to restrain the smirk the errant thought elicited. “What is it, professor?” He waved his hand across the array of papers spilling across the desk. “As you can see, I’m rather busy.”
With what? Now that was the question.
In my four years at the academy, I didn’t recall ever finding him in a similar state of disarray. “I won’t take much of your time, then.” I crept closer, pausing at the foot of his desk to scan the clutter of papers. I was only able to catch bits and pieces of ancient text regarding the founding of the Courts of Aetheria, the old scrawling too faint to make out.
“Well, go on, now, speak your mind, Reign.” He barely glanced up, a fact I was most thankful for since my shadows were circling like ravenous hounds, avoiding my commands completely.
“It’s regarding the Court of Infernal Night.”
His light eyes snapped to mine, his features contorting from aggravation to surprise. “What of it?”
“Is there any possibility that we could have failed in completely eradicating them in the war?”
His eyes narrowed, a faint tick, barely discernible across his bearded jaw, catching my eye. “Of course not,” he barked. “That night-cursed court was decimated years ago.”
I bent over the front of his desk, placing my palms atop a jumble of pages. “You’re certain?” I corralled the swirl of rogue shadows and commanded my invisible minions to coil around the headmaster’s chest. His heart thumped out a rapid, deceitful beat, even as his expression remained blank.
“Yes, I am certain, professor.” He rose, slamming his own palms to the desk. “This is what you came to bother me about?”
I fixed my eyes to his, daring him to lie to my face once more. He knew, I was absolutely certain. “One would think a matter as precarious as this would deserve your full attention.”
We remained locked in a tense standoff, my shadows only growing bolder as they hissed and snaked around his form in deadly silence. If Draven knew, there was only one person from whom he could have gleaned that knowledge.
King Elian, himself.
And if the Light King knew about the Night Court… did that mean my father was aware as well?
It made sense, after all, the sudden obsession with the border to the Wilds, the insistence upon preparing for war. All this time, King Elian was readying his forces, but it wasn’t against the Shadow Court, as I’d always assumed, but a different enemy, entirely.
Gods, how had I not realized this sooner?
The time for temperance was over. “You’ve made your choice, and now you will deal with the consequences.” Before the ancient Fae could lift a hand to summon his rais, I released another torrent of shadows. The heady power thrummed through my veins, igniting something dark and powerful in my depths. By the time I blinked, the entire chamber was encapsulated in darkness, and Draven wore a mask of pure terror.
“It can’t be,” he murmured as he sank back into his chair, gaping at the overt display of my power.
“Oh, it can.” I tossed him a smirk. “If you weren’t so busy berating me all these years, you would have known that your Raysa-forsaken cuffs had little effect over my power.” I loomed over the desk, my shadows hissing and spitting, keeping his measly rais hostage. Draven had never been overly powerful. As the saying went, those who can’t do, teach. “Now, I’ve asked you politely and you’ve lied to my face. I will ask again, nicely, before I fully loose my shadows, this time into your feeble mind. What do you know of the Court of Infernal Night?”
“Nothing…” He gritted his teeth, hissing out the word.
The final tethers of my ever-waning restraint snapped. I leapt across the desk, fisted the collar of his robe and dragged him up out of his chair. Holding him with one hand, I summoned an umbral blade in the other and pressed the jagged tip to his throat. “This is your final warning, old man. Tell me what you know, or I will end you right now.”
“You wouldn’t dare,” he snarled, light gray eyes piercing mine.
“You have no idea what I would do, what lengths I would go through to save her.”
Draven swallowed hard, Adam’s apple bobbing along his wrinkled neck, brushing my blade. A droplet of blood oozed down his neck, marring the collar of his typically pristine, white robe. “Her?” His eyes narrowed, and I watched as he put the pieces together. Impressive. I supposed he wasn’t as dim-witted as I imagined.
“…Aelia isn’t dead?” Something akin to panic surged across his features.
“She is not.”
“Oh, Raysa, spare us.” He swallowed hard. “The Night Court captured her?”
I nodded slowly, an inkling of discomfort creeping in. “Now, tell me everything you know, unless you wish to meet a grisly fate at the edge of my blade.”
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Chapter Six
A elia
Thirty-seven days of oppressive darkness, each interminable one marked by a faint nail mark on the obsidian wall. The endless black was only broken by the faint, eerie glow of blood-red runes etched into the walls, pulsating faintly, as though alive. I took a step across the uneven floor, carved from jagged black stone that seemed to drink any shred of light cast upon it, while rivulets of dark, viscous liquid trickled down the walls, their origins unknown.
I’d made the mistake of touching it once when I was first dumped into this chamber of torture. Mad with thirst, I’d nearly brought it to my lips before the noxious odor had my insides cramping. Thankfully, a day later, a pitcher of drinkable water had been shoved into my cell.
The iron-bars of my new home were twisted and asymmetrical, fashioned with grisly artistry, each bar etched with intricate infernal sigils that radiated an unsettling heat. That, coupled with the manacles around my wrists, robbed me of my ever dwindling rais. Chains hung from the ceiling, some intermittently glowing faintly with enchanted demonfire, others cold and dripping with a murky, tar-like substance. Sometimes, I was certain I’d spent nights hanging from the iron shackles, but it could have all been part of the madness setting in since I was abandoned in this hellish place. I heaved in a breath, chasing away the dark thoughts, but the acrid air, seeming to endlessly carry the metallic tang of blood and the faint, bitter scent of sulfur, did nothing to dispel the darkness.
Thirty-seven days without seeing a single soul. Only whispers echoed faintly through the corridors, voices I somehow knew did not belong to the living, carrying fragmented words in an ancient, infernal tongue.
I was certain I would lose my mind. If I hadn’t already…
Every day I awoke with my wits still intact was both a blessing and a curse. How long could I possibly withstand this eternal night?
This cell was a place of torment, designed not only to contain, but also break my will; a nightmarish realm where light dared not linger, and hope was nothing but a distant memory.
That invisible tether that had looped around my heart when Reign had explained the cuorem bond all those weeks ago, suddenly pulsed. Tightening around my failing organ, it squeezed, compelling it back to life. Reign.
It was in moments like this that I remembered there was always hope.
Aidan had taught me that long ago. My hand instinctively reached for the medallion beneath my tattered tunic. Oh gods, poor Aidan, he must have been out of his mind with worry. It was because of my adoptive father that I’d spent every day in Feywood training to master my daggers, despite knowing I would be sold off to a Fae lord at the age of twenty. This was no different.
I could not give into the desolation, into the gut-wrenching fear.
I would not.
Someone would come for me.
Reign would find me. He’d promised to raze down the entire continent to keep me safe, and I believed him.
And then there was Sol. Surely, my skyrider would never abandon me.
The fact that they hadn’t yet found me was terrifying. But I forced down the dread threatening to bubble its way up and willed my composure back to the surface.
Only thirty-seven days had passed. Not so long, considering. There was always hope, and I vowed to hold onto it until my dying breath. For Reign. For Aidan. For Sol. For Rue. For all my friends who waited for my return at Luce.
Crouching down on the jagged ground, I felt my way—wrists still bound by Helroth’s toxic blood manacles—toward the small bench that served as my chair, my bed, my everything. Besides the pot in the corner where I was forced to relieve myself, I was given no other niceties. With the exception of one cold meal a day, typically consisting of hard bread and moldy-tasting cheese, which was shoved through the door at an erratic schedule by a Demon Fae cloaked in darkness.
After the first week, I attempted to stand behind the door in a vain attempt to slip through during meal delivery. Not only had my efforts proven futile, but I’d also ended up with an egg-shaped knot on my forehead when the door slammed into my face on multiple occasions. The invasive darkness made it nearly impossible to move around the cell, let alone provide stealth for a tricky ambush, I’d learned.
After that, I gave up.
On that route of escape anyway.
Instead, I focused on finding a way out of these damnable cuffs. I often found myself thinking about Reign and the torture he’d endured all these years beneath the hold of Draven’s restrictive shackles. The irony was not lost on me.
Reign. Reign. Reign. Where are you?
The chant echoed in my mind, growing more frenzied with each iteration. I was close to madness; I was sure of it.
How much longer could I go without succumbing?
You’re not going mad, duskling. This is simply your feeble mind’s way of coping with the solitude.
“Go away, Ruhl!” I hissed, slamming my palms over my ears to silence the never ceasing whispers, some easily recognizable, others not. The sudden movement only further tore at the ruined skin on my wrists. Today it was the Shadow heir, other times my visitors were much worse. “I want Reign.”
But he’s not here, is he? I’m afraid you’re stuck with me.
“Where is he?” I shouted, my voice vibrating through the endless darkness.
I am not my brother’s keeper. He is your cuoré after all, shouldn’t you know?
Gods, if Reign and I had only completed the bond, we would have been eternally tethered, and I never would’ve found myself in this situation—or, in one this dire, at any rate. Why had we put it off for so long? This was all my fault. If I’d only listened to him when I’d had the chance.
Don’t blame yourself, duskling. Sometimes fate steps in, and we mere mortals become only pawns in the games the gods play.
“What the realms does that mean, Ruhl?”
I don’t know, do you? I am your hallucination after all.
“You’re not even a hallucination, or I’d be able to see you.” And of all the Fae in this realm, he would typically be my last choice—but right now, even he would do. I squeezed my eyes closed—which didn’t make an ounce of difference in this interminably murky cell—and willed my mind to conjure an image.
Not of Ruhl, but of Reign.
The cuorem pulsed, pounding out an angry beat against my ribs. Reign, please, find me. Flashes of the beautiful Fae male I was gods’ bound to flickered across my mind’s eye: wild tumbles of dark hair, fallen across his strong brow, each strand exactly as I remembered it; full lips pursed, jaw clenched into a hard line as he battled an onslaught of shadows, swinging a broadsword in mighty arches; every dip and valley of his perfectly carved form glinted in the sunlight, perspiration dripping down his muscled torso.
Gods, my fingers ached to touch him.
I reached into the darkness; the vivid images my mind had conjured only inches from my grasp. “Reign,” I whispered.
Sorry, duskling, it’s still only me. Ruhl’s voice snapped my eyes open to a faint ruby glow illuminating my dank cell.
“Go away! Find me Reign!”
I wish I could, but alas, it’s your mind that has brought me here.
“No, that’s not true.” I paced across the meager length of my cage. “Reign is my cuoré; he’s the one I love. You’re simply part of this nightmare.”
Ouch, princess, you wound me so.
“Don’t call me that!” That nickname belonged to Reign, and Reign, alone.
A flicker of a memory surged to the surface at the nickname. Suffocating pain, debilitating fear, the pungent odor of sulfur, and then, an endless plummet… King Helroth.
The King of the Court of Infernal Night had also called me princess.
But why?
That is the big question, now, isn’t it?
“Gods, Ruhl, if you must be here, can’t you at least be helpful?” I hissed, pulling at the strands of my greasy, knotted hair. How I’d wished for a basin to bathe in the first week of my arrival. Now, personal hygiene had become the least of my worries.
Further proof of my mind’s deterioration.
Think, Aelia. Why would the king call you princess? It certainly isn’t meant in the same manner as your precious Reign.
Again, my mind soared to the past, to all those months ago when Reign had finally confessed the truth of it all.
“…I had never encountered anyone quite like you. Your radiance was undeniable, but it was the brilliance within that truly captivated me. I had never beheld a fiercer soul. While most royals are entitled and lazy, bred in a world of indulgence, you were different. A true princess must be as lethal as she is well-mannered, and I could see that in you, from the fire blazing within those mesmerizing pools of iridescent silver-blue.” He paused, his eyes finally chasing to mine. “You may have been raised a simple Kin, Aelia, but you possess the soul of a princess.”
Hot tears pricked at the corners of my eyes, my throat tightening at the vivid memory. Gods, I’d been such a fool. I never should have doubted Reign, questioned the veracity of my feelings for him…or his for me.
Clearly, not the same meaning of princess. Ruhl’s sardonic voice interrupted the downward spiral.
“Then what are you saying?” I snapped. “Are you seriously trying to convince me that I could be the Princess of the Court of Infernal Night?”
You’re the one who said it, duskling. Not me. Need I remind you—yet again—that I am only a figment of your imagination?
“Stars, I despise you.”
If you say so, princess.
The harsh slap of footfalls yanked me from the insane conversation with pretend-Ruhl and sent my heart surging up my throat. Reaching for the wall as a guide, I followed the crimson glow of infernal runes to the twisted iron bars that hinged at a door. A creature bathed in pure night emerged from the inky black, only the sinister glow of its citrine orbs visible against the murky backdrop. Today, the monster held no tray, no food or drink. Instead, he paused at the bars and peered inside, silently assessing. Until this very moment, he had never given me a second look. In fact, I barely considered his appearances as social contact at all, seeing as most days he was nothing but a blur of darkness who deposited food and water, then dissolved into nothingness once his task was complete.
“Who are you?” I blurted. “Can you help me?”
He slowly shook his cloaked head, pure night rippling in waves around his form. “No one can help you now, Light Fae.” The hiss was guttural, more beastly than mortal. “I come with news: the king will see you. I urge you to prepare for his arrival.”
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Chapter Seven
A elia
“Prepare for his arrival?” The question came out in a high-pitched squeal, in a voice I could barely recognize as my own, the sound too sharp and abrasive.
At my words, the eerie crimson runes burned brighter, illuminating the cell in a surge of the infernal hue. I blinked quickly, my pupils adjusting to the most light I’d seen in over a month. Every shadowed corner of the cell appeared now in great sharpness. The jagged black stone floor, the rivulets of murky fluid streaming down the walls, the chamber pot…
I held my hands out in front of me, my skin coated in that unnatural blood-red glow. The mystical shackles were still there, encircling my wrists and siphoning the power from my veins. Dirt encrusted my fingernails, lined the creases in my palms, dusted over every inch of my flesh. My cream tunic was filthy, now a dull gray streaked in mud, and only the gods knew what else.
How had I become this?
Once my pupils had adjusted to the light, I crept forward, moving toward the creature on the other side of the twisted bars. The blanket of darkness surrounding him dissipated and slivers of his form appeared for the first time beneath the deep ruby glow.
I reached for the metal bars, but an unfamiliar energy pulsated from the red runes, increasing in intensity as I loomed closer.
I wouldn’t touch those if I were you. Another voice, the one that had starred in my nightmares for weeks upon my arrival at Luce, shouted across my mind. Worse, his image appeared a moment later, that Raysa-cursed ethereal glow emanating from his form. Lucian. He plopped down onto the cot along the wall, folding his long legs, scrutinizing green eyes locked on mine.
Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t keep my gaze from tracing the dark circles around his eyes, nose and mouth, then dropping lower, to his neck where deep purple bruises marred his pale skin. Where Ruhl’s shadows had penetrated before brutally stealing the light from his eyes. Had he deserved it? Yes. But it didn’t make watching his gruesome death any easier.
It won’t be pleasant, little Kin.
“What do you care?” I barked.
Lucian shrugged, leaning back against the wall of obsidian. Streams of black dripped along his pristine white uniform, that of a Royal Guardian. One he would never truly wear because Ruhl had killed him. I don’t care. Not really. But you must, or I wouldn’t be here.
Dropping my hands before they reached the bars, I tangled my fingers together, embarrassed by the filth crusting every inch of my body.
You should probably stop speaking to me out loud. I believe you are scaring the guard. Lucian ticked his chin at the Night Fae on the other side of the cell.
The male’s hood had fallen back, revealing the outline of his rough features. Not a beast, as I’d imagined, but a mortal-like form with sharply pointed ears and hair the color of ripe currants. Beneath the haze of the burgundy light, I couldn’t quite determine if his skin also held that ruddy hue, or if it was merely a reflection of the unearthly glow. Those citrine orbs of his were locked on me, dark brows knitted together as they razed over every inch of my disheveled form.
“If I’m to see the king, perhaps a bath would be in order?” I spat.
“No bath,” he growled.
“Why not?”
“The king has not given that command.”
“Then what order has he given?” I stepped closer, emboldened by the first conversation I’d had with a real being in thirty-seven days.
I’m hurt, little Kin. I am real.
“You are not real!” I gritted out, whipping my head over my shoulder at Lucian. A wicked smirk tipped up the corner of his lips.
Pivoting to face the Night guard once more, I found those iridescent yellow eyes wide. Ignoring his expression, I pressed on. “What’s your name?”
“What does it matter?”
“I wish to know who is holding me prisoner.”
“It is not I who hold you prisoner. You are now the property of the King of the Court of Infernal Night.”
“And what does he want with me?”
“How should I know? I am nothing more than his humble servant.”
I nearly snorted on a laugh. Clearly, Helroth ran his realm with a much tighter fist than those of the other royals. There was nothing humble about a single Light or Shadow Fae.
Gods, my fingers itched for the comforting hilt of my dagger. My dagger! I’d had it when the king had dragged me into this hellhole. “Where is my dagger?”
A sinister chuckle curled his lips. “How would I know? You were relieved of all weapons upon your arrival to Helspire Keep.”
“That’s where we are?”
He nodded. “In a manner of speaking.”
“What does that mean?”
“I’ve said enough. The king will be here shortly.” The guard folded his arms across his chest, clearly signaling the end of the conversation, the dark fabric of the cloak a painful reminder of Reign’s.
My heart staggered for an instant before continuing to trudge along sullenly. Now was not the time for weakness, mental or otherwise. I must sharpen my wits if I wished to survive this. I was once Aelia, carved of stone, was I not?
Hardly. Lucian’s chuckle grated on my nerves. You are nothing but a weak little Kin.
Biting my tongue to keep the contemptuous retort from flying out, I attempted to continue the interrogation of my guard. “At least tell me your name?”
“Why?”
“So that I may know for whom to call.”
“I am not your servant to be summoned.”
“But you are the one who has been bringing my food?”
His head dipped. “At my lord’s orders.”
“So at least give me your name so that I may thank you.”
He huffed out a breath, shaking his head so tendrils of dark, wine-stained locks brushed over his prominent nose. “Kaelith, that is my name.”
“A pleasure.” I offered my most convincing smile. “I am Aelia Ravenwood.”
A sinister chuckle bubbled out. “I know who you are, Light Fae—or should I say infantum od twilit.”
The tiny hairs along my arms rose as that eerie chanting the day the Night Fae had appeared along the border of the Wilds infiltrated my thoughts. Infantum od twilit. The call had filled the air moments before King Helroth had emerged from the pits of hell to capture me.
“What does it mean?” Even before the question popped out, I knew the answer. It was the reason for everything that had happened from the moment Raysa had taken it upon herself to bless me with this cursed Light mark. The child of twilight.
Stars, it always came down to the gods’ damned prophecy.
“King Helroth will be here shortly, I suggest you prepare.”
“How should I prepare? You offer me no bath, no clean clothes. What is it you’d like me to do, exactly?”
“Patience, Light Fae.” His dark brows furrowed in concentration as he brought his hands together. A velvety orb appeared between his palms, and the now familiar scent of zar reached my nostrils. It slowly expanded, growing ever larger until it seeped through the space between the bars holding me captive.
The icy bubble of darkness swept over me, and a surge of frost rushed through my veins. All the air siphoned from my lungs at the swell of power. It was altogether exhilarating and frightening in the same moment.
My tattered clothes disintegrated before my eyes, replaced by a sumptuous gown that flowed and glittered like a starlit ebony sky. The lustrous, silky material caressed my skin, bathing my body in a surge of undiluted energy. The zar prickled my flesh, awakening something dark and ancient within.
Our visit to Mysthallia surged to the surface, followed by Melisara’s foretelling words: “…whoever bound you... their magic is powerful and dark. Very dark.” Not only had my abilities been bound by rais and nox, but they’d also been spelled by zar, the mysterious third power gifted to the Night Fae by the banished god, Zaroth.
The brush of silky hair across my bare shoulders tore me from my thoughts of the past back to the present, to the gloomy cell surrounding me. Glancing down, I took in the exquisite gown and elaborate slippers which Kaelith had summoned from thin air. Not only were my clothes extravagant, but my hair had been brushed and styled, and every speck of dirt that had marred my body, removed.
Blinking quickly, I swiveled toward my guard, my wavy, raven locks bouncing across my shoulders with the movement. “How did you do that?”
“Cursed illusions. Are you not familiar with the abilities of the Night Fae?”
“I cannot say I am. Until a month ago, I had been assured you were all extinct.”
Kaelith wagged a long finger, nail filed to a pointed tip in my direction. “That will teach you never to trust Light Fae.”
“I don’t,” I blurted.
“Good. Then perhaps you’ll one day see the outside of this cell.”
I opened my mouth to ask more when Kaelith’s citrine eyes grew ominously wide. “He’s here,” he hissed, before disappearing once again into his cloak of velvety night.
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Chapter Eight
R eign
“I already told you, I don’t know anything more!” Draven’s pathetic cry only further infuriated the mass of whirling shadows suspending the headmaster over his desk. His legs dangled, feet kicking furiously. Dark tendrils coiled around his wrinkled throat, constricting then loosening at intervals. Nearly full night had descended across his study, my volatile nox leeching every shred of daylight attempting to sneak in.
“You’re a liar,” I roared as my shadows coalesced across my shoulders, wings propelling me up to meet the deceitful bastard’s wild eyes. “You knew of the Night Court’s existence all this time, and you did nothing. You sent those students to the Wilds knowing full well what awaited them!”
“It was by the king’s orders. I had no choice but to comply.”
Reaching for the tattered collar of his robe, I curled my own fingers around the frayed edges, pressing my knuckles into his neck, the need to feel his fear in my hands overpowering. After all, I couldn’t allow my shadows to have all the fun. He gasped as raw fury pounded through my veins, and gods, it felt good after holding it in for endless weeks. “How long, Draven? How long have you known about King Helroth?”
“Not long,” he rasped. “Only since the start of the term. When she appeared.”
“Aelia?” Her name erupted from my lips like a desperate plea, both fury and fear igniting.
His head dipped in confirmation. “As soon as word of the mysterious Kin reached King Elian’s ears, he had me summoned to the Castle of Ethereal Light. He spoke to me of the prophecy…”
Oh, for Noxus’s sake. They knew all along. Ever since my cuoré stepped foot in this gods’ damned place.
“And what of the Court of Infernal Night?”
At this, his eyes rose to meet mine once again. “I only know what little King Elian has disclosed, that a small group of survivors had amassed along the border of the Wilds, and it was on the shoulders of the Conservatory to put down the threat. He never said anything about Raysa-damned King Helroth.” A shudder surged up his spine, sending a tremor across his frail shoulders.
“There was nothing small or unorganized about the army I encountered.” I loosened my grip around his collar, but my shadows did not. “How could hundreds of Night Fae go on unobserved for decades?”
“I do not know,” he gritted out.
“And what of the Royal Guardians? Have they been engaging against them the entire term?”
Again, his head slowly dropped, his eyes lowering as his snow-white beard brushed his robe. “A small, dedicated force so as not to stir suspicion.”
“Good gods.” In two more terms, Aelia would have been out there forced to fight them as well.
The sudden appearance of King Helroth, along with the seer’s foretelling of the looming prophecy, couldn’t be coincidence. And King Elian knew it. Perhaps, he was privy to some information I was not. Maybe even some minute detail Father was unaware of.
“Call the king,” I hissed.
“…Excuse me?” Draven’s pale gray eyes widened.
“I must speak to King Elian at once. If I am to find Aelia and thwart the prophecy, I must be privy to all the necessary information.”
His silver brows knitted, wary eyes regarding me in a new light. “And how is it that you, a lowly, banished Shadow Fae, know anything of the prophecy?”
A wicked smile stretched my lips as I considered the ramifications of my next words. I’d had enough of pretending, of skulking around in the shadows. I was done. Besides, once I had what I needed from Draven, I’d erase every memory of this conversation. “My dear headmaster, how I’ve longed for this day.” My shadows surged around us, whipping and whirling until suffocating nox thickened the air once more. “I was planted here by my father, the King of the Umbral Court, you fool.”
“No…” Sheer terror lanced across his face as his jaw practically unhinged. “You’re a prince?”
“The bastard prince, if we’re being completely accurate.” I smirked. “Do you have any idea how I could have ruined you and all the damned Light Fae had I chosen to? Instead, I waited, biding my time, until she appeared. You see, she was my mission, and now, well, she’s become a bit of an obsession.”
“Tenebris has been searching for the child of twilight, too?”
“Of course he has. Do you truly believe only King Elian has access to the royal seers?” I cupped his cheek gently before giving it a good smack. “But you see, it is to my benefit for my father to know as little as possible about Aelia. So now, I must speak to the Light King to ensure she is returned to me safely.”
“Why do you care so much about the girl?” His mouth twisted, curling the ends of his trailing mustache. “I always suspected there was something between the two of you, but to go to such lengths…”
“It’s none of your concern,” I hissed, and a torrent of shadows vibrated around us, shaking the entire study. It was a damned good thing cuorem bonds were so rare now that none would immediately assume our true connection. “All that should matter to you is whether or not I’ll allow you to live beyond today.” I flashed him the silver cuffs, then a vicious sneer. “Now that the truth is out, I’ll kindly ask you to remove these infernal devices.” A sliver of shadow curled around his throat and squeezed. “Or I will remove your head.”
    
Prowling across the training field wrapped in concealing shadows, I heaved in the first full breath I’d taken in years. The one of a free Fae. It wasn’t quite as sweet as the one I would indulge in once Aelia was back in my arms, but for now, it was something. Massaging my sore wrists, I willed the blood to flow once again after years in those restrictive binds. My nox surged like wildfire, the heady sensations bloating my chest. It had been so long since I’d operated at full power, I’d nearly forgotten what it felt like.
Once I’d convinced Draven to remove the blasted things, I’d loosed my shadows into his mind and liquified his memory of our conversation. I’d also planted a new memory, one in which he’d decided to remove the cuffs himself as a gesture of goodwill, seeing as how I’d been such a loyal member of the Academy for years, now. A smirk curled the corner of my lip, unbidden.
Now I only hoped I could rein in my nox enough to have a civil conversation with King Elian. I reached the edge of the woods just beyond the boundary of the Conservatory’s grounds and waited. I’d debated the merits of arriving at the Castle of Ethereal Light aboard dragonback, but in the end, I’d decided a show of power would be the best strategy.
If I was to convince Elian to trust me with his secret, I’d have to reveal mine. And Phantom was not only a significant secret, but also a powerful one. The Light royals were currently devoid of dragons, and now that Ruhl had acquired one, they were at a great disadvantage.
“Where are you off to?” The unexpected voice sent my head spinning over my shoulder. Good gods, how had I not heard her approaching?
“Nowhere,” I growled at Rue.
Her eyes immediately latched onto my wrists, the angry red sores like beacons to her inquisitive gaze. The female was surprisingly perceptive, something I’d noticed more recently. “What happened to your cuf—pretty bracelets?”
“No need to be coy, Miss Liteschild.” I blew out a breath as I searched the sky for Phantom. What was taking her so long?
“So, how’d you get them off?”
“I asked nicely.” I flashed her a savage smile, a clear indication this was not a conversation I intended to expand upon.
Shaking her head, she folded her arms across her chest, the stance so similar to the one Aelia often took when she defied me, my heart staggered for an instant. “When are you going to let me in, Reign? I know you’ve been keeping secrets, Aelia too. I can’t help if you won’t let me.” At the mention of her best friend, I caught a glimpse of the hurt those secrets had caused and were continuing to do so.
I dragged my hand through my hair and huffed out a frustrated breath. “Don’t you understand that there is nothing you can do?”
“I refuse to believe that.” She tapped the tip of her boot on the soil, eyes intent on mine. “Which is why Symon and I have been taking our skyriders for our own rescue missions on our evenings off.”
“Rue,” I growled, “it’s too dangerous. You know what’s out there now. You cannot put yourselves at risk like that.”
“I must! Aelia would do the same for me. She would never give up.”
“I’m not giving up,” I growled.
“Then where are you going?”
“To see King Elian!”
Her eyes widened to nearly comical proportions—that is, if I were able to find humor in such things these days—her pale blue irises swallowing up the white. “…Why?”
“Because he must know something about the Night Fae, about King Helroth, all of it. He fought in the Two Hundred Years’ War, he became king toward the end of it. If anyone has any information about the demons who took Aelia, it would be him.”
“And you’re just going to, what, ask him nicely, too?”
A rueful smile tipped up the corners of my mouth. “I will do whatever it takes to get the information I need. I will stop at nothing until Aelia is back safe and sound.” In my arms. Forever.
She cocked her head to the side, wisps of blonde hair framing her face. “You truly do love her, don’t you?”
Heat rushed up my neck, blanketing my cheeks, but for once I didn’t will it down. It felt right admitting this monumental truth to her best friend. “Yes, Rue, I love her.”
A silly smile stretched across her face, and regret immediately settled in. I nearly took back the confession. “It’s about flipping time, Reign Darkthorn.”
The false surname rankled, but I kept my expression neutral. One day, I would fill her in on the truth as I’d promised Aelia, but not today. Better yet, I’d let Aelia tell her once I’d gotten her back. And I would, because not getting her back wasn’t even a consideration.
The thunderous flap of Phantom’s wings reverberated over the canopy of brightly colored leaves. It wasn’t the first time Rue had seen my skyrider, but in the past month, she’d never once questioned her existence, merely accepted it as it was and moved on. She tipped her head back, trailing the sound before a powerful tremor shook the ground beneath our feet, marking my dragon’s arrival.
“I must go.” I motioned toward the edge of the woods, where Phantom waited in the shadows.
“Good luck, and if there’s anything you need, you know I’m here. Reign, I want—no need to help.”
I nodded. “You’re a good friend, Rue, and Aelia is fortunate to have you.”
“I could be your friend too, professor, if only you’d allow it.” With that, she turned back to campus, her shoulders rounded and gait lacking its typical bounce.
A twinge of sympathy for the female niggled deep in my core. Not only had she lost her brother, but Aelia too. Gods help me, I would right all the wrongs or let Noxus strike me down.
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Chapter Nine
A elia
The ominous footfalls echoed like the thunderclaps of a wild storm, the ones I feared as a child in Feywood, huddled in my bed beneath the threadbare quilt. But that weak child was long gone. My silly fears were nothing compared to what actually existed out there, I’d learned. Straightening my spine, I steeled my nerves to face the king nightmares were made of.
An endless moment later, a towering form coalesced from the darkness, the eerie crimson light bathing his ebony skin. A pair of piercing fiery orbs met mine, the ruby light of the cell nothing compared to those pits of smoldering bloodred coal. I held that dark gaze, fingers tightly clasped together to prevent the urge to reach up and clutch onto the medallion of my necklace for comfort. A sinister smile curled the corner of his lips as he took me in. “I take it you’ve had a comfortable stay thus far?”
An unladylike snort erupted from between my clenched lips.
The king stepped closer, nearly brushing the twisted bars between us. His silver hair trailed across his broad shoulders, the Cloak of Forgotten Souls fastened to his surcoat with intricate metal clasps in the form of skulls. In my days of endless darkness, I’d remembered the myths of the cloak said to have been crafted by the souls of the damned, punished to spend all eternity protecting their king. My eyes latched onto the familiar silver sheen of the skulls—infernium vein, the same metal that had been used to forge my daggers. Somehow, I was certain of this.
“You are exactly as I expected.” A smirk lit up the intense crimson of his irises.
“Well, I wish I could say the same, but since I thought you were long dead, I’ve been gravely disappointed.” I flashed him a feral smile.
Good one, Aelia. Damned Lucian. I refused to avert my attention over my shoulder, not with the king here.
“What do you want from me?” I gritted out, unable to stand even a moment of silence now that he was finally here. “Why are you keeping me prisoner?”
“I apologize for the appalling conditions, child. They must pale in comparison to the luxury of the Conservatory of Luce, but I’m afraid they were a necessary evil.”
“Why?”
“I had important business to attend to, and in my absence, I couldn’t simply allow you to run free across Helspire Keep. But I am here now, and I assure you, should you prove amenable, your living conditions will be greatly improved.”
“Business for an entire month?” I snapped. Because I’d clearly lost my mind. “Did you traverse the entire content by foot?”
He shook his head, a wry grin curling the corner of his lips. “My affairs are of no concern of yours."
Maybe or maybe not. “What do you want from me?” I hissed.
“I only want to get to know my granddaughter.”
My mind spun, all the air siphoning from my lungs with that one word. “No…” I breathed with the remaining shreds of oxygen I could summon.
No. No. No.
“Oh, yes, my child. You are Princess Aelia of the Court of Infernal Night.”
“It’s not possible…” My stomach revolted, the measly crusts of bread I’d consumed the night before threatening to make a reappearance. My thoughts spun with the meager information Aidan had given me in the past year. “It doesn’t make sense. I am Light Fae, I was blessed by Raysa herself.”
“Those tricky gods can never be trusted, child. We are simply pawns in a much larger game of which we know nothing about.”
This couldn’t be… “But I have Light abilities… strong ones.”
“The goddess may have blessed you with her powers, but you are not Light Fae by blood.”
“But why? Why would Raysa do that?”
“I do not claim to know the gods’ will, Aelia. All I know is that I have waited twenty long years to finally bring you home.”
I jerked my arms up, shoving my hands up to the bars so that the bloodred manacles glowed beneath the dim light. “And this is how you welcome me?”
“I had to be certain you wouldn’t escape, and that no one would find you. I understand you’ve bonded a dragon and have also caught the interest of the Shadow Fae prince.”
Oh gods, the king knew about Reign. But how?
“I had a dragon once, long before the war. He died at my side, fighting fiercely until the end.”
“You’re wrong—you must be. This is some great error. There is no way that I am Night Fae.” I searched the dusty vaults of my mind I’d recently revisited in an attempt to unearth the list of the abilities of the Demon Fae.
Hellfire.
Soul-draining.
Astral possession.
Blood magic.
I stared at the bloodred shackles across my wrists. Gods, at this point I wish I did have zar so I could remove the blasted things.
“You are, and I will prove it to you, but first you must prove to me that I can trust you.”
I nearly choked on a laugh. “You’ve kept me prisoner in this pit of despair for over a month. Why would I ever trust you?”
He waggled a long finger, the tip sharpened to a point much like that of Kaelith’s. “I never said you had to trust me, only that I had to trust you.”
“What is the gods’ damned difference?” I howled, what little restraint I had snapping.
“If you vow not to attempt to escape until you’ve heard the truth, I will provide unquestionable proof as to who you are.”
“How?”
“Simple. I will unbind your powers.”
My jaw fell open despite my best efforts.
“It was I who had your powers bound at the bequest of your mother.”
“My mother?” The embarrassing squeal escaped, a few octaves higher than dignified, but really, what was I expected to do? Visions of the woman I’d seen in the Veil of Echoes trial raced across my mind.
“Oh, silly girl, I never abandoned you. I only did what was necessary to save you. Believe me when I say that leaving you truly broke my heart.” The apparition had pulsed with shadows and something more. An unfamiliar suffocating energy had floated in the air, thickening the atmosphere. I remembered it so clearly. Oh gods, it was zar. Only I’d been too blind to see it back then.
“My mother was Night Fae?”
“Yes. She was my daughter, Sable of Inferna, and she was slaughtered after the Two Hundred Years’ War by none other than the cowardly King Elian.”
“What? Why?” My heart lurched, ramming itself against my ribs.
“Because he was afraid of her, afraid of you…”
“…The prophecy?”
“Why of course. What would frighten a new king more than the threat of a child with the power to reshape destinies?”
“A child of light and dark,” I reiterated. Somehow, something felt wrong about my grandf—no, I was not ready for that—the king’s story. I could feel the rais running through my blood just as clearly as the pull of Reign’s shadows. Could it all have been fabricated, simply because of the mystical mark carved into my chest? It didn’t seem possible.
“There is no Light blood in you, princess. You belong to the Night.”
No, I still simply couldn’t believe it. I laced my arms across my chest to keep it from cleaving open. This was simply too much. How could I be a Night Fae princess, daughter of the dreaded Night King and the child of twilight? My heart shuddered, the invisible tethers that linked me to Reign making their presence known, as if he could sense my distress. Reign. The cuorem bond. Fated mates alone were rare enough, but across two different courts?
“What about Shadow blood?” I blurted. “Melisara said—” I cut myself off before I gave away more information than I should. Reign had already threatened the poor Spellbinder enough; the last thing I needed was to set Helroth on her.
The king’s unfathomable irises sparked, shards of deep crimson illuminating pitch pupils. “Who is Melisara?”
“It doesn’t matter. She’s dead now.”
“Tell me, child, or you will force me to delve into your mind and rip the truth out myself.”
I slapped my hands on my hips, drawing from a strength I was certain was not my own, but rather from the angry, pulsating cuorem channeling my savage Fae counterpart. “Answer me first.”
He clucked his teeth, the harsh line of his jaw softening a touch. “You are so much like her…”
“My mother?”
His head dipped, and strands of silver hair fell across his brow. For an instant, I could have sworn I saw it, a shred of humanity, as if he’d truly cared for my mother. Oh, Raysa, when had I accepted his words as truth?
The Night Fae huffed out a breath before his fingers curled around the bars between us. “Either you’re extremely astute for a mere girl, or someone else has been feeding you information.”
“So, I do have Shadow blood?”
I must, or Reign had Night Fae blood…
My thoughts whirled back in time to what little Reign had shared about his birth mother. Could she have been Night Fae? It was possible, but Melisara had clearly stated I’d been bound by nox along with rais and zar. Which brought me to yet another question: If I had no Light blood, then how did Melisara detect the presence of rais? I held my tongue, tucking all the swirling thoughts into the corner of my mind for now. If I wanted answers, I would have to play Helroth’s game.
“I will take your silence as a yes.” I offered the royal a smug grin before unclasping my hands and offering my wrists. “I’ve considered your proposition, and I do wish to know the truth. If that means vowing not to escape in the interim, I will do what I must.”
“Smart choice, princess.” Turning his hand palm up, he dragged his jagged fingernail across his flesh, flaying his own skin. I held my breath as I watched, my stomach performing somersaults. A thin line of blood, so dark it appeared stolen from the night sky, crept across his palm. “Give me your hand.”
Oh, gods, no.
“I will require a blood vow, Aelia.”
Curses. Cringing, I fit my shackled wrists through the glowing bars, careful not to skim the edges. His fingers closed around my arm and forced my hand to turn. Before I could squeal my protests, his pointed fingernail had already drawn blood. I winced as the bright red blood crawled across my palm in a tiny rivulet.
The king pressed his palm to my own and began muttering in a language I recognized as old Faerish, the harsh whispers that pervaded across the dungeons, but I could not understand. “Repeat after me,” he barked. “Vetharé korin sélan, ai thrysan meyl norath an drévak olaran.”
“What am I vowing to?”
His grip tightened as annoyance carved into his timeless features. “Something along the lines of ‘with this blood vow, I promise to keep my word upon the pain of death.’”
I was not fond of the idea of making a blind blood vow, but what choice did I have? If Helroth truly could unbind my powers, once they were unleashed, I would find a way to escape myself.
Drawing in a deep breath, the strange, ancient words flowed from my tongue as smoothly as if I’d spoken them my entire life. “Vetharé korin sélan, ai thrysan meyl norath an drévak olaran.”
A strange sensation settled over me, like a thousand spyders racing across my flesh, then burrowing deep beneath my skin. It was nothing like the time Reign had forced me into a vow. This blood magic felt darker, more sinister, icy cold rippling beneath my flesh.
Helroth’s unyielding grip around my arm finally relaxed, tearing me from the downward spiral and allowing me to draw in the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. The scent of sulfur thickened the air as a thick fog coiled around his legs and crawled up his torso. The king disappeared, inch by inch, and panic clawed at my lungs.
“Where are you going?” Fear laced my tone, and it wasn’t until this instant that I realized how terribly alone I’d been all these weeks. “Please, don’t go,” I cried.
“I will return soon enough.” His deep voice trembled across the dungeon and, as the last syllables fell away, every shred of light disappeared with it.
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Chapter Ten
R eign
The rush of chilly air nipped at my nose, but the breeze from the oncoming winter in the Court of Ethereal Light was nothing compared to that of my homeland. There the winter bite was savage, much like the Shadow Fae themselves. Still, the cool wind iced my temper and calmed my raging shadows after the confrontation with Draven.
If only he’d been more amenable, I wouldn’t have been forced to take such extreme measures. I only hoped my nox hadn’t left any permanent damage. After forcing the headmaster to send word to King Elian about my impending arrival, I’d infiltrated his mind and erased all evidence of my visit. With those blasted shackles finally removed, the excision of memories should prove permanent.
Almost there. Phantom’s words sailed through my jumbled thoughts.
Good. Despite having run through a dozen different scenarios, I still had no idea how this visit with the king would end. One entirely possible scenario was with me back in manacles, spending the rest of my days in the dungeon of the Ethereal Castle.
But, no, I couldn’t allow that to become my reality. I must succeed today, for Aelia. I massaged the void in my chest, the spot just below my collarbone. Today, the bond was oddly quiet, as if appeased by the onslaught of rage I’d unleashed upon Draven.
Damned bloodthirsty cuorem.
As we soared across the verdant lands, growing ever closer to King Elian’s home, a swirl of dread worked its way through my core. I attempted to focus on the steady pounding of Phantom’s wings to slow the manic pace of my pulse. Breathing deeply, I sought to tether my heart’s mad thrumming to the consistent beats of her measured flaps.
All will go as it should. Phantom’s grim voice did little to quell the panic.
I’m surprised how calm you are considering how much is at stake. It isn’t only my secret I may be forced to divulge today.
It is not for Fae, royal or otherwise, to decide to whom a dragon bonds. You are mine as I am yours. A king cannot change that. A chuff of annoyance punctuated the end of her thoughts, and I found my heart swelling. Coming from my dragon, that was quite a warm sentiment.
It was not warm. It is merely a statement of fact.
An unexpected chuckle eased the tension in my chest. Well, I appreciate it all the same.
At that moment, the clouds parted, revealing the Castle of Ethereal Light ahead. The gleaming structure rose from a sheer cliff of shimmering white stone, its base entwined with cascading waterfalls that spilled into a radiant lake below, their waters glowing faintly with golden luminescence. The soaring spires and turrets reached toward the heavens, their golden tips catching and refracting Raysa’s endless light in prismatic hues.
The central dome of the castle sparkled like a massive jewel, its surface a mosaic of stained glass. And surrounding the castle was a series of bridges, arcing gracefully over mist-laden chasms. The bridges, too, glowed faintly, as though woven from strands of pure light, connecting the castle to smaller floating terraces across the falls.
It had been years since I’d experienced its radiant beauty, its aura of serenity and power. No wonder Father avoided it like the plague. It was too pure, too glorious, a true testament to all that was Raysa and her luminous splendor.
It was a pity that King Elian held nothing of that splendor. Or had everything I’d heard about the Light King only been malicious slander from my father? Either was possible from what I’d learned over the years at the Conservatory.
At the Umbral Court, rumors abounded that it had been Elian himself who’d ensured the former king, his brother, Alaric, was killed so that he could finally sit the throne. As the only heir to the Court of Ethereal Light, he was the only one in line for the title. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least.
My own father had his siblings murdered in their sleep the night before his coronation. It was a wonder he didn’t do the same to Ruhl or Dom. I almost understood why he’d allowed me to live. As a bastard, I was hardly a threat.
Incoming. Phantom’s frenzied pitch sent my head spinning over my shoulder.
Gods, how could I be so easily distracted?
Instead of the troop of Royal Guardians I’d expected, an enormous slate dragon appeared through the clouds. Muttering a curse, I urged Phantom to loop around.
Why is your brother following us?
That is a very good question, old girl. One I plan to get the answer to immediately, before Ruhl ruins everything. Can you manage to keep your temper in check?
If I must…
Mordrin soared closer, the wide expanse of his wings sending a bluster of wind in our direction. Irritated, I pushed back the wild strands of my hair before splaying my fingers and sending my own welcoming committee of dark minions.
“Get out of here, Ruhl, before you utterly ruin my plan.” I threw my voice through my shadows, the pinch of my brother’s expression confirming the delivery of my message.
A responding swirl of shadows shot across the pale blue divide. “What in Noxus’s name do you think you’re doing, brother? Have you lost your damned mind?”
“You have no idea what is going on in my mind right now.”
“How could I when you’ve been nothing but a sullen, taciturn, moody bastard for weeks!”
My fingers twitched, digging them into Phantom’s warm scales the only thing keeping me from lashing out. I wanted to ring his damned neck. “Bring us down,” I hissed at Phantom. “I need to speak to my brother in person before I lose all control and impale him against a wall of shadows.”
Would that be so bad?
“Phantom…” I growled.
No response this time, only the angling of her wings as we began to descend. Ruhl followed suit, the immense gray beast dipping his head toward the lush fields below. As we glided farther away from the sprawling confines of the castle, a golden glint caught my eye, circling in the west.
Good gods, not another dragon.
Is that Solanthus? I shot the question through our mental link and Phantom’s wing flaps only grew more agitated. Well, is it?
No response.
Phantom!
I can only carry on one mental conversation at a time. Her growl vibrated across my skull. Give me a moment.
With one last leisurely flap, Phantom’s talons hit the earth, the rumble echoing through the treetops of the surrounding woods.
“Well?” I blurted aloud.
Yes, it was Solanthus.
What is he doing here?
Following us.
Muttering a curse, I slid down her enormous leg and hit the ground. Did you tell him why we came?
I did not. I told him I would inform him of the situation if we succeeded.
And he accepted that as an answer?
He didn’t have a choice.
Before I could continue this exasperating conversation with my skyrider, Mordrin landed a dozen yards away. My brother leapt off his dragon and all thoughts of Phantom were replaced by the frustration of Ruhl’s presence.
“Why are you here?” I snarled as I marched toward him, my shadows hissing and coiling across my arms and shoulders. “For years, I saw nothing of you, and now, you’re a constant thorn in my side.”
“What can I say? I’m trying to make up for lost time.” That idiotic smirk had my fingers twitching to wrap around his throat once more.
“I will only ask once more before I allow Phantom to have her way with you.” A deep rumble vibrated from behind me and a chuff of warm air skated across my nape.
Ruhl’s dark eyes lifted over my head to meet those of my snarling dragon and Mordrin moved closer, flanking his rider. With a dramatic sigh, my brother dug his hands into the pockets of his leathers. “Mordrin and I were on Aelia-scouting duty, and we saw you two zip across the sky.” He shrugged. “I was bored so I decided to follow.” He inched closer, eyes pinned to my own. “And it was a damned good thing I did, because I am certain nothing good could possibly come of you visiting King Elian.”
“On the contrary, it’s the first good thing I’ve done since Aelia was taken.”
That smug expression faltered for an instant, and instead of the joy it should have brought, it only exacerbated my irritation. Noxus, he actually cares for her.
“And what is it exactly that you’re planning to do?” he barked, seemingly unable to slip on that usual mask of indifference.
“Whatever it takes! I must discover everything I can about King Helroth and the Night Fae.”
“Including betraying Father?”
“Yes,” I hissed.
“And what if the great Light King knows nothing?”
“Then I will erase every shred of the conversation, and the only thing I will have lost is more time.”
A bitter laugh dribbled out. “You truly believe you’re strong enough?”
“There’s not a doubt in my mind.”
“I see the delusions have begun.” An annoying smirk curled the corners of his lips. Apparently, my little brother was still capable of being his usual pain in the ass after all.
“Taunt me all you want, brother, but you will not stop me.”
“Fine, then I will go with you.”
Now it was my turn to laugh. “I am visiting the king as an envoy for the academy, what will your excuse be?”
“An envoy from the Court of Umbral Shadows. I am the future king after all.” His shoulders lifted nonchalantly.
“Your presence will only fluster the king, muddle my efforts and further implicate Father in all of this. Why can’t you simply let me do this alone?”
The line between his brows furrowed, and he took a step closer, placing his hand on my shoulder. “Because I cannot trust you not to botch it up, and this is too important, Reign.”
Of course he meant Aelia. He didn’t have to say her name—I saw it etched in the tightness of his jaw, the careful way he avoided my eyes. And damn him, he wasn’t wrong. She was too important. But that didn’t make the sting any less brutal.
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Chapter Eleven
R eign
“Just keep quiet, as discussed,” I hissed at Ruhl as the entourage of white-cloaked Royal Guardians escorted us through the arched entryway of the castle.
“Of course, dear brother.”
The grand hall of King Elian’s home was an overwhelming display of brilliance, a stark contrast to the somber shadows I was accustomed to. As we stepped through and into the grand hall, the sheer magnitude of light was enough to make my vision swim for a moment, as if the very air shimmered with ethereal energy.
I hazarded a peek at my brother, and his eyes, too, were glazing over from the intensity.
The walls, towering and arched, were forged from what appeared to be translucent marble, veins of gold coursing through them like liquid sunlight. Columns as tall as ancient trees lined the hall, their bases wrapped in cascading vines of luminescent flowers that emitted a soft, golden glow.
“Well, it’s certainly as over the top as I remembered it,” he whispered.
“Quiet,” I snapped.
I clenched my fists to keep from pummeling the interloper as I strode forward behind the guards, the sound of my boots against the polished floor barely a whisper against the symphony of light. This place was the king’s heart, his haven, but to me, it was a battlefield. And every beam of light, every glowing surface, felt like a weapon aimed directly at me.
The Royal Guardians finally stopped in front of a gilded door, the polished mirror-like finish reflecting the golden hues of the walls and the light from the countless floating orbs suspended in mid-air. With a sharp squeal, the door slowly opened, revealing the even grander throne room.
We were escorted beneath a vast dome of crystalline glass painted with vivid depictions of the Light Fae’s victories during the Two Hundred Years’ War. The sunlight streaming through refracted into countless colors, casting radiant patterns across the floor in a kaleidoscope of light. Even the air felt alive, humming softly with powerful rais that made my skin prickle.
At the end of the room, King Elian, in all his radiant splendor, sat atop his throne. Carved from a single massive block of radiant white crystal, the throne shimmered with light, creating an ever-shifting halo of golden hues around it. It stood elevated on a dais of translucent glass-like stone, etched with intricate runes of old Faerish. The king’s turquoise gaze chased to meet mine, then held for an endless moment before pivoting to my brother, the prince.
“Two visitors in one day. How unusual.” The king’s eyes narrowed as he regarded us, his platinum hair cascading over his shoulders like molten silver. “And both on dragonback, even more rare.” His eyes blazed, green with envy. “Draven sent word of your visit, professor, but you are certainly a surprise, young prince.”
“I would appreciate a private audience, King Elian. I have come to discuss important Conservatory matters.” I fixed my gaze to his, steady and unwavering.
“Nonsense, aren’t we all working together after all?” Ruhl grinned, mischief illuminating his dark orbs.
“I’m afraid the professor is right, Prince Ruhl. Matters of the Conservatory are of the utmost importance to the Court of Ethereal Light; therefore, I must insist they remain in the strictest of confidences. Then there is the matter of the professor’s dragon…” He arched a curious brow.
“I would be happy to clarify all of it once we are alone.”
My idiotic brother shrugged. “Very well, then. I shall eagerly await my turn for an audience.” A couple of Royal Guardians escorted him through another pair of doors at the end of the hall.
The moment the doors were closed, I drew in a breath of relief. Ruhl was nothing but a liability. How dare he imply I was the one who couldn’t be trusted with this mission?
“You may approach, professor.” King Elian gestured toward the dais, and I drew closer with measured steps, carefully scanning the chamber. Six Royal Guardians were stationed across the space, plus the two who remained with Ruhl on the other side of those double doors.
Should the need arise, I would have to work silently so as not to alert more guards.
“Now, about that dragon⁠—”
“We’ll get to her soon enough,” I interjected. “There is a more important matter I came to discuss today.”
“Oh, really?” The king’s wizened eyes drifted to my wrists, to the pale, scarred skin where the cuffs had eaten at my flesh for years. “I thought there was something different about you.”
“Yes, I am no longer a prisoner to Draven’s whims.” A swell of shadows curled around me, towering well over my head, unbidden, as if they wanted to prove just how free they now were.
Elian’s eyes widened; the turquoise so vivid they mirrored the endless depths of a summer sky.
“I mean you no harm, Your Ethereal Highness.” I raised my hands in surrender. “I’ve only come for answers Draven cannot provide.”
“Answers regarding?”
Powerful nox skimmed across my skin, whirling my shadows into a rage of darkness. I could feel the coils of night wrapping me in their cool, invisible embrace. The two Royal Guardians closest to the king shifted uneasily. I heaved in a breath, and it took everything I had to tamp down on the burgeoning power, fully aware it was essential to tread lightly.
“King Helroth of the Night Fae.” I willed the words out quickly but evenly.
A sharp chuckle expelled from his lips, his ageless, expressionless countenance suddenly darkening. “Do you plan on joining him in the icy embrace of Noxus’s arms?”
“I wish it were that easy. I would gladly give my life if that’s what it took to find him.”
The king slowly rose, a deafening silence resonating across the massive chamber as suffocating rais infiltrated my pores. “I suggest you hold your tongue, professor, before I am forced to still it personally. What you speak of is treason.” His sly gaze slid over the half dozen Royal Guardians, who suddenly tightened the circle around us.
“I know he’s alive, Your Ethereal Highness. Now, I am here to offer my help, along with that of my dragon, in defeating the Night King and the remaining Demon Fae, but I cannot do that until I find him. With the bevy of troops you’ve sent across the border to the Wilds, my guess is you’ve known of their existence for some time now. Can you offer any guidance as to their exact whereabouts?”
He lunged forward, a wave of rais bowling over me. My head snapped back, dark hair lashing across my face. But it was nothing more than a bothersome breeze now that my full power had been unleashed. The laces twined around my heart constricted, the bond amplifying the energy coursing through my veins. My nox surged to life battering the weak show of power.
“You do not want me as an enemy,” I hissed through the tangle of nox and rais. “But I will do whatever necessary to get the answers I need.” Before the Royal Guardians took another step, I unleashed a torrent of shadows, inky coils of darkness streaking toward his guards like ravenous wraiths. They moved like living creatures, dark tendrils twisting and writhing with a serpentine grace as they slithered across the chamber and curled around their mouths. Before a single guard could summon an ounce of rais, or even a weapon, my dark minions had each pinned to the gleaming walls, immobilized.
“I will say it once again, King Elian, I am not your enemy. I came here only to find King Helroth. Now, will you help me?”
The king’s cheeks burned a deep crimson, his practiced perfection crumbling. His rais blossomed, thickening the air between us, but even from a distance I could feel it. I was stronger than the mighty royal. A new development—and an oddly satisfying one. Perhaps it was the years of bottled up nox, only amplified now; I suppose the old headmaster had done me a favor, after all.
“Where is Helroth?” I shouted, returning my focus to the matter at hand.
The double doors across the chamber whipped open, and an onslaught of Royal Guardians surged toward me. Curses. I released another torrent of shadows, the air growing colder, heavier, as the inky blackness spilled forth, casting the great hall into a deep, unnatural twilight. The guards barely had time to react before my shadows struck.
One tendril whipped toward the first guardian, coiling around his wrist like a sentient rope. The man struggled, his radiant blade flaring in a desperate attempt to sever the darkness, but the shadow tightened, yanking him to the ground with unforgiving force. His cry was cut short as a second tendril lashed out, wrapping around his throat, squeezing until he fell unconscious—unconscious, not dead, as I was not here to create more enemies.
Another guardian swung his spear, its glowing edge blazing with rais, but my shadows moved faster. They snaked along the ground, splitting and multiplying, weaving a net of pure darkness that ensnared the weapon mid-swing. The spear fell to the ground with a hollow clatter as my minions surged upward, gripping the guardian’s arms and legs, immobilizing him in place. He was left gasping, helpless as his luminous armor dimmed against the oppressive black.
“Behind you!” A familiar voice echoed across the ensuing chaos.
Ruhl appeared, pursued by the two Royal Guardians who’d escorted him out earlier. Let him deal with his own mess.
I spun around to face yet another guard. His face paled as my shadows curled across my back, forming enormous wings dwarfing his own luminescent ones. He attempted to retreat, his wings flaring as he leapt into the air, but my shadows were relentless. They arced upward, twisting into a jagged lance that pierced through the light surrounding the guardian. With a pained grunt, the man plummeted back to the earth, his wings tangled in a cocoon of shadow that bound him to the ground.
Across the room, Ruhl battled the final remaining Royal Guardian while his shadows barred the door. The steady pounding of fists echoed across the soaring chamber, and I only hoped the dark barrier would hold.
Stalking toward the king once again, I attempted an agreeable smile. “One final time, King Elian: Tell me all that you know of King Helroth, or I will be forced to make things unpleasant.”
“Who are you?” His light brows furrowed as they regarded me, a mixture of fear and curiosity. “I’ve never seen such power from a common Shadow Fae.”
For some reason, his words struck me. I’d attributed the rapid influx of power from the years of containment, or maybe even the new cuorem bond, but the king was right in his own way. I was only half-royal… When had I become stronger than a king?
“Finish this, Reign,” Ruhl barked from across the room.
Burying the thoughts for now, I pushed closer to the dais, my shadow wings flaring. They flapped leisurely, bringing me eyelevel with the king. “How can I find King Helroth?” I growled, low and deep.
“The Ebonshard Compass. It’s the only sure-fire method. It’s been lost since the war ended, but if you can find it, according to legend, it resonates with the king's infernal energy and will point unerringly to his location.”
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Chapter Twelve
A elia
Bathed only by the crimson glow of the runes etched into the walls and bars, I would have no concept of time if it wasn’t for the daily meal that appeared. But still, day blurred into night, night into day once again. Today, my meager rations of stale bread and icy water had yet to materialize.
Staring up at the murky ceiling of my cell, I wrapped and re-wrapped a thread from my old tunic around my finger. The repetition was oddly soothing. After my meeting with the king, my gorgeous gown had disappeared, leaving me in the scraps of threadbare cloth once again.
An instant later, Kaelith’s ominous form coalesced from the pit of eternal night, as if being summoned by my thoughts, and it was unfair how much hope his mere presence elicited. How my heart jumped at the sight of my jailer, how words just spilled free the moment those eerie eyes found mine.
“Finally, you’re here.”
An ominous smile twisted his lips, drawing my attention to an angry scar across his chin. “Are you starting to favor me already, Light Fae?”
I nearly choked on a laugh. “You’re kind of my only friend in here, Kae.” Glancing over my shoulder, I confirmed neither Ruhl nor Lucian occupied my cell today. I almost missed them, too.
“I am not your friend.” His dark brows furrowed, the crimson hue bathing his skin in that russet color once again. I was nearly certain it only illuminated his natural ruddy complexion, but I would never be certain until I saw the male in the light of day. If that even existed here…
“Fine,” I snapped. “I’ll just go back to arguing with Ruhl…” I allowed my words to fall away. The last thing I needed was for Kaelith to report to the king that I was losing my wits. If I had any hope of surviving this, he must believe me to be strong.
“The Shadow Fae prince?”
“No…”
His dark brow rose, curving to nearly comical proportions.
“Surely, he’s not the only male Fae in all of Aetheria with that name.”
“No, I am sure he is not, but I thought I saw him that day…” Now it was his words to fall away.
“You were there when I was taken at the boundary with the Wilds?”
His head slowly dipped.
In addition to Reign, Sol, Aidan, and Rue, my thoughts had been plagued by one other. “Do you know anything of the Light Fae student stationed along the border? Heaton Liteschild?”
“It is not my job to keep track of wayward students of the Conservatory.”
“But you would tell me if he was here? Held prisoner, perhaps?”
His teeth clenched, highlighting the sharp outline of his jaw. “Who may or may not remain imprisoned in Helspire Keep should be of little importance to you, Light Fae.”
“Why do you call me that? The king said I have no Light blood running through my veins, and yet, you continue to refer to me as one.”
“You bear her mark, do you not?”
My hand moved to the glittering tattoo just beneath the tattered remains of my tunic. Gods, what I wouldn’t give to go back to that day…
“Anyway, none of that matters.” His thick fingers curled around the glowing bars and the crimson hued runes extinguished. “I was sent by the king to fetch you.”
“You couldn’t have started the conversation with that?”
“Your constant yapping makes me lose focus.” A frown carved into his jaw and yet the annoyance didn’t quite reach his eyes. Could it be that my ill-tempered jailer had actually grown fond of me?
“Wait a minute… You’re finally letting me out of my cell?”
His head slowly dipped. “If you can keep that mouth closed for long enough.”
A jolt of excitement pummeled me in the chest, the blow so powerful I staggered back. Thank Raysa, after over a month of eternal darkness, I would finally be free—or, free-ish. Who knew what sorts of terror Helspire Keep would hold, but anything would be better than this, surely.
I squeezed my lips into a hard line before pressing my fingers to them. Gods, I couldn’t believe this was really happening. I bounced on my tiptoes as visions of a grand chamber with a massive bed and an exquisite bathing room raced across my mind. In a second, I would explode from the excitement. Not even the blood manacles encircling my wrists could dampen my mood now.
The sharp squeal of the door hinges sent my heart leaping up my throat. For the first time in nearly forty days, when the enormous door opened, it remained that way. Hot tears pricked my eyes, but I urged them back. There was no way I would ever cry in front of this male or any members of the Night Fae Court. How many were there, anyway? Did they all live in the keep? And where in the realms were we right now?
An onslaught of questions peppered my mind as I hesitantly stepped through the opening—still somewhat fearful this was all a cruel trick—my chest bloated with a tangle of emotions too powerful to unravel. Before the cell slammed closed behind me, I cast a final glance at the cot in the corner.
I’ll be here waiting for you, duskling. Ruhl waggled his brows as he splayed his lithe form across the makeshift bed.
“Then you’ll be waiting for a long time because I don’t plan on ever returning.” The inane words slithered out before I could stop them.
Kaelith spun around, eyes wide as he regarded me. “Do you often make it a habit to speak to yourself?”
“No,” I blurted. “I was simply saying goodbye to my friend… the rat.”
Ouch, Aelia, that was low even for you.
Ignoring the irritating figment of my imagination, I followed my jailer down the murky hall, the eerie crimson glow dissipating with each step farther down the narrow corridor. An electric hum of zar buzzed over my skin as the passageway ended at a set of twisting stone stairs. I glanced up, my head spinning from the never-ending spiral.
“How far below the ground are we?” I hissed.
Kaelith rolled his eyes, or at least I believed he did, judging by his frustrated expression. Since there was no white, only citrine orbs and a slash of a black pupil, it was impossible to say for certain. “I cannot say.”
“You can’t, or you won’t?”
Shaking his head, he motioned for me to go ahead, and we began our ascent.
What seemed like hours later, I was now fully aware of how weak I’d become during my captivity. My head was spinning from the endless circling when an arched stone doorway led us into yet another corridor. I blinked quickly, my pupils adjusting to the dim light of lanterns hung along the obsidian walls. The pungent scent of sulfur pervaded the air, the now familiar prickle of zar skimming over my skin.
“Follow me.” Kaelith led the way, the endless darkness diminishing more with each step. I kept my mouth closed as promised, despite the dozens of questions that popped up at every turn. From the corner of my eye, I stole a glance at the harsh lines of Kae’s profile. I was right, his skin did have a naturally russet color, which had only been magnified by the deep red hue of the runes in my cell.
Another long minute later, the corridor finally opened into a vast, echoing expanse of a hall. Its obsidian floor was polished to a mirror-like sheen that reflected the dim, ghostly lights flickering above. Towering columns carved from shadowy onyx rose to vaulted ceilings, their surfaces etched with swirling runes that pulsed faintly, similar to the ones that lined my cage. Between the columns, ethereal blue flames burned in suspended sconces, their light casting eerie, dancing patterns across the walls.
Much like Arcanum Citadel, the keep held a sort of ominous beauty. I found myself entranced by the play of shadow and light spilling across the enormous chamber.
Kaelith’s boots slapped against the onyx stone, the harsh clap vibrating across the sprawling space. In the intense silence surrounding us, it suddenly occurred to me we had yet to encounter another soul. By the size of the entry hall, the keep must be sizable, so where were all its inhabitants?
Once we crossed the length of the grand entry hall, we turned down yet another corridor. It wound around the corner, walls lined with tapestries of fearsome Night Fae in battle. I passed by one, running my fingers over the ornate embroidery on the bottom. The words were in Faerish yet again, and somehow, I was certain the images depicted were those of the Two Hundred Years’ War.
“Where are we going?” I finally whispered.
“To the throne room. The king awaits.”
A pang of fear iced my veins, slowing my eager footsteps. Would the king make good on his word today? Would my powers finally be unbound?
“Must I see the king with these?” I lifted my still-manacled hands.
“If anyone is to remove those, it will be His Infernal Highness.”
Of course, it would be.
“What about that gown you whipped up last time?”
He slowly shook his head. “No illusions today. Your spirit must remain clear and unpolluted for the⁠—”
“For the what?”
“You will find out soon enough.”
I opened my mouth, a retort poised at the tip of my tongue, but my warden threw me a narrowed glare before pressing his thick finger to his lips once more, reminding me of the promise I now regretted. I heaved out a frustrated breath but continued to follow him, nonetheless.
A few more steps across the winding, disorienting passageways, and Kaelith stopped in front of a set of doors fashioned of the darkest wood I’d ever seen. He closed a hand around each knob and with a grunt, hauled the massive barrier open.
The cavernous chamber beyond appeared, light and shadow warring for dominance. The walls were formed of jagged black crystal, each shard shimmering faintly with a silvery glow, as if absorbing and reflecting the faintest starlight. A massive obsidian throne stood atop a dais veined with glowing lines of infernal red, seemingly alive with the king's power. His dark gaze chased to mine, and a sinister smile curled his lips.
Diverting my attention from that wicked grin, I focused on the ominous throne room. The throne itself was adorned with spikes and intricate carvings of nightmarish creatures, the seat draped in furs so black they absorbed the surrounding light. Behind it, a massive window of stained glass displayed a distorted view of the endless starry sky. Shadowglass… I’d studied it at the Conservatory. The same substance was said to make up the windows of the Fortress of Umbral Shadows.
“So lovely to see you, princess.”
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Chapter Thirteen
A elia
“Can you kindly not call me princess?” The request—no, the command burst free before I could stop it. Every time the king called me that, my thoughts flew to Reign and the crushing pain in my chest only grew more violent.
“Why not? It is your title, Aelia.”
I couldn’t very well tell him the real reason I despised the treasured word coming from his lips. “Because I am not your princess. Despite what you say, I will never be the Princess of the Court of Infernal Night.”
Helroth’s eyes flashed, those pools of burning crimson searing into me from across the throne room. “You can deny it all you wish, but the fact still remains, and I will prove it to you today.” He crooked a long finger, beckoning me closer.
When I remained fixed to the spot, Kaelith shoved me forward, his meaty palm colliding with my lower back. “Move, Light Fae.”
“For the love of Noxus, must you be so pushy?” I hissed over my shoulder.
“It is unwise to keep a royal waiting.” Kae moved into step beside me, escorting me toward the king who sat atop his monstrous spiked throne, looking down upon us as we approached. Helroth was enormous with shoulders as wide as an oxyn and broad as a buil, and still the gigantic, regal seat dwarfed the male.
Now within a yard of the king, without the terror of when we first met or the debilitating darkness of my cell, I was finally able to admire his timeless countenance. Much like Elian and Tenebris, Helroth’s face belonged to someone only a quarter of his lifetime. His ebony skin was flawless, a midnight blaze illuminating the male in an otherworldly glow. Glistening silver hair cascaded across his black surcoat, the sharp discord in hues only highlighting the stark cruelty of his dark armored form. His presence was a storm given shape—a paradox of unyielding strength and the unearthly grace that marked his lineage as Night Fae King. My grandfather…
Despite feeling the truth of it within the deepest marrow of my bones, I still couldn’t quite reconcile the disparity. As a child, I’d often dreamt of the family I’d lost, of the warm and caring mother, the doting father. But this beast of a man as my grandsire? Never.
And if this monster was my mother’s father, then what had she been like? Surely, not the kind, sweet, coddling female I’d imagined. How could anyone who left a soul to rot in that torture chamber for over a month rear a decent child? It’s no wonder she’d abandoned me. And what of my father?
“Have you lost your tongue, child?” The king’s dark gaze pierced my own, searching for what, I had no idea.
I blinked quickly, chasing away the jumble of thoughts consuming my mind. An odd mixture of grief and anger tussled through my insides.
“Kaelith here tells me you’ve done nothing but ramble in his presence.”
“I’m thinking, that’s all.”
“About what?”
“My mother, my father… What kind of a grandfather abandons his own blood to suffer in endless darkness for weeks?” The angry words were out before I could stop them. A part of me wished to take them back, but the other half was exhausted and furious and needed answers. Not to mention tired of always being in the dark—pun not intended.
The corner of his lip twitched before the mask of calm once again settled over. “I already explained to you⁠—”
“Yes, yes, you were away and didn’t trust me. I’m sure Kaelith here could have seen to my confinement in slightly less awful accommodations.”
The guard at my side gasped, his sharp inhale making me pause. Perhaps no one had ever dared to speak to the king in this manner. Well, I was done holding my tongue. After years without real family, to be treated in such a way by the only living relative remaining had broken something inside me.
Helroth slid to the end of the throne, a predatory gleam in his eyes. “I appreciate the honesty, princess, but I must ask you to refrain from speaking to me in such a disrespectful tone. Despite being your grandsire, I am still the king.” His hand snaked out, curling around my manacled wrists and pops of energy prickled across my skin.
I jerked away from his touch, and my hands came apart, the blood shackles I’d been forced to wear for nearly forty days dissipating into nothingness. I barely restrained a groan of delight as I stared down at my wrists, finally freed.
Those ominous orbs razed over me, an expectant smile twisting the corners of his lips. He couldn’t possibly expect a thank you, could he?
Instead, I continued on, as if his modicum of kindness had gone completely unnoticed. “You claim to be the king, but the king of what exactly? I haven’t seen a single subject within the Keep. Or do you force all your citizens to reside in the dungeon as well?”
“Aelia…” Kaelith growled low.
I’d clearly snapped. I knew very well I was treading a thin line, but I’d also realized that if the king wanted me dead, I would already be resting in Noxus’s arms. He clearly wanted something from me, and that was the key to my survival.
Helroth slowly rose, unfolding his massive frame to his full, terrifying height. Reign was tall, at over a head higher than me, and this male would tower over even him. My spine snapped straight, eyes fixed on those pulsating crimson coals. Do not look weak. You are Aelia, carved of stone. I repeated the mantra over and over again, and this time, there were no other voices in my head besides my own.
He inched closer until the pungent odor of sulfur and smoke filled my nostrils. “My people—our people—are in hiding because of those gods’ damned kings above ground. And you are alive only at my whim. Need I remind you that it was me who had your dangerous tangle of energy bound as an infant? If it weren’t for my power, you would have been discovered and killed long ago.”
His lips twisted in disgust, a tendon fluttering across his wide jaw. “If you want honesty, I will give it to you, child. You have grown weak over the years, and I need you strong for what is to come. Night Fae are honed from shadow and steel, their resolve tempered in the fires of despair and the cold embrace of the void. You, Aelia, are soft—too reliant on the light to guide you, too tethered to hope. But strength does not come from comfort. It comes from enduring the darkness and emerging unbroken.”
A chill surged up my spine at the fire in his words and the burning violence in his gaze. “And what of my father? Was he like you? Or perhaps, I inherited my good nature from him.”
“You have no father,” he snarled. “He impregnated your mother and abandoned her long ago.”
A blade to the heart would have hurt less. In the past few days, as I’d attempted to come to terms with the fact that I could share blood with this horrible male, my only consolation was that of a worthy father.
“Are you certain?” My voice faltered, and gods, I hated the weak tremble.
“Am I certain? As if I could ever expunge the shameful secret! My only daughter, defiled by some worthless male seeking only the warmth between a female’s thighs.” His lips twisted, disgust etched along the smooth planes of his countenance.
A charged silence filled the vast chamber as thoughts of the past flashed across the endless night of the king’s narrowed glare. When the quiet grew to uncomfortable lengths, I finally spat, “What do you want from me?”
“Your powers unbound to start.”
“To what end?”
He hinged at the waist until we were nose to nose, his powerful zar encapsulating us in a cloud of night. It danced over my skin, permeating my tattered clothes and infiltrating straight down to my core. My rais surged to the surface, furious at the unwelcome intrusion. “To whatever end I see fit,” he hissed.
“I won’t be your Infernal Court princess, Helroth. I will never fight for you against them.”
A wicked smirk curled his lips, and pure malice brightened the dark void of his gaze. “Never is a very long time, princess. As a Fae, you’ll come to understand that soon enough.” With that, he spun on his heel and barked something in Faerish at Kaelith.
My jailer marched to the door we’d walked through only minutes ago, wrenched it open and revealed a male leaning on a gnarled staff, standing on the other side.
He stood no taller than a child, but what he lacked in stature, he more than made up for in presence. His skin was the color of tarnished iron, a pale gray etched with faint glowing runes that pulsed with an ominous, otherworldly light.
Though he held that same ethereal grace Melisara possessed, there was something darker, much more sinister about this Spellbinder’s aura. It pulsated a muddled black with streaks of dirty russet.
Kaelith escorted him toward us, and I sensed it, that familiar smokey signature of lys, confirming my suspicions. My thoughts raced back in time to the woods of Mysthallia and the spell Melisara had cast to determine what blocked my powers. Vivid memories of the intense pain came next. Oh, gods, what would it feel like to have my abilities unblocked?
Helroth turned to the approaching male and motioned in my direction. “Tharos Dren, the princess, all grown up.”
Sharp, coal-black eyes pierced into my very soul as I met his gaze. Unable to hold it for long, I perused his raven-like hair, streaked with silver, which hung in loose strands framing his gaunt, angular face. Then my gaze drifted lower to the staff clenched in his fist, carved from shadowed wood and crowned with an obsidian stone, which seemed an extension of his frail yet commanding form.
“Ah, she is a beauty.” He staggered closer, his robes, fashioned of deep midnight hues, shimmering faintly as he moved as though woven from smoke. He reached out a knobby hand, but I jerked back and bumped into Kaelith’s unyielding form.
“Tharos is a longtime friend, Aelia, you need not be afraid of him.”
“I’m not afraid,” I snapped and took a measured step away from Kae and closer to the little dark Spellbinder. “Will you be releasing my powers?”
“It is only fitting, princess, as I was the one to bind them in the first place.”
My breath caught in my throat as I scrutinized the small male. How could this be the powerful Spellbinder who’d managed to siphon not only zar but also nox and rais to hide my abilities for twenty years.
“May I?” He lifted a hand again, and this time I didn’t flinch as he reached for the delicate chain around my neck.
“What are you doing?” I barked.
“I must remove the medallion, princess.”
“My necklace?”
He nodded. “It is the anchor for the incantation.”
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Chapter Fourteen
A elia
Of course it was. My hand closed around the medallion, the warmth of the worn metal seeping into my palm. How could I have not realized it sooner? There had been so many instances it had acted oddly, so many occasions where I’d felt power oozing from my beloved gift. Aidan must have known all along…
And yet, he’d only gifted me the necklace on my twentieth birthday. Why?
“This belonged to my parents?” The question came out shaky, my voice trembling, and I hated how weak I sounded.
“Your mother chose it for you.”
Tharos’s hand inched closer to the medallion and every instinct screamed at me not to allow him to remove it. Aidan had given it to me for a reason. Had he kept it hidden all those years until he knew I’d need it?
“No.” I was impressed with the calmness in my tone.
“Aelia…” the king’s growl was deep and ominous.
“No, he cannot touch it.”
Helroth heaved out a frustrated breath, those broad shoulders rounding as he approached me. “Tharos cannot break the spell unless the necklace is removed.”
“How does it work exactly?” Anything to buy myself some time. I just needed time… I couldn’t understand it, but I felt it without a doubt all the same: I must not allow this male to have my necklace.
Tharos exchanged a glance with the king, and after a faint dip of his chin, he pivoted his gaze in my direction. “The anchor is imbued with both emotional and mystical resonance, used to stabilize and amplify the spell's potency. It serves as a conduit between my will and the intended effect, binding the combined energy of zar, nox and rais to a tangible focus. Without the anchor, the spell becomes unstable, allowing the incantation to be easily unraveled.”
“So what will you do with it once you remove it?”
“It must be destroyed.”
Destroying my heart along with it. “No,” I hissed, clutching onto the medallion. It was the only thing that remained of my parents, not to mention Aidan.
“Oh, for Zaroth’s sake,” Helroth muttered. “Is there no other way, Tharos?”
The Spellbinder scratched at his chin. “I may be able to siphon the energy from the medallion without destroying it, but it will be tricky.”
“Then do it.”
“Th—Cheers.” I dipped my head at the male and tucked my beloved necklace beneath my tunic.
“Now, may we continue?” Helroth’s bloodred eyes razed over me.
Gulping down the anxiety I felt bubbling just under the surface, I nodded. This was what I wanted all along, right? With my powers unbound, I’d finally understand the full breadth of my abilities. And if I could, in fact, summon all three powers of the gods, I should in theory, become quite a weapon. One in which my grandfather undoubtedly sought to exploit.
Luckily, my blood vow would expire once the spell was broken, and then I’d be free to plot my escape at my earliest chance.
“Tharos, proceed,” Helroth commanded.
The dark Spellbinder dipped his head, slivers of dark hair interspersed with silver falling across his brow.
The air in the grand chamber suddenly grew thick, oppressive, like an invisible hand pressing against my chest with every shallow breath I managed to take. Shadows danced wildly across the jagged walls, cast by the faint, flickering light of Tharos's staff. The dark Spellbinder stood in the center of the room, his small, hunched frame somehow commanding, his presence radiating menace. His eyes, black pools of void, seemed to peer through me, seeing everything I tried to keep hidden—every fear, every vulnerability.
“You’re afraid,” he rasped, his voice grating like dry leaves. “Good. Fear will make it easier to find the chains I must break.”
I took another step back, unable to go far with Kae still standing behind me, clutching my arms across my chest as if it might somehow shield me from his probing gaze. “I’m not afraid. It’s only that I’m not sure I want this,” I hissed. “Perhaps there was a reason my mother chose to bind my powers. Maybe there is another way.”
“There isn’t,” he said simply, his bony hand gesturing to the circle he’d inscribed on the floor, the one I hadn’t even noticed him making. Its lines pulsed faintly with a sickly green glow, ancient runes that seemed alive, twisting and writhing like worms. “The powers you were born with are shackled by the combined forces of the gods. It was done to protect you, but now that time has passed. If you want to truly know who are you, you must free them and endure the pain of unbinding.”
Pain. The word hung between us, heavy and inevitable.
I swallowed hard, bile rising in my throat. My gaze flickered to the king, who once again sat atop his throne, apparently unconcerned with my impending torment. “And if I say no?”
Helroth tilted his head, his lips curling into a cruel smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Then you will remain caged, powerless when it matters most. Do you think you can face what lies ahead without the strength I offer you now? Do you think you can save any of them?”
Aidan. My friends. Reign. Their names didn’t need to be spoken. They were there in the cold accusation of the king’s words, in the unrelenting truth they carried. I hated him for being right. I hated myself for needing this even more. Gritting my teeth, I straightened and stepped into the circle, my boots scraping against the obsidian stone as I crossed into the glowing runes.
Tharos’s smile widened, revealing sharp, yellowed teeth. “Good. Now, kneel.”
Everything in me rebelled at the command, but I forced myself down, the cold stone biting into my knees. Tharos moved closer, the shadows seeming to fold around him like an oily cloak, and raised his staff. The light from its tip brightened, illuminating the jagged veins of black crystal I hadn’t noticed embedded in its surface.
“This will hurt.” There wasn’t a shred of sympathy in his tone. “Try not to scream too much. It distracts me.”
Before I could retort, he slammed the base of the staff into the ground. The runes ignited, flaring to life with a ghastly light that bathed the throne room in green fire. I felt it immediately—a searing heat tearing through my veins, racing up my spine and branching out into every limb. It was as if my blood had turned molten, setting fire to everything it touched.
I screamed. I couldn’t help the gruesome shriek from tearing loose.
There was nothing, no one else, as Tharos’s voice rose above the sound, chanting in a guttural language that scratched at the edges of my mind, clawing its way in. The words wrapped around me like chains, dragging me deeper into the ritual. The heat in my veins shifted, turning cold, then colder still, an icy grip that froze the breath in my lungs. I felt the necklace around my throat, my anchor, grow unbearably heavy, as if it were trying to pull me down into the stone itself.
Memories of the day in Melisara’s cottage surged to the surface, of Reign’s comforting touch and soothing words. There was none of that here. Today, I was alone, battling an internal enemy threatening to ravage my insides, while the external enemy watched, emotionless, uncaring.
“Do not fight it,” Tharos snapped, his voice sharp and commanding. “Let the lys consume you, or it will destroy you.”
I tried. Stars, I tried. But the pain was relentless, unbearable. The icy grip in my chest turned into a vice, and I gasped for air that wouldn’t come. My vision blurred, the edges of the chamber melting into darkness, and still, Tharos chanted.
And then I felt it. A snap.
Not in my body, but somewhere deeper, as though a lock had been broken inside me, the chains Tharos had spoken of shattering. Power rushed through me like a tidal wave, raw and untamed, threatening to drown me in its intensity. A heady mix of rais, nox and zar ravaged my system, reminiscent of the time Ruhl and I had combined our energies in the Veil of Echoes trial. My chest expanded, the warring powers thrashing at my ribs and fighting for dominance.
Reign, it hurts. It hurts so badly.
Oh, gods, I would never survive this.
Where are you, Reign?
The cuorem pounded, suddenly awake and furious, invisible tethers constricting my heart and only intensifying the chaos caged within my skeletal form.
I’m right here, Aelia. I’m always with you, however far apart it may seem. You can do this; now fight, princess.
Reign? Hot tears blurred my vision until nothing remained around me but him, his essence, pulsing through our bond. For weeks I’d dreamed of hearing his voice, but only Ruhl and Lucian accompanied my addled mind.
Reign’s strong arms wrapped around me, enveloping me in the safety of the hard planes of his chest. His scent, that all-consuming, familiar musky, frosty fragrance filled my nostrils, calming the mad thundering of my pulse.
I could almost feel him wrapped around me, his faint whispers at my ear, his strong hands cradling my face, his shadows’ icy touch bringing me solace from the blazing inferno assaulting my body.
I love you, Aelia. Fight, princess, and never give up. I’m coming for you.
A sob built in my throat, the ache of his bittersweet words momentarily overcoming the physical pain surging through every inch of my body. I love you, Reign. And I will fight—for you, for us, and for everyone I left at home.
Good girl.
The green light of the runes flared again, and I blinked quickly as Reign’s spectral form vanished, leaving nothing behind but that abysmal void. No… The mystical symbols blazed in earnest one last time before shattering into a thousand shards of darkness.
I collapsed forward, my hands scraping against the polished stone floor as I gasped for breath. My entire body trembled, the echoes of pain still pulsing in my limbs and the fresh ache in my heart threatening to swallow me whole. Tharos stood above me, his staff dim now, but his eyes glinting with triumph.
“It is done,” he whispered, his voice low and reverent. “Your power is your own now. What you do with it… that is up to you.”
I looked up at him, hatred and gratitude sparring in my chest. My throat burned, but I managed to croak out a single word. “Cheers.”
Tharos chuckled, stepping back into the shadows. “Same to you, princess.”
And then the grand throne room began to spin, the jagged black crystals along the walls blurring, the massive throne twirling along the edges of my vision.
Sleep, princess. Reign’s final words eased the panic setting in, and my weary lids began to droop. Rest now, starlight. Tomorrow, you will fight again, just as I will continue fighting to reach you. We will be together again soon.
With vivid memories of his solid hold and unflinching gaze filling the cavernous void in my chest, I surrendered to the cool darkness of Noxus’s embrace.
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Chapter Fifteen
R eign
All the air siphoned from my lungs, and I staggered back, as if the weight of the entire realm had struck me. Reign, it hurts. It hurts so badly. My heart thundered, unsteady, while a cold dread coiled in my stomach, sharp and suffocating. “Oh, gods, Aelia?”
My whispered words sent Ruhl’s wary gaze lifting to mine, abandoning the scrolls of parchment spread across the table of the vacant Arcanum library. “What’s happened?” He leapt up, trapping me against the tower of ancient tomes.
Leaning against the shelves, I massaged the vacant spot in the center of my chest, the hollow where Aelia once resided. My heart thrummed beneath my palm, the cuorem bond alive and pulsing with her presence.
Where are you, Reign?
“I’m right here, Aelia!” I shouted, shoving Ruhl back as panic surged through my veins. I barreled by my brother, desperate to reach her. But where? Where in gods’ name was she?
I raced through the rows of bookshelves that soared to the skylight above, chasing a voice, a voice that the logical part of me knew very well couldn’t be within the confines of this library. Still, I couldn’t keep my feet still, not when I could feel her so clearly.
“Reign!” Ruhl’s footsteps echoed behind me thundering through the silence of the vacant chamber. “What in Noxus’s name are you doing? Have you lost your sun-loving mind?”
“I hear her!” I shouted over my shoulder as I continued my manic sprint around the empty library.
“…Aelia?”
“Yes.”
“But it’s not possible, you know that, right?”
Shaking my head, I followed the pull, the invisible tethers lacing around my heart. Tightening. Aelia, please. Tell me where you are.
Reign, help me!
Maddening fury rushed my chest, and a beastly growl tore through my clenched teeth. A torrent of shadows twisted across my form, a wave of pure night enveloping me, drowning out the mage lights that hung from the slick obsidian walls. A raging tempest consumed me, filling every inch of my body until my heart felt like it would burst. Darkness oozed from my pores, the sudden swell of nox overpowering.
“Reign! Snap out of it.” Firm hands closed around my shoulders, fingers digging into my flesh through my light tunic before spinning me around to face them. “Reign!” I recognized the familiar growl, and my lids jolted open. “Are you with me?”
The invisible ties of the cuorem, once bright and luminous, extinguished, and the presence, Aelia, that momentarily lit up my being vanished as well. No… My shadows slithered back into my skin, voluntarily, the hum of energy once again dwindling to manageable levels. “Aelia?” I threw my head back and howled. With that overwhelming power abating, that familiar hollow opened up in my chest once again. “She’s gone,” I murmured.
But was she ever there to begin with? Or was Ruhl right and I was losing my mind?
I stumbled back against another shelf, triggering an avalanche of old tomes, and heaved out a breath, ignoring every single one that fell. Shockingly, my brother bent down to pick up the ones scattered closest to his feet.
“So, are you going to tell me what in the realms just happened or keep it to yourself?” His sharp eyes met mine as he crouched before me.
“I don’t know,” I growled. “For the first time in over a month, I felt her. Truly felt her. It wasn’t simply the infernal pull of the cuorem bond, it was Aelia. I’m certain of it.” Again, my hand instinctively moved to my chest, circling slowly. “She was in pain, Ruhl, a lot of pain.” I gritted my teeth, that guilt threatening to swallow me whole. This was all my fault. How could I have wasted so much time doing nothing? I was her cuoré; it was my responsibility to keep her safe, to be able to find her, at the very least!
I bent down, reaching for one of the blasted books and hurled it across the aisle. Fury’s claws dug deep into my heart, slicing through my weakening organ. I was failing her again and again. I reached for another fallen book, then another and another, throwing them across the aisle in rapid fire.
“Reign, stop!” Ruhl barked.
My fingers closed around a particularly ancient one, and sparks shot through my skin. “What the…?” I hissed, jerking my hand back and dropping the book. It clattered onto the floor, flipping open to a random page.
Ruhl’s eyes widened as he scanned the dark scrawling. “Well, Noxus’s tits, you did it, you lucky bastard.”
I glanced down at the yellowing page and the big bold text of the chapter heading. The Ebonshard Compass. We’d been searching for mention of it for two endless nights, taking advantage of the empty Arcanum library while the students slept. A flurry of hope filled my chest, the first hint of the elusive sentiment I’d experienced in forever.
“You found it.” The smile on Ruhl’s face was one I rarely saw on my half-brother. The momentary happiness was overshot by the understanding of that giddy expression. Gods, he really cares for Aelia… Could he love her? Was it even possible for my feelings to transfer onto him like that? Was it something else, entirely?
Dismissing the thoughts for now—as I frequently chose to do—I crouched down beside him, scanning the text. “Oh, for Raysa’s sake,” I cursed as I read the remainder of the paragraph.
The Ebonshard Compass lies hidden deep within the Wraithfen Hollow, a cursed mire in the northern reaches of Vesperis, where shadows coil like serpents and the very air hums with forbidden magic. Whispers say it rests atop an ancient altar of obsidian, guarded by creatures that slither just beyond sight. The path is treacherous, marked only by the faint glow of ghostly fungi and the haunting cries of unseen watchers. Many have ventured into the Hollow seeking the compass, but none have returned to tell how close they came—or what truly lies in wait beneath the blackened boughs.
Ruhl’s gaze trailed mine, and I could practically feel his body tensing as he skimmed each line. Ever since he was a child, he’d had an irrational fear of the Immortalis. The Death Drinkers, as the Fae referred to the residents of Vesperis, fed from other creatures to sustain eternal life. Muttering curses, he finally rose, kicking at a stray tome. “Well, good luck, brother. Let me know how the adventure to Vesperis goes.”
I shot up, eyeing him incredulously. “You cannot be serious.” Maybe I’d been mistaken about his feelings for Aelia after all. As irritated as I was at my brother’s cowardice, a part of me was embarrassingly relieved.
“Dead serious, Reign. I’m not going anywhere near those vile bloodsuckers. You know as well as I that they prefer the most powerful to feast upon. I’m a Shadow Prince!”
“I’m pleased to hear there are limits to your devotion to my cuoré.” I smirked.
“Oh, shut up.” He dragged his hand through his hair, his face suddenly pale.
“Don’t worry, Ruhl, I will do just fine on my own. Just like I handled King Elian.” After we’d subdued his guards, I’d managed to skulk into his mind and remove all traces of our encounter. I must admit sowing false memories within the mind of a royal had been a first for me. Since the awakening of the cuorem bond, every day that passed, my powers only seemed to grow stronger. And more volatile.
“Will you, though?” Ruhl pointed to the open book on the floor. “Did we not read the same passage?”
Returning my thoughts to the present predicament, I waved a dismissive hand. “I’m not frightened of a cursed mire or ghostly fungi, brother.”
His lips twisted, an expression of genuine disgust contorting his features. Before he could mutter another word, I spun on my heel toward the exit of the library. I’d wasted far too much time already. It was nearly morning, and I’d have to find Professor Lumen to fill in for my classes today before departing.
“Wait!” Ruhl called out when I reached the end of the aisle.
I canted my head over my shoulder but didn’t stop walking.
“You won’t be able to do this alone.”
“Of course I will.”
He huffed out a string of curses before his footfalls echoed across the stone floor. “Fine, I’ll come with you.”
“I never asked you to.”
He sprinted to my side, complexion still pallid but determination clear on his face. “Well, someone will have to run for help when those bloodthirsty creatures are sucking you dry.”
A dark chuckle pursed my lips as I strode forward. “If you’re so scared of the terrible Immortalis, you need not come, little brother. I promise I can handle this just fine on my own.”
He shook his head, a resolute look in his eye. “No. I must do this.”
I whirled on him, that gut-wrenching feeling of jealousy back with a vengeance and wringing out my insides. “Why?”
His dark eyes pierced mine, the tempest of emotion beneath the glassy surface one I easily recognized. I saw its reflection in the mirror every day. “You know why,” he growled.
Heaving out a breath, I curled my fingers into tight fists at my side to keep them from wrapping around my brother’s neck. Aelia was mine, and once she was safely back in my arms, I’d make it abundantly clear to my brother. But for now, I couldn’t deny he made a worthy ally.
“Once she’s back⁠—”
Ruhl lifted his hand, cutting me off. “I know, I know. She’s your cuoré, you’ll seal the bond, and all these lingering side effects will finally vanish. Trust me, I look forward to it more than you know.”
He stalked off, leaving me with a pit of doubt that only grew larger by the day.
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Chapter Sixteen
R eign
I marched across the training field, my strides growing quicker as students and skyriders began to fill the sun-kissed clearing. From the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of Liora, her curious gaze fixed in my direction. I moved faster, eager to disappear before she came after me. In the past week, I’d done my best to avoid my newest acquisition, and unexpected guilt had come along with it. I truly couldn’t believe she was at all responsible for the events of that horrible day at the border of the Wilds, but perhaps Rue was right and I was overcompensating for the loss of Aelia.
Moving past the edge of the training field, I lengthened my stride. The good professor, Lumen, was more than eager to comply with my request to assume the role of flight class instructor for the day. In Aelia’s absence, I’d relied on him, as well as a number of other faculty members, to cover for me. Draven either hadn’t noticed or was too busy to care about my sudden lack of attendance. The only reason I remained at all was to ensure I was abreast of the comings and goings of the Light Court.
Now with a direct line to the king, perhaps it was time to make my absence more permanent. Then what would I do when Aelia returned to the Conservatory? Was I a fool to believe that things would ever go back to how they once were?
“Where are you going, professor?” The familiar female voice stopped me in my tracks.
Curses. I whirled around to find Rue and Symon regarding me expectantly. The Liteschild female had her arms folded across her chest, glaring up at me, a twist of determination and annoyance present in her expression.
“Lumen is taking over your class again?” she asked.
“Yes, clearly.”
“Why?” She stalked closer, her piercing scrutiny nearly making me squirm. Me!
“Is this about Aelia?” Symon whispered.
I pressed my finger to my lips and hissed, “Shh! Quiet, both of you.” Gods, I knew I should have wiped both of their memories of what happened that day. And I would have had it not been for my concern of how Aelia would take it. Back then I never thought she would be gone for so long, and the pair have been nothing but a nuisance since her abduction.
Rue inched closer, rising to her tiptoes to whisper, “Tell us what you’re doing, or we’ll simply follow you.”
“Are you really threatening me?” A storm of shadows hissed and sputtered to life, whizzing around the irritating Light Fae, but I wasn’t sure anyone could be less intimidated in that moment than Rue was. It was infuriating.
“Well, I wouldn’t have to if you simply let us help.”
“She makes a good point.” The Lightspire male wagged a finger at me.
“Not to state the obvious, but you don’t seem to have made much progress in the search for Aelia on your own all this time.” She slapped her hands on her hips, her gaze only narrowing.
It took every ounce of restraint I possessed to keep my nox in check when all I wanted to do was scream… among other more violent things. “I’ve done everything I could!” I hissed. “I even went to see your damned king!”
“King Elian?” Symon’s eyes grew wide as he cocked his ear in my direction as if to ensure he’d heard me correctly.
“Yes, and I finally have a lead on how to find King Helroth.”
“Oh, goddess, that is fantastic news!” Rue flitted up and down on her tiptoes as if she actually possessed ethereal wings and was about to take flight. “How?”
“There’s an article I must find. According to the Light King, once I’ve procured it, it will lead us directly to Helroth.”
“Us?” Rue’s light brows perked up, reaching the line of her curly head of blonde hair. Hope began to burn in her eyes—something I had no intention of igniting further.
“My brother will be accompanying me,” I grumbled.
“And that’s where you’re going now?” She continued the inquisition, seemingly ignoring my previous statement, and each second that passed only elevated my rising pulse further.
“Yes,” I gritted out.
“Perfect! Then we’ll go with you.” Rue ticked her head toward the flight field. “Our mounts are ready to fly.”
Symon’s head bounced up and down eagerly.
“Absolutely not,” I snarled, and tendrils of shadow streaked from my fingertips, concealing us all in a barrier of pure darkness. “We have no idea what we’ll encounter in Vesperis, and the last thing I need is the two of you tagging along. I don’t want more children to babysit.”
“Vesperis, the land of the Immortalis?” Rue echoed.
“Yes.”
“Gods, maybe he’s right, Rue.” Symon’s complexion mirrored Ruhl’s when we’d discovered that old tome. “Maybe we should let the Shadow Fae deal with this.”
I couldn’t help but feel that it had been Aelia herself to lead me to that book. We’d been searching the archives for days, and had I not gone on that tirade, who knew how long it would have been before we came across that particular text.
“No, we should not.” Rue shook her head, jaw clenched stubbornly, and already I knew this was not going to be a battle I would win. “As a matter of fact, as Light Fae, and expert wielders of rais, we should most certainly accompany them.”
Realms, I hadn’t even considered it, but the female wasn’t entirely wrong. Rais, the luminous energy from the goddess of Ethereal Light, would prove much more potent against the avar-wielding Immortalis. Much like the Court of Umbral Shadows, Vesperis was also cloaked in constant darkness. When the God of Eternal Hunger, Avarnok, created his children, they were nocturnal, preferring to lurk in the shadows to lure their prey. Over the ages, Avarnok bathed the realm in eternal night as a reward to his faithful followers. As a result, the Immortalis are particularly vulnerable to sunlight, and therefore, rais.
After centuries, the Death Drinkers became more civilized and the stories of the monsters of the night only remained intact to frighten small children at bedtime. Apparently, they had worked too well on my brother.
Now, the Immortalis, much like the Fae, are divided into courts with royals ruling each one. Father claimed they still lacked all the manners of polite society, given their insatiable bloodlust, but overall, the wild, bloodthirsty beasts no longer existed.
In theory…
“Reign, are you listening to me?” Rue’s casual use of my first name snapped me from my internal musings.
“For the love of Raysa, Rue, can you at least pretend to respect me as your professor?” I growled.
“Fine, Professor Darkthorn, are you listening?”
The truth was I’d zoned out minutes ago. “No.” I huffed out an irritated sigh. “Because I was actually considering the merits of your argument.”
“So, we can come?” She once again bounced on her tiptoes, clapping her dainty little hands too.
“I have not yet made my decision. I said considering…”
“Considering what?” Another familiar female voice infiltrated the conversation, and it was only then I noticed my shadows had slithered away, revealing the three of us and our furtive discussion. Gods, they truly were out of control.
Realms, not her.
Liora stood behind Symon, her curious gaze flickering between us.
No one spoke for a long moment before Symon opened his blasted mouth. “We may as well tell her. She already knows about Aelia’s disappearance anyway.”
“No…” Rue gritted out.
“We aren’t considering anything, Liora,” I echoed before pausing to contemplate once again.
Liora had gotten inordinately skilled with her rais in the past few months. As much as I hated to admit it, the three of them could prove useful in case we ran into trouble with the Immortalis. Though they claimed to have a strong handle on the bloodlust, the farther one strayed from the populated areas of the capitals within their respective kingdoms, the less polite the residents became.
Though I’d never been to the mires in the northern reaches of the land, I felt it safe to assume they were not lands in which the royals roamed. We really had no idea what we’d encounter once we crossed into their borders. And the Immortalis, much like the Spellbinders, were leery of outsiders trespassing into their territory, which meant traveling by dragonback would again be impossible. All three of the Light Fae students’ skyriders, the Pegasus, gryphon, and phoenix, would make for much more discreet travel companions.
And if I was being completely honest, I’d prefer their company to that of my brother’s alone. Everything had been so much easier when Ruhl and I had lived completely separate lives, driven apart by our father’s clear preference for his heir. Now, things had gotten exceptionally awkward between us. I felt as if Aelia existed between each sentence, each tension-fraught moment. Neither of us wanted to admit the truth—mostly, not me—but Ruhl had developed an attachment to her. And I was leery of what it could mean.
Well, are you coming or will you force me to suffer through Mordrin and Ruhl’s company alone for much longer? Phantom’s voice echoed through my spiraling thoughts.
Curses, everyone was waiting for me and here I was waffling like a fool. Gods, Father had been right, love did make a male weak. Before Aelia, I was strong, decisive, and I couldn’t care less about the consequences. Now I second-guessed every action, questioned every step, considering the ramifications for Aelia.
I’m coming, Phantom. I sent the thought through our mental link. But I wouldn’t be all together upset if you chased Mordrin and my brother away.
I would if I didn’t think you’d need them.
Seriously?
Do you forget that I can feel every damned emotion coursing through you? That untethered cuorem bond is doing something to your powers. I feel it as much as you do.
I couldn’t argue with my old friend on that one. Ever since Aelia’s disappearance, my nox had become uncontrollable. Stronger, yes, but also more temperamental. It was as if a foreign entity had infiltrated the well of power that once contained it and corrupted it into something darker, something more volatile. My nox no longer obeyed me—it thrashed and writhed, slipping through cracks in my control like smoke from a dying flame. Every time I used it, it demanded more, clawing at my soul with an insatiable hunger that mirrored my growing desperation. And I attributed that desperation to the ease with which I overtook the Light King and his Royal Guardians.
But is it the cuorem or something else?
I am afraid I cannot say, Reign.
“Professor Darkthorn?” This time it was Liora’s voice that drew me from my dark contemplations.
“Yes, Liora?”
“I want to help.” She stepped closer, enveloping my hand in hers, light lavender irises fixed to my own. The feel of her skin was foreign against my own, and I barely suppressed the urge to tear free of her hold. “Aelia was my friend too, and I simply can’t help but feel like what happened to her was somehow my fault. I was the one who suggested we go that way after all. It’s been eating at me ever since.”
Rue snorted, barely muffling the sound with her hand.
Perhaps Aelia’s best friend was right about my new acquisition, but what better way to test her allegiance than during an unsanctioned trip to Vesperis? I’d task Ruhl with the duty of keeping an eye on her, taking out two flames with one breath. Then, if she did prove to be a traitor, it would be easy enough to abandon her in the hands of the Death Drinkers.
“Fine, you can all come, but it is at your own peril. I will not coddle or protect any of you.” I drew my hand free of Liora’s and turned my gaze to Symon. “Fill her in on the way. We must move immediately.”
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Chapter Seventeen
A elia
A deep groan woke me from a fitful sleep, my lids so heavy I was certain I would need someone’s help to pry them apart. Peering out through half-open lids, I scanned the unfamiliar surroundings. I had fully expected to wake within the confines of the dungeon, blanketed once again in utter darkness. Instead, I found myself in a bedchamber, and even more wonderful, atop a soft mattress.
Forcing my weary eyes to open all the way, the vast chamber stretched out before me, its high, vaulted ceilings adorned with twisted iron chandeliers that dripped with blackened crystal teardrops. A faint glow emitted from the crystals, casting a ghostly shimmer across the room and leaving shifting shadows to dance along the walls.
It was such a vast improvement from my cell, I was almost giddy with delight. Sitting up against the headboard carved of ebony wood, I examined the four tall posts resembling spiraling thorned veins that reached toward the ceiling. Thick drapes of onyx silk cascaded from the posts, their edges embroidered with thread that gleamed faintly, as though it had been stitched with threads of captured moonlight.
A twinge of pain stabbed at my chest, the ethereal glow reminding me too much of Reign’s starlit eyes. At the mere thought of him, the cuorem bond snapped to life, and the mythical tether pulsed, greedy and ravenous.
Something else surged to life in the hollow of my chest, a new presence, both foreign and familiar all in the same breath. Energy bloated my torso, a tangle of power writhing and twisting, constricting my lungs and tightening my ribs.
Stars, what was happening?
The buzz of energy grew more volatile, more violent until I couldn’t remain sitting for a second longer. I leapt out of bed as the foreign power consumed me, rushing through every inch of my body from the tips of my ears to the toes of my bare feet. Instinctively, I reached for the medallion on my necklace, my fingers blindly searching… And found nothing.
“My necklace!” I cried out as I searched the chamber. Darkness seeped into the corners of my vision, blotting out the edges of the ominous stone walls surrounding me.
The fiery energy only amplified with the outburst, growing more uncontrollable with each ragged breath. Raysa, help me. What was happening? I was hot and cold in the same instant, a scorching conflagration and a frosty deluge. I clutched onto a spiral post, nails digging into the black wood, but it did nothing to ground the overwhelming energy threatening to overpower me. My veins burned with molten power, each pulse of my heartbeat a clash between light’s soothing clarity and shadow and night’s consuming hunger.
Oh gods, my powers… Now that they’d been unbound, they were going to destroy me. I wasn’t strong enough to contain them all.
“Reign!” His name split my lips, a desperate plea I knew would go unanswered.
The cuorem bond, those ethereal filaments that weaved around my heart, flickered, jolting my already struggling heart. Reign. Squeezing my eyes closed, I channeled some of the influx of energy across the mystical passageway, forcing it out of my body. The consuming pressure in my chest almost immediately relented.
An icy chill surged across my bare arms, and my eyes snapped open to find coils of shadow and pure night kissing my skin. Oh, Raysa! The dark tendrils twisted and looped around my body, stifling the burning sensations. Reign? My nostrils flared, searching for his familiar scent, but these shadows didn’t belong to him.
The unmistakable odor of nox flooded my system before a wave of rais crashed over. Then a third joined the mix, the foreign, smoky zar. The opposing energies twisted and turned, butting against my ribcage until my insides were bruised and battered.
My own powers collided in a breathtaking storm of opposites, the air around the chamber rippling with raw energy. Light blazed from my fingertips, radiant and pure, casting the room in a celestial glow, while shadows coiled from my other hand, writhing like living tendrils of midnight. The two forces didn’t simply coexist—they warred, intertwining in a chaotic dance that sent crackling arcs of energy through the air.
I heaved in a breath, forcing myself to calm enough to imagine that invisible channel between Reign and me, and I attempted to push more of the overwhelming power in his direction. Again, the warring in my chest subsided a notch. I could do this. No, we could do it together. Reign was right, we simply had to fight, and together, we were strong enough.
Unclenching my jaw, steeling myself, I released a guttural cry, throwing my hands out. Waves of endless night poured from my fingertips, bathing the entire chamber in darkness and shadows. Then I heaved in another breath, calling to the soft light glow that resided in my core. Rais. Summoning it to the surface, I splayed my hands out once again until my fingers glowed, illuminating the interminable darkness.
A twist of light and shadow danced across the walls, the otherworldly display rippling and shifting. It was alive, weaving patterns of celestial brilliance and inky darkness in a mesmerizing, chaotic harmony.
Duskling.
Starlight.
I could feel all three forces reaching out, pulling me in opposing directions, yet somehow with the help of the bond, I fought to find a fragile equilibrium in the chaos. My voice trembled, but I forced it out all the same. “They’re one... and they’re mine.”
In that moment, I was no longer a lowly Kin, not Light Fae, nor even Shadow or Night Fae. I was the child of twilight, an embodiment of balance and the harbinger of something entirely new.
The thrashing of footsteps across the stone floor jerked me from the onslaught of burgeoning power. As quickly as it had come on, the well of power fell away. My door swung open and none other than my grandsire barreled in, nostrils flaring. Only a second behind him came Kaelith, peering into my chamber over the king’s broad shoulders.
“It worked…” The king’s wild eyes, like burning coal in the hearth, seared into my own, then traveled to my ears. A satisfied smile softened the harsh lines of his face.
I moved to the edge of the bed, the nail marks in the bedpost catching my attention from the corner of my eye.
“How do you feel?” He edged closer.
“Fine.” Out of control. Unstoppable. Powerful.
Helroth ticked his head at Kaelith who had now moved to stand by his side, just skimming the threshold of my chamber. “Kaelith will spend the next few weeks training you. It’s essential you harness the zar before you succumb to the fury of the combined powers.”
Now he tells me…
“And the nox?” I had the perfect person in mind, if only I could escape this damned Keep.
His eyes narrowed as he regarded me. “I am impressed that you are able to decipher the difference between nox and zar. Their signatures, much like their powers, are very similar.”
“My goal isn’t to impress you, Helroth. My goal is to return home, to the people I love. I fulfilled my end of the bargain; my powers have been unleashed. Now when can I go?”
A sly smile curled the corners of his ebony lips. “Not until you have control of those powers, princess.”
Heaving out a frustrated breath, I slumped down onto the mattress.
“The sooner you begin to train the better.” He motioned to a door along the far wall. “You’ll find training clothes in there, and a washroom over there.” He pointed to an archway blanketed in a curtain of night. “Kaelith will wait for you outside as you ready yourself.”
Despite the excitement of a bath and new clothes after over a month in this gods’ forsaken ragged tunic and leathers, I needed answers first. “Wait,” I blurted. “You never answered me before. Clearly, Shadow blood runs through my veins, but you never told me from where. You promised I would get answers once my powers were unleashed. Was it from my father?”
“No,” he snarled. “That man never gave you a single thing worth keeping.”
My brows furrowed. I was so sure it had to be. The only other possibility was… “My mother wasn’t pure Night Fae.”
The king grumbled something beneath his breath.
“Tell me.”
“Your grandmother, Eldrina was Shadow Fae. In the days before the war, the Night and Shadow Courts often intermingled. I never took her as an official mate, after the passing of my first and only partner, but your mother was born of the tryst.”
My breath hitched, but I managed to muffle the sound. Not only had I not expected him to be so forthright with me, I’d also never imagined my mother, a Night Court princess to be of illegitimate blood. Perhaps that wasn’t considered a disgrace there as it was in the other two courts.
About a thousand more questions peppered my thoughts as I reached for the familiar feel of my worn medallion, reminding me. “My necklace…” The words burst free of their own accord. “Was it destroyed when the spell was broken?”
The king shook his head. “It was not.” He dipped his head toward Kaelith and my jailer stepped forward before opening his clenched hand and revealing the remains of the delicate chain, now in three parts instead of one. A jagged fissure raced across the golden medallion, but it was somehow still miraculously in one piece.
I snatched it from his palm, cradling the fragments close to my chest. I could use my rais to heat up the gold until it was malleable again so that I could weld it back together. Already, I felt more whole now that it was in my hands. It was as if I was holding a piece of Aidan and a fragment of my mother. It even reminded me of Reign…
“Snap to it, Light Fae,” Kaelith growled. “I don’t have all day to wait for you.”
The king’s eyes met mine from across the chamber, something new in his dark gaze. Before I’d beheld only a vacant stare or, alternatively, burning anger, but now I could have sworn I saw hope as he regarded me.
The chilling look was all together unnerving. What wicked plans did my grandsire have for me once I’d harnessed the full breadth of my powers?
I vowed I would not remain imprisoned within the walls of this Keep long enough to find out.
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Chapter Eighteen
R eign
After the grueling flight across the Stygian Gulf, the cool darkness of the unending night coated my skin, a temporary reprieve from the eternal sun, and a soothing balm to the turmoil within. My shadows whirred to life, skimming my skin, anxious to be loosed into the moonlit night. Tipping my head up, I met the velvety sky of Vesperis, a tapestry of unbroken darkness pierced only by faint, eerie stars that seemed more like watchful eyes than celestial bodies.
Ruhl marched beside me, his strides long and purposeful, resolute, despite the stench of unease roiling off his form. I’d never questioned his irrational fear of the Immortalis until today. What was it about the blood thirsty creatures that ruffled him so? Perhaps, one day I’d ask, but today, we had more important matters to focus on, and I simply couldn’t afford—Aelia couldn’t afford—any unnecessary distractions, including my half-brother’s irrational fears.
Shaking away the thoughts, I looked toward the land that stretched out like a haunted dream—sharp ridges of jagged obsidian rose in the distance, their edges glinting faintly under the crimson light of the blood moon, which seemed perpetually frozen in its full phase.
To my left, Rue, Symon and Liora rode atop their respective skyriders. Flying was no longer an option after crossing the Stygian Gulf that separated Aetheria from Vesperis. Now that we were deep within the isle of the Immortalis, we’d be forced to continue on foot to avoid unnecessary attention. We’d grounded Phantom and Mordrin as soon as we’d reached land, but I could still feel her presence nearby. She would keep to the shadows unless I needed her.
We moved along the outer edge of the Ashenwold Forest, a heavy silence having descended over our motley crew. The air was dense, almost tangible, as if the night itself had weight. The trees of the murky woods surrounding us were gnarled and skeletal, their twisted branches clawing at the void above, as if trying to drag the lightless sky closer. Thick, dark vines coiled around their trunks like serpents, pulsing faintly with crimson veins, as though the forest itself had a heartbeat.
“This place is so creepy,” Rue whispered.
“Agreed.” Symon’s gryphon inched closer to the lively Pegasus, and its equally lively rider. “Remind me again why you insisted we come?”
“Because Aelia is our best friend.”
“Right.” His jaw slammed closed, light eyes scanning the endless forest. Apparently, the reminder was all he needed.
I jerked the map from the inside of my cloak and traced our path for the umpteenth time. According to the diagram, the cursed mires of Wraithfen Hollow
were just beyond the Ashenwold Forest. It seemed as if we should have come upon it miles ago.
Still, we trudged on in that heavy silence for what felt like an eternity. Fae lived extraordinarily long lives compared to mortals, but to live forever like the Immortalis? I wasn’t certain that was a curse I could bear. Although, with Aelia by my side, perhaps eternal life would be bearable—pleasurable even. I quickened my pace, anxious to retrieve this damned compass so I could have her back in my arms already.
Just ahead, I could finally make out pools of ink-black water dotting the darkened terrain, their surfaces so still they reflected the faint light like shards of a broken mirror. The cursed mires. Finally. I slowed, signaling to the others. “We’re almost there. It’s essential we remain on high alert. The mires are treacherous, filled with unseen depths that could easily swallow a careless step.”
“Can’t we simply fly over it?” Symon patted his gryphon on the shoulder.
“No flying,” I hissed. Unlike the Fae who were blessed with wings, the Immortalis had no such advantage. As a result, their lands were heavily warded above ground. “The last thing we need is to set off the wards and have the king’s guard on us.”
“We’ve got this, professor.” Rue offered a toothy smile, and a hint of the dread lessened, begrudgingly. The female’s indomitable spirit was contagious. She was the perfect match for my Aelia, and I was thankful the gods had brought them together.
A cold, biting wind whispered through the landscape, and I froze. Fragmented voices whirled in the air, murmurs that were neither wholly alive nor dead, raising the hairs on the back of my neck.
It had been over a decade since I’d last encountered the Immortalis. I remembered it vividly—an event that had etched itself into my memory like a scar. Ruhl and I had accompanied Father to a summit of all the continent’s rulers, a boy no older than my brother was now. Even then, I knew I was standing in the presence of something profoundly unnatural.
The ruler of the Immortalis, King Valtherion, had fixed me with his crimson stare, eyes like bottomless voids that seemed to strip me bare, dissecting me as though I were nothing more than prey. His icy hands, sallow cheeks, and the lifeless pallor of his skin exuded an unsettling aura. But it was the sensation—the crushing weight of being nothing more than sustenance—that haunted me most. That night was branded into my skull, a memory I could never forget.
Perhaps, the same was true for my younger brother who was little more than a child back then. But I wondered if there had been more to it.
We finally reached the edge of the forest, drawing my thoughts back to the present. The cursed mire stretched out before us, and I paused to scan the wicked terrain. At the far end, a ruined spire emerged from the gloom, its broken silhouette cutting jagged lines against the endless black. There. That was our destination. I was somehow certain of it.
As I stared across the mire, an occasional faint glimmer of red or silver would flicker in the distance—a lure, a warning, or a predator, I couldn’t tell. But there was definitely something out there…
The cursed mire was an endless expanse of dark pools, blackened earth and gnarled trees, limbs like skeletal fingers clawing at the perpetually dark sky. The air was thick, clinging to my lungs like tar, and the faint stench of rot burned my nostrils. Vesperis was a land that reeked of death and decay, and the cursed mire was its foulest heart. Crossing it was madness, but we had no other choice.
The Ebonshard Compass lay somewhere within its vile depths, and I wouldn’t leave until I found it. Ruhl moved ahead of me, his shadow-cloaked form nearly indistinguishable from the surrounding darkness. Despite his steady footsteps, I could feel his trepidation thickening the air between us.
“Are you all right?” I whispered.
“Of course, I am.” Still, a slight tremble betrayed his assertion.
The last thing I wanted to do right now was coddle my half-brother, and yet, I found myself compelled to ease his discomfort—just further evidence of Aelia’s impact on my life. “Do you remember the time we attended the summit in Vesperis with Father?”
“I doubt I’ll ever forget, despite my best efforts.” His mouth twisted, complexion pallid despite the glow of the ruddy moon.
“I feel the same.”
His gaze drifted to mine, a hint of disbelief in his dark eyes, as if he couldn’t believe that something could ever unnerve me in the same way it had him. He said nothing to that affect, instead asking, “Have you heard the rumors as of late? That the kingdoms of Vesperis are crumbling beneath some unknown foe?”
I shook my head slowly, surprised that he would share such things with me. Matters of the surrounding realms of Crescentia were not of my concern. But as heir and future king, it made sense that Ruhl would be privy to that sort of information.
“What sort of foe?” I murmured.
“That’s the problem, no one really knows. The royals are attempting to keep the threat within their borders and have been leery to share any sort of information.”
Well, that sounded ominous.
“What are you two talking about?” Rue had been a few yards behind us mounted atop her ambling Pegasus, but she encouraged her skyrider to quicken his stride and rode up beside me.
“Nothing,” I grumbled. There was no need to frighten everyone—well, any more than they already were.
As we marched on, a sudden wave of power pummeled me in the chest. I staggered back, heaving in a breath. A twist of energy, a fiery burst of rais tangled with the cool night of nox, along with something else, flooded into my side of the cuorem. It bloated my chest, constricting all my organs until I could barely draw in a breath.
The seconds dragged on, every moment an eternity as I battled the unexpected intruders rattling my insides.
“Reign? Are you all right?” Ruhl’s wary gaze filled my vision as I blinked quickly to chase away the fury of sensations overwhelming my body.
I forced in air to fill my lungs and channeled my own nox to combat the invasive energies. Gods, was that zar? Was that Aelia on the other side of the bond? Memories of the day with Melisara sprang to the surface, to the sweeping energies housed within Aelia’s skeletal confines. Had Helroth succeeded in unbinding her powers? Perhaps that had been his intent all along. And were those newly liberated abilities the reason I’d been able to hear Aelia’s thoughts in the library?
Strong hands closed around my shoulders, shaking me. “Reign! What has gotten into you?”
“I’m fine,” I hissed as the torrent of power began to subside, and I was finally able to draw in a full breath.
“You don’t seem fine. Your nox appears more out of control than mine…”
“Simply side effects of the bond, brother. Nothing more.” I kept my gaze straight ahead as I blatantly lied, and I couldn’t even explain why I’d done it. Selfishly, I needed to keep this connection with Aelia private, one thing I wasn’t forced to share with my sibling.
Shaking his head, he lengthened his stride to walk beside Rue and her skyrider. The light from her blade flickered like a stubborn flame refusing to be extinguished, her glow casting eerie shadows across the muck. Symon nudged his mount close to hers, his ethereal sword already drawn, eyes scanning the horizon, while Liora brought up the rear, her Lightweaver’s blade shimmering faintly in her hand. Despite the tension thrumming between us, we marched on, all unified in our efforts to find Aelia.
The faintest sound reached my ears, a whisper of movement, a rustle of something unnatural slithering through the mire. I froze, every muscle taut as my shadows surged to the surface.
"Did you hear that?" Rue whispered, her voice strained.
"Something’s watching us." Ruhl’s shadows curled tighter around him like living armor.
A creature lunged out of the darkness, crimson eyes glowing like twin embers in its skeletal face. Its claws gleamed wetly, and its snarling maw revealed jagged, bloodstained teeth. The thing was upon us before I could shout a warning, its speed blinding as it lunged for Rue.
I moved without thinking, my shadows shifting to form an umbral blade, which I slashed upward to intercept the attack. Shadow steel met flesh with a sickening squelch, and the creature howled as ichor sprayed across the mire. The sound was a guttural, unnatural screech that set my teeth on edge.
“They’re everywhere!” Symon shouted, his sword swinging to cleave another attacker I hadn’t even seen in two.
Ruhl elbowed me in the side, terror widening his eyes. “Are they⁠—”
“Immortalis? I’m not sure.” They appeared to be twisted versions of the regal king I’d met all those years ago. Except none of the civility, none of the humanity remained. But how was it possible?
More creatures surged from the shadows, their wiry forms moving with inhuman speed, claws flashing and fangs bared.
“Form a circle!” I shouted, my voice cutting through the chaos. “Back-to-back!”
The others complied, Light and Shadow converging in a desperate attempt to hold the line. Rue’s light flared brilliantly atop Winddancer, momentarily driving back the encroaching darkness and revealing the full extent of the horde. Dozens of what I was now certain were Immortalis surrounded us, their emaciated forms writhing and twisting as they clawed their way closer.
“I told you coming here was a cursed idea,” Ruhl growled, his shadows lashing out like serpents to entangle one of the creatures, dragging it to the ground.
“Oh, just shut up and fight!” I snarled back, slicing through another attacker. My umbral sword moved almost of its own accord, instinct and training taking over as I hacked and slashed.
Beside me, Liora leapt off her phoenix, dancing with deadly precision, her Lightweaver’s blade cutting through the Immortalis like a beacon of retribution. She moved like a tempest, her strikes clean and efficient, but even she was beginning to falter under the relentless assault.
“They just keep coming!” Rue gasped, her light dimming as her rais waned without the gift of Raysa’s sunlight to bolster her.
“Hold the line!” I shouted. Though I wasn’t sure how much longer we could last. My nox surged, shadows spilling from my hands to coil around the legs of two advancing creatures, dragging them down into the muck. It wasn’t enough, though. For every Immortalis we cut down, two more seemed to take its place.
A feral screech tore through the mire, louder and more menacing than the rest. My gaze snapped toward the source, and my stomach sank. A larger Immortalis, easily twice the size of all the others, was barreling toward us, its eyes glowing like twin infernos.
“That’s a king’s guard…” Ruhl’s voice was a grim whisper, his shadows bristling with dark energy.
“I don’t care what it is,” I growled, stepping forward. “It dies tonight.”
But before I could charge, the creature leapt, its massive claws aimed directly for Liora. Without thinking, I surged forward, my shadows coiling around my back, forming wings to propel me faster. My blade arced upward, catching the beast midair, but the impact nearly drove me to my knees.
It shrieked, its claws raking across my arm, and searing pain lanced through me. I gritted my teeth and pushed back, my shadows swarming over the creature like a living tide. Beside me, Ruhl joined the fray, his nox merging with mine as we drove the beast back.
Liora’s light flared brighter, and Rue unleashed a pulse of radiant energy that sent several Immortalis scuttling back into the shadows. The three Light Fae joined forces summoning blazing, fiery orbs and launching them rapid fire at our attackers. For a moment, the tide seemed to turn, and I dared to hope we might survive this.
“We need to move!” Symon shouted, re-summoning his ethereal sword just in time to slice through another attacker. “We can’t stay here; we’re surrounded.”
He was right. The Immortalis were relentless, and the cursed mire seemed to amplify their numbers. If we didn’t escape now, we’d be overwhelmed. I would have to risk alerting the king’s guard of our presence. I only hoped we’d have enough time to find the compass before they found us.
Clearing my thoughts through the chaos, I focused on the other shimmering bond that tied me to my skyrider better half. Phantom, I need you.
I’ll be there in five minutes at most. And I have a friend with me.
Make it two. We don’t have much time, old girl.
“This way,” Ruhl barked, his shadows carving a narrow path through the horde. We followed, cutting and slashing our way forward, every step a battle.
“We must reach that spire.” I pointed across the treacherous marsh to the decrepit fortress.
“How do you know?” my brother snapped.
“Where else would we find an ancient altar of obsidian?” I quoted the passage we’d found in the Arcanum archives.
As we broke free of the worst of the horde, I cast one last glance over my shoulder. The Immortalis still swarmed, their crimson eyes blazing in the darkness, but they didn’t pursue. Their gazes tipped upward an instant before Phantom’s roar pierced the night, filling the sky with a torrent of dragonfire. Behind her, a gilded beast illuminated the darkness like a beacon upon the shore.
Solanthus.
My heart ached at the sight of Aelia’s beloved skyrider. I’d barely seen him since she’d been captured. He opened his gaping maw, showcasing row upon row of jagged fangs, and a smoldering inferno descended across the mire.
A cacophony of shrieks and screams ripped through the cursed land as the dragons decimated everything in their path in a blazing firestorm. Even Immortalis were not strong enough to withstand the fury of dragonfire. One by one they crumpled, blanketing the mire in scorched bones, flesh and ash.
“This isn’t over,” I muttered before whirling toward the decaying spire now only a few dozen yards away. Now, all we had to do was find the compass…
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Chapter Nineteen
R eign
Another stream of power surged through the shimmery strands of the cuorem nearly knocking me on my ass. I was prepared for it this time—or as prepared as one could be to be struck by invasive energies that weren’t their own—bracing myself against an immense darkwood. My shadows hissed and writhed at the onslaught of foreign energy, a twisted web of all three powers straight from the gods. No, straight from Aelia. Realms, what was Helroth doing to her? I’m coming for you, Aelia. I swear it won’t be long now.
Finally leaving the cursed mire and its abominable inhabitants far behind, the ruined spire emerged from the gloom, jagged lines extending high into the endless night.
“Now, that shell of a fortress looks haunted.” Symon steered his mount closer to the crumbling steps, the hippogriff balking at the ominous sight as his rider dismounted.
“There’s no such thing,” Rue countered as she did the same.
“As ghosts?” Ruhl slid between the pair of Light Fae. “I’m not certain I agree with you. The things I’ve seen—” A chilly breeze whipped across the clearing, and the murmur of ancient voices sailed on the wind, cutting him off.
“Enough,” I barked. “There’s no time for this. After that firestorm, it won’t be long until the entirety of the king’s guard appears. And, even if that cursed castle is filled to the brim with spirits of the damned, I’m going in to find the compass. I didn’t force any of you to come with me. You are more than welcome to remain here.”
“No one said we wouldn’t go in.” Rue nudged past me until she stood at the first step of the crumbling façade. “There’s not a single coward among us.”
I hated to admit it, but the Light female was exceptionally fierce. The more time I spent with her, the more I understood why Aelia cared for her so, and why the sentiment was returned in earnest. Those two females were destined to be in each other’s lives.
“Let’s get this over with.” Ruhl crept forward, his shadows curled so closely around his body they resembled liquid armor.
Leaving her phoenix beside the other skyriders, Liora summoned a blazing orb in her palm and marched past her classmates. “I’ll lead the way.” She nimbly crossed over the decomposing stairs and paused at the archway, which must have at one time housed a door.
“Not sure that’s the best idea,” Rue muttered. “We all remember where that got us last time…”
The corners of my lips tipped up at her insinuation, and I was barely able to school them into neutrality before Liora whirled on the girl.
“I’ve already apologized countless times, Rue.”
“Well, your apologies just don’t seem to make up for the fact that my brother is still missing, and Aelia was abducted by the gods’ damned Night King.”
Liora glared down at Rue. “You truly don’t trust me, do you? Even after all this time. All I’ve done is try to help.”
Rue stalked closer, matching the taller female in ferocity despite her much shorter stature. “No, I don’t trust you, Liora. I find all of it much too convenient, and I’ll be damned if I follow you anywhere ever again.”
“Fine,” she spat, extinguishing the orb in her palm before slapping her hands on her hips. “Go whichever Raysa-damned way you choose.”
“Ladies, please.” Ruhl inched between the two fiery females. Brave but stupid male. “We don’t have time for this.”
“Perhaps we should split up,” I offered. “Ruhl’s right, there’s no time for arguing.”
“I agree, wholeheartedly.” Rue moved to Symon’s side, as far away from Liora as she was able. “As long as I don’t have to go with her, I’ll happily take the lead.”
“I will lead,” I growled. “Ruhl and Liora, stay together. Canvas the first floor, and the rest of you, follow me. We’ll take the top level.”
My acquisition pouted, pushing out her puckered pink lips, but I ignored it, focused only on finding this gods’ forsaken compass and bringing Aelia home. “Send a shadow if you require assistance,” I called out over my shoulder to my brother before marching through the doorway.
The ancient floorboards creaked beneath my boots as I led the way up the stairs. A deathly silence coated in inky black pervaded the decomposing remains of the fortress. Had this been the seat of power of one of the Immortalis kings of long ago? It must have been if it hid the sacred artifact. I hated to think of the repercussions if King Valtherion discovered we were pilfering his treasure.
“It better be here,” Symon whispered, a tremor in his tone. “We need to get this cursed compass and get out of this Raysa-forsaken land.”
“I couldn’t agree with you more, Lightspire.”
Rue walked between us, the luminous sword she summoned once we crossed the threshold lighting the way. Once we reached the top floor, I closed my eyes and focused on the new pulsing power still filling the void in my chest. Where are you, Aelia? I drew in a long breath, clearing my mind, and a faint tug propelled my feet forward. A swell of hope kindled, and I sprinted down the dark hall.
“Wait for us!” Rue shouted, but it was as if my legs were no longer my own, driven by a force I had no control over.
The cuorem pulsed faster, and my heartbeat echoed the manic pace. I raced down the winding corridors, the putrid odor of death and decay filling my nostrils with each ragged breath. We were close, I could sense it. Flaring my nostrils, I scented something new, a vaguely familiar odor, like something from a distant memory, distinct and powerful all the same. Avar. It had to be.
Following it, my pace quickened until my boots slapped the stone floor in a desperate attempt to match my accelerating pulse. That energy grew stronger with each step, beckoning me forward as if a mystical tether led the way.
“We’re close,” I yelled over my shoulder. I could sense Rue and Symon racing behind, their footsteps pounding to keep up with my own.
I turned another dark corner, screeching to a stop, a towering obsidian door now blocking my path. The hallway was suddenly eerily silent save for the hum of the glowing red sigil carved into the barrier before me. The intricate design shimmered like liquid fire, its jagged lines pulsing as though it had a heartbeat of its own. A second later, Rue and Symon stood beside me, a grim tension settling over our group as we stared at the inscription above the seal.
Only blood willingly offered shall open the way.
“Blood willingly offered?” Rue’s voice was soft, hesitant. Her glowing luminous blade rested loosely in her hand, casting a pale radiance across the shadowed room we found ourselves in. “That’s unsettlingly vague.”
“Vague or not,” Symon interjected, stepping closer to the door, his face pale but resolute, “we don’t have time to waste. The sooner we’re out of here the better. If the Immortalis catch up with us, this seal will be the least of our worries.”
I stepped forward, scanning the intricate pattern of the sigil. Its pulsating rhythm seemed to match my own heartbeat, as though it recognized me—or mocked me. “It’s not just about spilling blood,” I said. “The giver has to be willing. If there’s even a remote hesitation, the seal won’t accept it.”
Symon glanced at me, his jaw tight. “Then let’s not waste our time.” He drew his dagger, the blade catching the faint glow of Rue’s light. Without flinching, he dragged the edge across his palm, and a bead of crimson welled up and trickled down his wrist.
“What are you doing?” I hissed.
“I have Light blood, professor. Clearly, it’ll be a more powerful means to counteract the sigil.” He shrugged. “I owe it to Aelia and her blessedly rounded ears.”
The moment Symon pressed his bleeding hand to the sigil, the red glow surged violently, almost blinding in its intensity. The hum grew louder, the sound deep and resonant, but instead of opening, the sigil flared brighter, almost angry. A searing jolt of energy erupted, throwing Symon back against the cold stone wall. He crumpled to the ground with a gasp, clutching his chest.
Rue’s luminous blade vanished as she rushed to his side, her hands trembling as she steadied him. “Symon! Are you⁠—”
“I’m fine,” he rasped, his breaths coming in ragged pants. “But it didn’t work. Why didn’t it work?”
Rue’s face hardened, determination replacing her fear. “I’ll try,” she said.
“No,” I growled. “It should be me. It has to be me…”
“Just let me try, professor. You haven’t let us do anything since Aelia disappeared. I’m her best friend, and I’m more than willing.”
“Fine,” I grumbled, despite every bone in my body knowing it would be futile, I at least owed her this chance.
Drawing in a deep breath, Rue pulled a slender blade from her belt and made a clean cut across her own palm. Her blood shimmered faintly, a testament to her Light Fae heritage. She strode to the door with purpose, her gaze fierce, and pressed her hand against the sigil.
This time, the glow shifted, flickering as though contemplating her offering. For a moment, I thought it might accept her sacrifice. But then the same violent surge of energy erupted, hurling Rue backward as well. She collided with the ground, her blood streaking the stone. Symon scrambled to her side, his face etched with panic.
“Curses,” she murmured, her voice weak. “It’s rejecting us.”
I clenched my fists, fury igniting in my chest. The sigil seemed to mock us, its crimson glow steady, unwavering. I’d been watching closely, though. The sigil hadn’t just rejected them. It had hesitated, as if it were searching for something more.
I knew what it wanted. Or rather, who it wanted.
“I told you, it has to be me,” I said, stepping forward. My voice was calm, but inside, a storm raged. “If this seal requires something more than just blood, it’s because it knows I’ll give it. I would give every last ounce of myself to save her.”
Symon’s wary gaze lifted to mine. “And what if it rejects you too?”
“It won’t. I am her cuoré, the other half of her soul.”
Both Light Fae stared up at me, mouths curved in matching expressions of shock.
“…Fae fated mates?” Rue blurted, after a moment’s hesitation.
I nodded slowly, expelling a long sigh. “Aelia wanted to tell you, but I wouldn’t allow it. I was concerned for her safety⁠—”
“Because how would a Light Fae be bonded to a Shadow Fae?” Her light brows drew together as she pieced together the obvious. “Aelia doesn’t just have Light blood running through her veins.”
“Raysa’s tits!” Symon shrieked.
“Now, step aside.” They didn’t argue further and surprisingly, asked nothing more of the shocking revelation. For now. I was sure the questions would come eventually—I could only hope that Aelia would be back to handle that particular inquisition.
Summoning an umbral blade, I turned to face the sigil. The heat emanating from it was oppressive now, a searing reminder of the price it demanded. Without a hint of hesitation, in one swift motion, I sliced across my palm, deeper than I’d intended. Blood pooled instantly, thick and dark, dripping onto the cold stone floor.
I stepped closer, lifting my bleeding hand. As I pressed it against the sigil, a shiver ran down my spine, and the glow flared brighter than ever before. This time, the hum became a roar, vibrating through my entire body. My knees buckled, and I gritted my teeth as a sweltering pain shot through my hand, traveling up my arm and sinking into my chest.
The sigil wasn’t just taking my blood, it was taking something more. It clawed at my very essence, pulling at my nox, my shadows, as though trying to rip them free. A strangled groan escaped my lips, but I kept my hand pressed firmly against the door. Nothing would keep me from retrieving the compass and saving my cuoré.
“Reign!” Rue shouted, but her voice sounded distant, muffled. The pain was excruciating, but I couldn’t stop now. The sigil wanted everything, and I would give it. I would give everything I had, everything I was for Aelia.
With one final pulse, the sigil erupted in a blaze of crimson light. The sound of stone grinding against stone filled the hallway as the obsidian door parted, revealing a shadowed chamber beyond.
I staggered back, my vision swimming. Rue caught me before I hit the ground, her light wrapping around me like a fragile cocoon. “You idiot,” she muttered, her voice shaking. “It could have killed you. Aelia would never have forgiven us—or you, you fool.”
“But it didn’t,” I rasped, forcing a smirk through the pain. “Now let’s go. We’ve wasted enough time.”
Symon glanced at the now-open door, his expression unreadable. “You gave it something more than blood, didn’t you?”
I didn’t answer because, honestly, I had no idea, but whatever it was—be it a piece of my nox, of my heart, of my soul—I would give it a thousand times over if it meant finally finding Aelia.
I stormed into the shadowed room and marched toward the obsidian altar. Atop the gleaming surface sat the Ebonshard Compass. My heart shuddered at the sight. I reached for the ancient relic, my fingers practically trembling. Forged from an obsidian-like material with jagged, razor-sharp edges, it shimmered faintly, as if alive. It was heavy in my palm, bearing the weight of ancient secrets. At its center, a shard of pure ebony crystal floated, pulsing with a crimson glow. The face was a liquid mirror, reflective and shifting, and emitted faint, chilling whispers. Intricate runes etched into its surface gleamed silver, while the metal radiated a bone-deep cold that seeped into my flesh.
“How does it work?” Rue stood on her tiptoes peering over my shoulder.
“I have no idea, but we’re about to find out.”
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Chapter Twenty
A elia
“Again!” Kaelith growled. The big brute towered over me as I lay flat on my back, my insides nothing more than flayed ribbons. Over his head, the metal rafters soared, their crisscrossed lines a familiar sight from this all-too-common angle in the sprawling training room.
After two days of intense zar instruction with the Night Fae, the trio of powers coursing through my veins only seemed more volatile. Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t seem to force them to work in tandem. They endlessly clashed against each other, destroying my insides in the process.
Worse, I could feel the bitter zar leeching into my mind, twisting my thoughts, corrupting my memories. Whenever I conjured images of my time at the Conservatory, a heavy cloud loomed over them, distorting the few happy moments.
Was I losing my mind?
Even memories of Reign were growing ever more hazy.
He’s yelling at you, duskling.
While Ruhl, on the other hand, seemed to be making even more frequent visits. “I know that,” I hissed, pressing my hands over my ears. “I’m ignoring him.”
“Who are you speaking to?” Kaelith hinged at the waist, glaring down at me with those preternatural citrine orbs.
“Myself,” I hissed right back.
“Stand up.”
“I’m tired. I’ve had enough for today.”
“I’ll be the one to tell you when it’s been enough.” A wave of night crashed over us, consuming the immense chamber. His lips twisted in satisfaction, as if his measly display of zar could possibly frighten me.
My own power surged to life at the onslaught, that torrent of rais, nox, and zar rushing through every inch of my weary form. Light and shadow twisted and churned, hissing and spitting like droplets of water across a raging hearth. My entire body trembled, but I compelled myself to stand all the same. Knees wobbling, I forced my joints to lock as I glared up at my instructor.
A new presence seeped in at the edge of my subconscious, and I whirled around the chamber in search of that now familiar form. Helroth was nearby. Was he hidden in the dark crevices watching us? Was he disappointed by my failure, or was it exactly what he wanted? My powers completely out of control so that I’d bring about the destruction of Aetheria. Realms, I hated how little I still understood.
“You must channel the energy, Light Fae,” Kaelith muttered, bringing my attention back to him as he closed the space between us, “each one within its own pocket or it will consume you and all of Helspire Keep along with it.”
“I can’t!” I growled.
“You must!” He reached for me, but I dodged his grasp, the molten fire filling my veins already too much. “We Fae were not made to contain so much of the gods’ energy.”
“Then why do I exist?” I snarled, rising to my tiptoes to glare directly into his luminous eyes.
“It is exactly why you shouldn’t.”
The intense building fire raging within was doused with those few words. The prophecy. It was why the kings wanted me dead. Were they right? Was I simply too much of an abomination to exist? My shoulders rounded, and the fury of energy waned until I was certain my chest would cave in on itself.
Kaelith’s lips pressed into a hard line, and I could nearly hear the grinding of his jaw. “I did not mean that, Light Fae…”
“Yes. You did.” I spun away, moving toward the cool recesses of the chamber. “And maybe you’re right.” My skin burned, every inch of me ablaze in a desperate tangle of emotions. That new, insufferable zar infiltrated every pore in an attempt to strangle the rais. My thoughts felt muddled, that haze once again returning.
Don’t listen to him, duskling. You’re doing just fine.
My head spun over my shoulder, and a frown twisted the corners of my mouth. Clearly, I wasn’t. Or I wouldn’t be hallucinating my cuoré’s brother watching me from a dark corner of the room.
Realms, he looked so real.
And I realized… I actually missed him.
Squeezing my eyes closed, I shook the apparition loose from my mind. No, it wasn’t Ruhl I missed, it was Reign. I blinked quickly, trying to dislodge the image of the smirking younger Shadow Prince.
Go away, Ruhl!
How many times must I tell you I can’t? I am not the one in control here. You are.
Then why couldn’t I summon Reign at will? There was nothing I wished for more than to be with Ru—Reign. Gods, what was happening to me?
    
I tossed and turned in the lavish bed, the silk fineries doing nothing to allay my fitful sleep. Exhaustion filled every inch of my being, but a restless energy rankled at my nerves, making it impossible to rest. Every time my weary eyelids drooped, a reel of unending dark images played through my mind. Sweat trickled down my nape, dampening the back of my nightgown, but even still, an unearthly chill swept through my body. Willing my eyes to close and forcing away everything else, I drew in a deep breath and focused on Reign, on the feeling of security I only found when wrapped in his arms.
Finally, my subconscious gave up the battle, and I drifted into peaceful slumber.
“Wake up, princess…”
That voice. It had such an overwhelming hold on my being that it could draw me from the brink of death.
My eyes snapped open to meet a pair of velvety midnight orbs. Ones I’d dreamt about for months before being brought to this hellish place. “Reign?” My breath hitched on his name.
The silky onyx curtains of the canopy blanketed his large frame as he leaned over me, the familiar twist of his lips so heartbreakingly beautiful that hot tears pricked my eyes.
“Reign, is it really you?”
His warm hand cradled my cheek, the rough pad of his thumb caressing my skin. “Yes, it’s me, princess. I’ve come to take you home.”
I pushed back the silk coverlet and wound my arms around the back of his neck, drawing him close. “Oh, Reign, I—I thought I’d never see you again.”
“Shh,” he whispered, his warm breath skating across the shell of my ear. “I’m right here, and I’ll never leave you again.”
“My powers are unbound,” I confessed against the fabric of his familiar black tunic.
“I know… I felt it when it happened.”
“I’m scared, Reign. I feel so out of control.”
“Everything is going to be okay now. I’m here, and I’ll take care of everything, princess.”
His lips brushed mine, gently, and a thousand fires brightly burned to life between us. I would never question my feelings for this male again. My heart and soul came alive at the sight of him. I loved Reign more than the stars loved the night sky, more than the earth loved the rain—more than anything I had ever known or would ever know.
His hand moved down to cradle my neck, strong fingers delving into the fine hairs at my nape. He tilted my head to deepen the kiss, his tongue reacquainting itself with my own, tasting, savoring, exploring. The logical part of my brain warned me that we were wasting precious time—that we needed to escape before we were discovered—but my body moved of its own accord, completely captivated by the appearance of its long lost cuoré.
“I was so stupid and stubborn before, Reign,” I whispered against his lips. “We should have completed the cuorem right away. If we had, perhaps we could have avoided all of this.” My thoughts flickered to our bond, to the trail of shimmering light that pulsed ravenously between us.
It was silent.
Pausing to confirm the absence of the familiar sensation, I pushed free of Reign’s embrace and glanced up at the male whose lips were pressed to mine only a second ago. A smirk hitched up the corners of Ruhl’s mouth as he regarded me, sitting between the spiraling posts of my bed.
“What’s wrong, duskling?”
“Ruhl?” I shrieked, leaping back.
“Of course, it’s me. Who did you expect?”
I scrambled off the four-poster bed so that the immense mattress spread between us, creating as much space as possible. “No, no, no, you shouldn’t be here.”
“But of course I should. I am your cuoré, and I have come for you.” He rose and sauntered closer, inching around the darkwood footboard, piercing eyes pinned to mine.
I blinked quickly and Ruhl’s face blurred, replaced by Reign’s once again. Squeezing my eyes closed, when I reopened them, the younger Shadow Prince appeared yet again.
For the love of Raysa, I was losing my mind. There was simply no other explanation.
“Where is Reign?” I snapped.
“Probably planning your demise as we speak. Now that your powers have been unbound, everyone will know you are the child of twilight. And he will have no choice but to make good on his vow to our father.”
No. This couldn’t be happening.
Ruhl crept closer, that characteristic smirk firmly in place, twinkling eyes assessing me. “Don’t worry, duskling. I’ll never let him hurt you.”
“He would never…”
“Reign took a vow. He has no choice in the matter.”
Oh gods, was that why he hadn’t come for me? Had he really abandoned me this time? Seeds of doubt sprouted feverishly through my hazy mind: He didn’t love me, maybe he never really did. A thousand whispered voices echoed through my skull, battering incessantly.
You’re nothing but a lowly Kin.
Reign doesn’t love you.
Ruhl will protect you.
Ruhl is your cuoré…
Clapping my palms over my ears, I sprinted across the room, farther away from Ruhl. “No!”
“No what?” His eyes were wide as they regarded me from across the chamber. “Why are you trying to fight this? I am the one you are destined to be with, not him. Do you have any idea what we could achieve together? The Princess of the Court of Infernal Night and the Prince of the Court of Umbral Shadows; we would be unstoppable.”
My brows furrowed as I regarded him with the same intensity with which he threw at me. “This isn’t real. You’re not real. Ruhl doesn’t know that I’m the Night Court princess…”
His lips twitched. “Touché, duskling. You are more perceptive than I’d imagined. That’s good news for us all.”
Smoke billowed around his boots before it rose higher, blanketing his legs then torso. Before long, his entire body was concealed by the murky fog. It was as if he’d never existed at all.
That familiar presence I’d felt for days slammed into me, then the distinct sulfurous smell of zar filled my lungs. Where Ruhl once stood, the towering form of Helroth now appeared.
“Well done, Aelia. Only a few days with your powers unbound, and you were able to detect my cursed illusion. I’ve been infiltrating your thoughts while you sleep for weeks, and this is the first time you’ve detected me.”
A gasp squeezed through my clenched lips. “You’ve been doing what?” I cried. An onslaught of images raced through my mind: Ruhl, Lucian, all the endless conversations… they had all been his doing. None of it was real. My grandfather had been stealing into my mind and planting illusions all along. “You’ve been manipulating me!”
No wonder I’d been having a more difficult time visualizing Reign, remembering our time together at the Conservatory.
I marched toward my grandsire, anger rushing my veins. “Why are you doing this?”
“It is just as the vision of Ruhl said, princess. You and the young Shadow Prince together would be unstoppable.”
“No, Reign is my cuoré, we belong together.”
“Tenebris’s bastard is no match for you.” A wicked grin curled his dark lips. “Besides, you won’t feel that way for much longer. I’ve seen to that, my child.” The smoke once again reappeared, drowning the king in a swath of pure night.
Before I could squeeze out another irate word, he vanished.
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Chapter Twenty-One
A elia
Pressing my fingers to my temples, I attempted to will away the pounding headache as I rolled over in bed. Gods, one would think after a month of sleeping in a dungeon, resting on a true bed would be an improvement. Instead, every morning I woke up more weary than the last.
Perhaps, it was all the damned training with Kaelith.
I was so exhausted I barely had time to consider my escape. I needed to get home, to get to… to the Conservatory. My thoughts grew hazy as I pictured the brilliant luminescence of the Court of Ethereal Light. I must return to… to whom?
Aidan.
Yes, my adoptive father, Aidan.
He would never believe what I’d endured at the hands of the Night King. Did he know about my mother? And why in all the realms had I ended up with a Light Fae protector if, according to my grandsire, I had no Light blood coursing through my veins. There was still so much of this story that simply did not make sense.
An odd pulse vibrated my chest, an incessant pull tugging on my heart. Ruhl! For the love of Noxus, how could I have forgotten him? My cuoré, my twin flame. Gods, I couldn’t wait to be in his arms once more.
Two sharp knocks at the door sent my head spinning over my shoulder. Dragging myself to the edge of the bed, and away from thoughts of my cuoré, I pulled back the onyx curtains and reached for my robe before wrapping it tightly around my body. An odd chill had settled in my bones overnight. It was as if all the warmth had been leeched from my blood.
“Who is it?” I called out.
“I’ve come to clean your room, princess.” The frail female voice seeped through the hinges of the door.
From dungeons to servants? Clearly, the re-emergence of my powers had changed the dynamic between my grandsire and me. Lacing the tie around my waist more tightly, I strode toward the door. Opening it a pinch, I glanced through the sliver.
A female stood in the dimly lit corridor, her warm cocoa skin standing in sharp contrast to the stark white hair pulled into a severe bun at the top of her head. Like most Fae, she held an ageless beauty, despite the faint crinkling at the corners of her eyes. There was wisdom there, the kind that came with decades of experience.
“Pardon me, princess, but Kaelith has sent me to tidy up your chamber.”
I glanced around the immaculate room lit by the twisted iron chandeliers; the only thing out of place were my training leathers haphazardly thrown on a chair. I’d only occupied the room for a few nights now, and with my grueling training schedule, I’d barely spent any time in the dark chamber.
The female attempted to squirm by me, so I opened the door all the way, granting her entrance. “It’s not dirty,” I murmured.
“Oh, of course not, princess.” She offered a tight smile. “It’s only my duty to do as the king commands.”
“Right.” I motioned toward the vast, mostly vacant chamber. “Do as you will.” I watched her for a long moment as she flitted around the room. I had never seen a Fae do menial chores in the Light Court. That was what the Kin were for. Was this a punishment of some sort? Or did so few Night Court Fae remain that they were forced to do this sort of humble labor. This female was only the third Fae I had yet to encounter across the immense Keep. “What’s your name?” I finally asked after several minutes had passed in a somewhat uncomfortable silence.
She whirled toward me in surprise, dipping her head. “Vaelora, princess.”
“Please, call me Aelia.”
She nodded again. “As you wish. But it is unlikely I will address you personally unless requested.”
“Oh, I do request it.” This was the first Night Fae I’d met besides my big brute of a jailer and the king. I had about a thousand questions for this female. “How long have you been living in this underground fortress?”
She chewed on her bottom lip for a long minute before finally answering. “Since before the war ended.”
Good gods, it had been decades.
“And what of the other Night Fae? I have yet to see another soul within the confines of the castle?”
“I’m afraid I cannot say.” Her lips pressed into a hard line. “But there are others…” Her words fell away, fear permeating her expression.
“Are you permitted to leave?”
She slowly shook her head, wary eyes darting toward the door.
“Does Helroth keep you here as a prisoner, too?”
“In a matter of sorts.” Her lips pressed into a grim line.
I nearly confessed my plan to escape—or, what little I’d managed to come up with at that point—but Ruhl would blame my weak Kin sensibilities for so willingly wanting to trust a stranger. His characteristic smirk filled my vision, and an odd ache speared me in the chest. Well, that was strange. Massaging the spot until the pain vanished, I turned my thoughts back to the Keep’s servant. I had no idea if I could confide in this female. For all I knew, the king could have sent her as a spy.
Another swirl of energy erupted in my chest, and I immediately recognized the warm light of rais. My fingertips glowed, the soothing light of Raysa coating my flesh.
“That’s incredible…” The female skulked closer, her navy eyes alight in wonder from the ethereal glow.
The warm rais filled the chasm beneath my ribcage, happily floating along until a second invasive energy bloated my chest. Zar tore through my insides, the insidious power scorching an angry trail in its path. My chamber grew dark, full night once again falling across the room.
“Princess?” Vaelora’s anxious gaze swung toward me. “Are you all right? There’s something happening…”
I wrapped my arms around my torso to keep my ribs from cracking from the onslaught. The cool nox came next, weaving between the light and dark, creating shadows which danced along the walls of my entrails.
“Come look!” A strong hand curled around my arm, and I could feel my body moving, but with the overwhelming assault of power, I had little control to spare. A moment later, I found myself in front of a looking glass, my entire silhouette blanketed in light and shadow. They twisted and twirled around my body, a furious tempest of energy in physical form.
I barely noticed it, so entranced by the play of light and dark. I crept closer to the mirror, curiosity getting the best of me, and swept a tangle of ebony hair behind my ear.
My sharply pointed ear.
A gasp pealed out, despite my hand clapping over my mouth. “My ears!” I ran my finger over the pointed tip, a strange giddiness bubbling up alongside the torrent of power. When had this happened? It must have been that dark Spellbinder… When was the last time I’d glanced at my own reflection?
“Are you sure you’re quite all right, princess?” Vaelora peered over my shoulder, her concerned eyes meeting mine through the looking glass.
A raging tempest of energy twisted in my gut, and I held my breath to contain it. I was afraid to utter a word and open the floodgates. Instead, I nodded quickly and motioned toward the bathing chamber. Without waiting for a response, I sprinted toward the attached room and slammed the door behind me.
The influx of energy was explosive, light streaming from my fingertips and shadows curling around my arms. The bathing chamber was eclipsed in darkness, followed by streams of blessed light infiltrating every corner. I braced myself in the doorway as sparks of energy danced along my skin, pleasant at first, then becoming painfully uncomfortable. Scorching heat blazed from my core, running from the tips of my newly sharpened ears all the way down to my toes. I called on the cool night of nox’s shadows, and I could finally draw in a breath as it extinguished the searing heat.
Then the poisonous zar infiltrated my thoughts, weaving in and out of my memories until nothing but darkness and fury remained. My temples throbbed, the pain excruciating. Blinding agony surged from my skull to my torso, winding through every inch of my being. Oh, gods. I couldn’t escape the pain, try as I might. A name tugged at my subconscious, but like tiny filaments I couldn’t quite grasp, it faded away on a breeze.
First, a whimper, then a cry broke free as my nails dug into the dark timber of the door. Everything else faded away, and I knew only one thing: endless pain.
The door of the bathing chamber whipped open, and I fell forward, landing on the dark stone floor on my hands and knees. Another stream of pain raced through, but this one was physical, this one I could handle.
“Oh, princess, I’m sorry!” Vaelora crouched beside me, her eyes wide with fear. “Should I call the healer?”
My head bobbed feebly. I despised the thought of showing Helroth my weakness, but the alternative was impossible. Why had I ever agreed to have my powers unbound? I wasn’t strong enough. I would never survive this…
Not without him.
A face coalesced from the dark corners of my mind. Sharp, midnight eyes, strong cheekbones, a firm jaw lined with a day’s scruff, and that mouth, the perfect bow of lips. Those intense orbs peered down at me from beneath a tumble of wild, dark hair and my heart staggered.
The cuorem pulsed, the tether around my heart momentarily awakening. The onslaught of power suddenly quieted, and all I could feel was that incessant pulsating of the bond.
I needed him. He was the answer to my untamable power.
I needed R—Ruhl.
And just like that, the cuorem went silent once more.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
R eign
“You can’t simply go off half-cocked after the Night Court King!” Ruhl dragged his hands through his hair, weaving through the darkwoods of the Twilight Forest.
Once we’d returned from Vesperis, I’d ensured all the Light Fae were safely tucked into their beds in the dormitories. My nerves were still electrified, a buzz racing through my body that would never be quelled in sleep, which was how I ended up stalking through the woods with my frustrated half-brother.
“Since when did you become the sensible one?” I stopped and glared at my brother, clutching the Ebonshard Compass in my fist. Another day had come and gone, and I simply wouldn’t—couldn’t—waste another. “I finally have what I need to find Aelia! After months of spinning our wheels, I can finally bring her home. And now you want me to wait?”
My brother erased the distance between us, jabbing his finger into my chest. “I’m not asking you to wait forever, Reign. You know I want her back too. I only want you to take a minute to think. We must have a plan.”
The weight of the mystical compass in my palm drew my gaze away from my brother, away from his words and the rush of jealousy they invoked, and to the gage maniacally pointing north. I wouldn’t wait another minute. This would lead me to Aelia today.
“You come up with a plan then, and I’ll meet you there,” I snarled. “By the time you arrive, you’ll find my umbral blade at Helroth’s throat.”
“How can you be so sure you’ll be strong enough to defeat him?”
“Because I can feel it,” I hissed. “It’s Aelia. Her powers have been unbound, I’m certain of it. I can sense it through our bond, can’t you?”
He slowly shook his head, something akin to disappointment in his dark eyes, and the swirl of satisfaction that filled my chest at the admission was embarrassing.
“I’m stronger now because of it,” I continued, choosing to ignore the look of distress on my brother’s face. “It’s as if the cuorem is a living, breathing channel, and she’s figured out a way to push her power toward me.” My shadows whirred across my skin, spinning a net of midnight around us. The pungent scent of sulfur tickled my nostrils as my shadows spun into something darker, more cloying.
Ruhl’s nostrils flared as he regarded me and took a measured step back. “Is—Is that… zar?” he finally spat, a mixture of shock and trepidation descending across his features.
My head dipped slowly. My powers had felt different, more volatile in the past week. I’d blamed it on the cuorem and the maddening effects of the distance between Aelia and me, but it was more than that… it was zar, slowly infiltrating the bond and finding a new home in my darkest depths.
“So you’re telling me you can wield zar now?” My brother stared at me, eyes wide in disbelief.
I couldn’t quite believe it myself. “I’m not certain, as I have yet to attempt to summon it.”
“Don’t you think you should before you race off to save Aelia and try it then? What if it backfires completely?”
I huffed out a frustrated breath at his more-than-adequate point. “Fine…”
We remained standing there in the quiet of the forest for an endless moment just staring at each other.
“Well, what can you do?”
“I don’t know,” I barked as I searched for that foreign energy buried deep in my bowels. I suddenly understood how Aelia had felt all those months, trying to coax out her reluctant rais. “I can’t very well summon darkness as we’re already cloaked in it.” I scanned the murky woods surrounding us. “And you know well that nox and zar share many similarities, which makes it difficult to decipher.”
“Fair enough.” Ruhl regarded me with arms firmly crossed over his chest. “Then try something else. What about infernal manipulation? Power over demon hellfire seems like a fairly basic ability, and one I certainly do not hold as a Shadow Fae.”
I snorted, widening my stance to match his as he loomed closer.
His shadows hissed to life, a tornado of silky tendrils blanketing his form. “Come on, brother. Let’s see those wicked crimson flames.”
I didn’t have the faintest idea how to summon hellfire, but there was one Shadow ability I’d always excelled at, far more than even the most powerful Fae. And it had close ties to a higher-level Night ability.
Squeezing my eyes closed, I summoned my shadows to my fingertips. Skulking into other Fae’s minds, erasing inconvenient memories and planting new ones, was a skill I’d developed long ago. How much harder could creating cursed illusions be?
Reaching for that new well of power far below the surfacing nox, I searched my core for that sulfurous scent, that insidious energy. Zar. The cuorem pulsed, the luminescent tether spewing the potent power forward. It seeped through my veins, and my eyes snapped open as I loosed a torrent of shadows at my brother.
The dark mass of writhing, spitting night swallowed him whole before he could utter a sound, his shadows powerless against the onslaught. Tendrils of nox infiltrated his mind, zar weaving through the darkness. Instead of procuring memories, I focused on planting fear, a vision. A sinister smile curled my lips as I imagined the creatures my brother feared most, the dreaded Immortalis.
The image of King Valtherion, ruler of the Death Drinkers, filled my vision, that pale complexion, the pools of crimson that passed off as windows to that dark soul and the sharp, pointed incisors. Once the image was firmly in mind, I released it upon my unsuspecting brother, conjuring a terrifying scene reminiscent of our recent battle through that cursed mire.
Ruhl’s eyes widened as a scream rose, ripping through his gaping jaw. “No!” he cried. “No, please! Don’t!” He dropped to the ground, his fingers clawing at his hair. “Let go of me!”
The darkness bloated my insides, filling me with a perverse sense of joy at his suffering. The power was intoxicating, infiltrating every corner of my being as I watched him writhe and curl into a ball of terror.
I felt it, the moment my lips slid into a smile. I was enjoying this, his fear satisfying some dark, twisted part of my soul.
Reign, stop it! Release him now. This isn’t you. A familiar grumbling female voice invaded my mind, winding through the devious zar. You must not allow the power to control you.
I thought you of all creatures would enjoy this, Phantom.
I have no quarrel with your brother, Reign, only his ruthless skyrider. Her angry growl ripped through my subconscious, loosening the hold of the heady cloud of Night power. Release him before you cause permanent damage.
How? It’s only a cursed illusion. Or at least, I was fairly certain that was what I’d created…
If a Fae is exposed for too long or too frequently, the effects may become permanent and the damage irreparable.
Are you saying he could lose his mind?
Yes, and the images implanted could become his reality, and he’d be caught in an endless nightmare.
Her final words were like an ice bath. I recalled my shadows, snapping down my mental barriers on the raging nox and zar. It was no easy feat controlling the potent zar, but I managed it nonetheless. Ruhl remained on the dark earth curled in the fetal position, and a wave of remorse pummeled through me. I dropped to his side, kneeling on the moist soil.
“Ruhl!” I squeezed his shoulder, then ran my hand to his cheek, slapping lightly when no response came. “Wake up, Ruhl. You’re safe here; you’re with me.”
Slowly his lids rose, his manic gaze meeting mine.
“It was only an illusion, none of it was real. You’re perfectly safe here in Shadow lands, and there are no Immortalis chasing you.”
He blinked quickly then heaved out a breath. Sitting up, he eyed me warily. “Noxus’s nuts, brother. You can wield zar.”
I nodded, overwhelming guilt still thrashing through my insides. “I apologize, I should have warned you before attempting it…”
He ran his hand through his hair, blinking quickly as if to banish the dark thoughts I’d placed in his mind. “Did you know you could do that?”
“No…” It wasn’t entirely a lie. “You know I’ve always had my way with my shadows.”
“Yes, in memory retrieval, or the dispatching and rearranging of memories, but cursed illusions?”
“I suppose it’s not much more of a stretch.”
“It is, trust me, brother. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt.” A rueful grin kicked up the corners of his mouth. “I was wrong. I think you could be ready to take on Helroth after all.”
That satisfaction roared once more as I regarded the look of admiration in my younger brother’s eyes. The prince. A role I’d never truly wanted but was jealous of all the same. “I know I can, but you were right too. I need a plan, and I’d like for you to help with that.”
“Of course.”
“We leave tomorrow, Ruhl. I won’t allow Aelia to suffer another night at the hands of those bastards.”
“Deal.” He reached out his hand, and I wrapped mine firmly around it. “Even if we must spend the entire night forming a plan, we leave tomorrow.”
The determination in his gaze echoed the steely resolve in my heart. Tomorrow, Aelia would finally be back where she belonged—safe in my arms—and no force in this world or the next could stop me from reaching her.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
A elia
“You are Night Fae, and you will learn the full breadth of your powers.” The king loomed over me with Kaelith a few steps behind. Something unreadable flashed across my reluctant trainer’s expression, one I couldn’t quite decipher. “Or you will never be ready to leave the confines of this keep.”
We stood in the training room, in the bowels of Helspire, and my knees wobbled from the influx of power consuming my being. Kae and I had been at it all day since the moment he’d dragged me from my warm bed. Sweat coated every inch of me, blood crusted across various new wounds along my arms from when I attacked my trainer with umbral blades I had zero control over, and now he expected me to attempt soul-draining?
I had to draw the line somewhere, and this was it.
My bone-tired mind struggled to process his words. “Wait a minute. Are you saying that if I master all my Night abilities… you’ll release me?”
“I told you that from the start.”
No, he had not. Not in so many words.
I crept toward the towering Night Fae, still incredulous that I shared blood with the male. “Why would you do that?”
“My intent was never to keep you here forever, Aelia.” Those blazing coal eyes seared into mine. “I only sought to unleash your powers and introduce you to all that you were destined to be.”
“And then what? I’ll simply be allowed to return to the Conservatory?”
“If that is what you choose.”
“And you and your demon minions will just disappear beneath the earth once again?”
A rueful smile parted his lips, his obsidian skin aglow in a ruby tint beneath the hanging lanterns of hellfire. “I never said anything like that. The reappearance of the child of twilight will surely cause quite a bit of chaos across the realm. I fully intend to take advantage of that pivotal moment.”
I swallowed hard as the sinister smile across the hard line of his jaw widened, flashing sharp, pearly white teeth. The king would use me as a distraction, but for what? To march across Aetheria and annihilate the other courts? I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t.
“In case it’s not obvious, I’ll say it again.” Steeling my spine, I glared up at my grandsire. “I will never stand beside you as your Night Princess. My allegiance is with—” The words cut off, the determination in my declaration suddenly faltering. Good gods, where was my allegiance? With the Light Fae who’d stolen me from my home and forced me to attend a savage academy where I had to fight daily to survive? Or with the Shadow Fae, whose brutal practices had cost the lives of countless Light Fae students and endless battles with Light forces? I wasn’t a Kin anymore, not with the appearance of my newly pointed ears. Where did I belong now?
With me. A familiar voice tickled the shell of my ear. Ruhl appeared beside me, that characteristic smirk twisting his lips. Together, we will rule over all the courts as king and queen.
“You’re delusional,” I snapped aloud.
“Your allegiance is with you’re delusional?” Helroth’s dark brows furrowed as he regarded me. A knowing smile flashed across his face before it fell away, so quickly I wasn’t sure if I’d imagined it, leaving only the tight set of his lips once more.
Gods, this shouldn’t be so difficult. I should have known where I stood, but after the past month and a half, all my firmly set convictions had become murky and distorted.
“Don’t tell me you’re choosing the court of your beloved cuoré as your own?”
Stars, how did he know about Ruhl?
“I—I don’t know.” Hadn’t I felt more at home upon Shadow lands than any other? Those trips to the waterfalls, that secluded island… Even when I was forced through the trials, I felt most at ease in that cool night, wrapped in the safety of Ruhl’s arms.
“Anything is better than Elian and those arrogant Light Fae, I suppose,” he muttered. “Besides, a pairing between the Shadow Prince and the Night Princess would make for quite a celebration.”
My brows twisted in surprise as I regarded him. “You want me to be with Ruhl?”
“Of course, I do, Aelia. I only wish to see you happy.” He paused, his dark gaze fixed to mine for an endless moment. “And if Prince Ruhl makes you happy, I’d be the first to do whatever I could to facilitate the union. A cuorem bond between Fae royals has not been seen in decades. Who are we to deny the will of the gods?”
Something niggled at my stomach, an overwhelming feeling of wrongness that I couldn’t quite shake.
“Now that you’ve had a rest, are you ready to practice soul-draining with Kaelith?” His eager gaze bounced over mine, then pivoted to his faithful soldier.
What other choice did I have? The sooner I mastered my Night abilities, the sooner I’d be allowed to return to Ruhl and everyone else I loved. “Okay,” I finally murmured.
    
“Sleep, my starlight, soft and bright,
Drift on dreams through silver night.
Moonlight hums a tender tune,
I’ll find you ’neath the fading moon.”
The soft melody drew me from the darkness, filling the empty chasm in my chest.
“You’re all right, princess. Wake up now, dearie.”
I rolled over, every bone and muscle in my body screaming in pain. I felt as if I’d been dragged across the Alucian Mountains hanging from Sol’s talons and smashed against each jagged peak.
Sol…
My chest filled with longing, reminding me of the other gaping hole that hollowed out my being. Stars, how long had it been since I’d thought of my skyrider? How had his very existence seemingly slipped my mind?
“Are you quite all right?” That soft female voice drew me from the dismal musings.
Blinking quickly to chase away the fog of sleep, I found a pair of navy eyes boring into my own. “Vaelora?”
“Yes, princess.” She stood over me, her fingers moving quickly over something that sparkled beneath the room’s crimson glow. “You cried out in your sleep, and I was worried. When Kaelith brought you back to your chamber, you were so exhausted from training you were barely conscious.”
Memories of the soul-draining exercise surged to the surface, and a chill scurried up my spine. No one should have powers like that. It felt as if Kaelith were ripping my very life source from beneath my ribcage.
“Were you singing?” I rasped.
“Yes, just an old ditty I used to sing to my babe.”
Her fingers twitched again, and this time the glint between them caught my attention and held it. “…Is that my necklace?”
Vaelora’s dark eyes dropped to her hands. “Oh, yes. I had it mended.” She held up the familiar chain and gold medallion, and a flood of warmth rushed my aching bones.
I snatched it out of her hand and cradled it in my own, feeling its comforting weight. “Gods, I thought I’d never see it whole again. Th—cheers.” At least I remembered something helpful from my time at the Conservatory. Ruhl would have had my head if I’d indebted myself to a Night Fae by thanking them. Then again, Vaelora seemed like the only kind soul in this dreaded keep.
“Cheers, princess.” She smiled. “It reminds me of a trinket that once belonged to my daughter when she was but a child.”
“You have a grown daughter?” My hope soared. Wait, was Vaelora my grandmother? I opened my mouth to ask but her immediate reply cut off my winding thoughts.
“I did, once.” Her head dipped, sadness overwhelming her sharp features. “She was taken prisoner by the Shadow Fae during the war, rumored to have been made a slave by the king. I haven’t seen her since.”
Then her daughter couldn’t possibly have been my mother. The hope filling my chest seeped out until only the familiar emptiness remained. Helroth never mentioned anything of the sort. I doubted he would have left out the fact that my mother had been captured by Tenebris. Still, there was so much to unravel in those few sentences of hers. How was it possible? “The war?” My mind focused on the most obvious fact. This female appeared to be around Aidan’s age, how could she have a daughter that old?
She smiled once again, the warmth in it lighting up her dark eyes. “It was many, many years ago, child. I hope one day to find her, but you know what they say about hope.”
“It’s a most dangerous thing,” I mumbled.
“Mmm.” She lowered her gaze, eyes glossing over as if she’d traveled to another time and place.
“Can you help me put on my necklace?” I struggled to sit up, leaning against the ornate headboard. At the moment, my arms were so fatigued I wasn’t certain I could lift them high enough to clasp it behind my neck.
“Of course, princess.”
Gently, she wound the precious gift Aidan had given me around my neck. The sound of the clasp snapping closed sent a swell of peace through my broken body. With my hand on the worn medallion, as it had been on countless occasions since Aidan gifted it to me, I fought off the urge to whisper those two forbidden words of gratitude once again. Instead, I thought back to the moment of my twentieth birthday back in the cottage in Feywood with Aidan.
Had he known the truth of my dark heritage when he gave it to me? And why had my mother, a Night-Shadow Fae, entrusted Aidan with not only the necklace, but with me as well?
There was something I was missing; I was certain of it. There were so many pieces of the puzzle and yet somehow, they didn’t quite fit.
“Rest, princess.” Vaelora patted my arm, navy eyes locked onto mine.
As my lips melted into a smile in return, the quiet cuorem kicked against my ribs. The pain was so sharp my hand instinctively moved to my chest to dull the sudden ache. Just as quickly as it had come, though, it disappeared, leaving my hand to circle the phantom sensation in vain.
Soon my lids became too heavy to continue, and with Vaelora’s soothing tune in the air, I gave into my body’s overwhelming demand for sleep.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
R eign
“I never agreed to this…” I glared at my brother, then pivoted my gaze to the assembled Light Fae students armed to the teeth surrounding him along the southernmost tip of the Conservatory grounds. He’d amassed the same squad who had been with Aelia the night she was taken: Rue, Symon, Liora, and that fellow the Liteschild female was seeing—Devin, I believed was his name. And one other male I’d never expected.
“Gideon, what are you doing here?”
My old friend cocked his head to the side, giving me that sly grin that reminded me of our youth, of a much less complicated time. “It’s time to un-retire my blade, I think.” His silky shadows dribbled from his fingertips, forming the immense broadsword he always preferred for sparring.
“Gideon…” I hadn’t seen him outside the confines of the Shadow Lands in years.
“Not another word, Reign. I’m good for more than just research.” He lifted a hand to my shoulder and squeezed. “And if there was ever a good reason to take up my sword again, it is this. Let’s get your cuoré back.”
Rue’s gaze flickered to mine while the rest of the students seemed to have missed my friend’s careless remark. Or perhaps they didn’t know what a cuoré was at all; most were likely too young to remember.
Phantom and Solanthus shifted behind me, their hot breaths razing across the back of my neck. It was enough of a distraction to ignore Rue’s probing glare for now. My skyrider snorted before the shimmery threads that made up our connection surged to life.
We’ll need all the help we can get. Her rumbly voice filled my subconscious. Even Solanthus agrees.
I’m shocked the two of you agree on anything.
You aren’t the only one. Something that sounded like a chuckle caressed the inside of my skull.
“Are you listening to me, Reign?”
Drawing my thoughts from my internal conversation to the one going on just in front of me, I focused on my brother. I had been vaguely aware of his flapping lips as I carried on the mental dialog with my skyrider.
“What?” I barked.
“We agreed we would have a plan, right?”
I nodded, uneasily.
“Seeing as it was nearly impossible to formulate one since we have no idea what we’re up against, I decided the more bodies we had to use as fodder for those monsters, the better.”
“Hey!” Rue squealed. “We’re good for more than just a distraction.” Devin, who stood beside her protectively, bobbed his head in solidarity.
“Yes, she’s right.” Liora marched forward, her phoenix mirroring her footsteps. “We can fight those demon—dragon things—whatever they are.” She turned toward her skyrider and gave her an indulgent smile. “Right, girl?”
The creature cooed, the deep sound rumbling in her throat.
“What about you, Lightspire?” I pivoted my gaze to the male. He’d fought valiantly at the cursed mire against the Immortalis, shockingly even willing to give his own blood for Aelia at that mystical door. Perhaps all his blustering was only for show.
“You want me to take on an entire battalion of demon Night Fae with their monstrous flying beasts and reclaim Aelia from the hands of legendary King Helroth? Sure, why not?” He grinned. Rue sank her elbow into his side, and he buckled over dramatically. “Anything to one day be able to stroke the tempting ears of my little rounded-eared Kin.”
A growl vibrated deep in my chest, the feral sound more ominous than that of my dragon. “Symon, I swear to all the gods, if you ever touch her⁠—”
He raised his hands in defeat, blanching. “It was only a joke, professor. I would never⁠—”
“Enough,” Ruhl barked. “The Light Fae makes a good point about our numbers. We will be heavily outnumbered which is why we need everyone we can trust with us now. Even with all of us assembled here, the only real chance we have is the element of surprise.”
I clutched the compass tighter in my fist, and the dial spun in a frantic circle. “And we should have that. The Ebonshard Compass has been missing for decades. Helroth must be convinced he’s safe in his stronghold, wherever it may be. His guard will be down, and we’ll take advantage of it.” I met the gaze of each Fae standing before me, one by one. “Now, I know my students have yet to study the Night Fae thoroughly. As a reminder, their powers include: infernal manipulation, cursed illusions, soul-draining, necromancy, astral possession and, of course, nightmare realms. Zar is nothing like rais or even nox, it’s born from a much darker place, its power insidious and entirely overwhelming. You must be prepared.”
I drew in a breath and took in the rag-tag lot in front of me. A mixture of determination, anger and fear stared back at me. “I commend you all for being here and, more than that, I thank you.” I gritted out the final words, my tongue unaccustomed to forming them. “That said, King Helroth is mine, and I urge the rest of you to be very careful. This is an extraction mission, and if we can avoid engagement, it would be safest for all.”
Murmured assents echoed around me as the dragons shifted impatiently. I could feel Solanthus’s claws digging into the earth. Sometimes I wished we could communicate directly. I couldn’t imagine the pain he must be suffering without his bonded rider. I added him to the mental list of all those I’d failed since Aelia’s capture.
Don’t do that, Reign. Phantom’s voice sailed through my thoughts. Solanthus does not blame you for her loss. He blames himself.
Right. Well, all of that ends today.
    
Soaring over the Darkmania Falls, Phantom led our rescue squadron toward the long-deserted Eryndral Isle. The island, situated to the north of Aetheria and just east of Mysthallia, was said to be cursed by some unknown ancient magic. Once a thriving outpost of Crescentia, it had lain abandoned for decades. According to legends, it was the site of a great betrayal, and those who dared to set foot on its soil never returned the same.
A chill coursed up my spine as the isle grew closer and the Ebonshard Compass’s dial more erratic.
I believe we’ve found our destination. I threw the thought across our mental link and Phantom grunted in response.
I cannot say I’m surprised. What better place to create a pocket realm than on an abandoned land mass?
I’d flown over the isle countless times in my search for Aelia over the past month, but I’d never encountered anything but jagged ice-capped mountains and endless snow-covered forests twisted with frozen vines.
How have I been unable to sense my own cuoré?
Just because the compass says Helroth is there now doesn’t mean he’s been there all along. You know how pocket realms function. He and his Night Court could have constantly been on the move.
As we drew ever closer to the rocky shore, the compass grew warmer in my palm. The needle ceased to move so quickly, instead, pointing directly toward the middle of the isle.
This was it. Aelia was somewhere on that island.
My heart kicked and punched at my ribs, desperate at the notion that its cuoré was near. Splaying the fingers of my free hand, I loosed an envoy of shadows to each of the riders surrounding me.
My shadows slithered to each of their targets, carrying my voice along with them. “We’re here.”
Ruhl’s dragon, Mordrin, dared to inch closer, and Phantom tensed with each nearing flap of his mighty wings.
“Don’t do anything stupid, brother,” I shouted against the wind. “Not when we’re so close to finally finding her.”
“I’m sure Phantom can put up with Mordrin’s proximity for a few moments longer,” he called back.
The growl that vibrated beneath my thighs said otherwise.
“What are we going to do if Helroth has gone underground as he did in the Wilds?”
That had been what I’d feared most. How were we to reach an enemy buried beneath the earth? “I don’t know.”
“It seems like a lack in foresight on our part that we hadn’t planned for such a situation.”
“It doesn’t matter. I’ll claw at the gods’ damned earth until I reach her if I must,” I barked. “How is that for a plan?” I shot my brother a narrowed glare. “We have multiple hands and even more claws and talons. Between all seven of us, in addition to our skyriders, I’m certain we’ll find a way.”
Phantom angled her wings toward the earth, and the rest of the team followed her lead. With every yard closer to the ground, my heartbeat grew more uneven. I drew in a breath to regulate the erratic pulse, using Phantom’s steady wingbeats as a measure. Today, I needed to be in control. If I had any hopes of defeating Helroth, of getting back my cuoré, I had to be at my pinnacle of power, a perfect blend of nox and the zar Aelia was pumping through our bond.
The moment Phantom’s talons sank into the earth along the rocky shore, the mystical tether that bound me to Aelia snapped tight. The sharp twang seared across my ribs and for the first time in weeks, I felt alive.
Aelia, I’m coming!
The remaining skyriders landed around Phantom, the smaller beasts obscured by the thick woods inching toward the Stygian Gulf. The heat of the compass suddenly became unbearable, scorching my palm. It fell from my hand and fear surged across every inch of my being as I leapt off my dragon to retrieve it.
The silver trinket hit the dark earth, and a sharp crackle hissed through the air as slivers of smoke rose from the ground at the contact. A wave of pitch black curled around the compass, then the ground shifted beneath my feet. The tremor raced across the shore, my knees trembling from the strength of the quake. The skyriders squawked and growled, my Fae companions yelping in surprise as a jagged cliff of pure obsidian cracked the earth and jutted up to the sky.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
R eign
An arched gateway appeared, carved into the monstrous mountain of obsidian stone, towering high and glistening with a faint, ominous sheen. The arch itself pulsed faintly with dark energy, its edges inscribed with ancient runes that twisted and shifted, as if alive. A ghostly mist curled around its base, tendrils of shadow and fog coiling like living things, seeping into the jagged cracks of the ground below.
“Unbelievable… it’s the Nyxian Gate.” Gideon’s dark eyes traced the primeval structure. I could only imagine how many times he’d read about this relic. Perhaps he was right, and it had been time for him to abandon the depths of the library in search of actual history.
“What in all the realms?” Symon stared up at the looming archway, mouth agape.
But it was what lay past the stone carving that had the hair on the back of my neck prickling. Beyond the arch, a void loomed—a swirling vortex of inky black shot through with veins of crimson and deep violet. The air around the threshold was heavy, thick with an unnatural gravity that pulled at my soul, as if whatever was on the other side of that portal beckoned me.
“A pocket realm?” Ruhl asked, eyes wide.
“Seems like it…” I inched closer and gingerly ran my hand across the luminescent ruins. They pulsed beneath my palm, but the now familiar zar was missing. “It wasn’t created by Night Fae though.”
“How do you know?” Rue moved closer, then brought her own hand up to the mystical doorway. Devin watched her skeptically.
“I don’t sense any zar.” I scanned the mist-covered ground, searching for the ancient relic that had delivered us to this gateway. “It must have been the compass. It was imbued with whatever power needed to create this.”
“So, you think if we step through, we’ll be magically transported to King Helroth’s door?” Symon’s wide-eyed gaze bounced between me and the inky void.
“Yes, that’s what I believe, Lightspire.” Extending my hand, my fingers grazed the cool silk of night surrounding the gate. It wrapped around my fingers and a burst of energy shot through my fingertips, streaking directly to the pulsing tethers of the cuorem.
I could feel it in my soul, Aelia lay just on the other side of this doorway. I took another step, and the tip of my boot hit something solid.
It wasn’t possible…
I attempted to cross the threshold again, but it was like trying to walk through a brick wall. And yet, only a second ago, I’d been able to touch the swirling vortex.
“What’s wrong?” Ruhl called from over my shoulder.
“I can’t get through,” I growled.
“Why don’t you read the instructions?” Liora surged forward and pressed her fingertips to each glowing rune until a pale azure light illuminated her soft features.
Ruhl rolled his eyes in my direction, but my only response was a scowl. I wasn’t the only one who read ancient Faerish. He or Gideon could have just as easily made the connection. Instead, it was my newest acquisition to save the day.
Clearing her throat, Liora began, “Let the blood of intent trace the ancient runes, calling forth their slumbering power. Whisper the call, ‘From shadow’s cradle and light’s extinguished flame, by the blood of the willing, reveal the desired path forbidden to mortal eyes.’ Place what is bound to your essence at the heart, and let your power stir the ancient sigils. Only then will the veil shift, but tread swiftly, for the threshold is fickle and time fleeting.”
“What in the stars is the blood of intent?” Devin asked, a slight tremble in his tone.
A smile slid across Rue’s face as she replied. “It must be like the blood willingly offered from that ruined spire in the cursed mire of Vesperis.”
“Exactly,” I interjected. “My blood.”
“Wait!” Ruhl snapped as I summoned an umbral blade in my palm. “What of the part about placing your essence at the heart?” His befuddled gaze pivoted between Gideon and me.
I turned to my best friend, slapping his shoulder. “Well, you’re the scholar, Gid. What do you say?”
He rubbed at the scruff on his chin, eyes intent on the shifting runes. “Essence is another word for soul, but how could you give it a piece of that?” He paused, brows furrowed. “Or it could also be the essence of your being as a Shadow Fae…”
“Well, you’re right, I can’t exactly dole out a piece of my soul.” Though if I could, I’d rip it to shreds if that was what it took to get to Aelia.
“Try the nox,” Ruhl cut in. “I think Gideon could be right about that.”
In addition to the blade, I called upon a whisper of shadow. It crawled across my skin, its icy touch puckering my flesh. Splaying out my hand, I directed it toward the heart of the gate, the very center, then sliced into my palm. My skin parted, revealing a thin line of blood. Holding my hand over the threshold, I squeezed until droplets of crimson coated the obsidian stone. Then I recited the incantation as directed.
“From shadow’s cradle and light’s extinguished flame, by the blood of the willing, reveal the desired path forbidden to mortal eyes.”
A deep rumble vibrated the air, the runes flickering with light, and a burst of energy crackled along the threshold. I watched, barely breathing as I waited for the mystical barrier to dissolve. Just as quickly as the mystical surge began, it dissipated, the sigils blinking out to darkness.
“Curses,” I hissed.
“Maybe it’s not your blood it wants.” Ruhl’s dark brow rose in a challenging arc.
I stood there, gaping at my younger brother like a fool as crushing disappointment ravaged my insides. Gods, what if he was right? What if I’d been wrong about Aelia, wrong about the cuorem?
“No, it’s definitely his blood,” Rue interrupted, shoving Ruhl to the side. “Trust me, we tried everything at that fortress in Vesperis, and it was only Reign’s blood it responded to.”
“It must be the essence part we don’t have right.” Gideon’s fingers ran over the runes, attempting to decipher the cryptic passage.
“But it has to be his nox,” Symon interjected. “The gods created us with their powers. Light Fae are the embodiment of rais, Shadow Fae nox, and Night Fae zar⁠—”
Zar… gods, I was a fool.
“You’re a genius, Lightspire.” I threw Aelia’s friend a grin before I called that buzz of foreign energy to the surface. In the root of my essence, there was no longer simply nox. The blossoming bond between Aelia and me had changed that.
And yet, I never felt rais streaming through the cuorem. It was only the invasive zar that now infiltrated every thread of my being. Why was that? Something to consider after I had Aelia back in my arms.
Calling back the tendril of smoky shadow, I closed my eyes and pictured the well of zar. The physical manifestation of shadow and night were similar, but it was the underlying energy that differed. This time, when I summoned my shadow, I imbued it with the new invasive energy, that velvety, sulfurous power. Every time it seemed easier to access. My new dark minion streaked forward, thick and oily, wrapping around the columns of the archway.
“Good gods, what is that?” Devin squealed.
“A heady dose of nox coated in zar,” Gideon replied in a rasp. My friend regarded me as he would a stranger.
I couldn’t blame him. The viscous, tar-like tendrils that had emerged from my fingertips were nothing like the light whispers of shadow that I normally wielded.
“When did that happen?” he asked, but before I could answer, the ground began to tremble.
Another wave of power rose like a mighty tide, dead set on sweeping us under. Locking my knees, I braced my hands along the roughhewn stone. The earth shuddered, and I barely caught Liora before she stumbled headfirst into the archway. “Hold on!” I shouted over the steady rumble.
A beam of vibrant sapphire exploded from the center of the opening and lasered through my chest. Scorching heat razed through my torso, invisible fingers clawing at my very essence. A whirlwind of nox and zar rushed to the surface as the Nyxian Gate sought its price for entry. I could feel it leeching every shred of energy stored in that mystical well deep in my core.
Apparently, my measly sliver of shadow was not a high enough price to pay.
“Reign!” Gideon shouted over the rushing winds.
“I’m all right,” I gritted out. “I have to give the gate what it wants.”
I could feel my power being siphoned from my center, weakening me with every tug. I wrapped my hands around the entryway, fingers digging into the columns to keep my quickly wilting form from collapsing.
“It’s going to kill you,” Ruhl shouted.
“No, it won’t.”
Gods, I’d never felt anything like it. It was like the manacles Draven had fitted me for years ago, only a thousand times more powerful. I was being drained of… everything. Gritting my teeth, I suffered through the pain, the agony of what felt like my very soul being ripped apart.
I bit back the scream forming in my throat, inhaling a fortifying breath to keep from passing out. How much longer could I endure it? By the time the gate sucked me dry of my power, I’d have nothing left to give once I crossed the threshold. How would I save Aelia then?
That fiery heat singed my veins as it drew more and more from me. The corners of my vision darkened, and even with Ruhl and Gideon on either side of me, bolstering my trembling knees, I wasn’t certain I could hold out much longer. Pure agony tore through every inch of me, invading every nook and cranny.
Squeezing my eyes closed, I imagined Aelia and the look on her face when I finally found her. All of the pain would be worth it in that moment.
The cuorem bond ignited, and a sharp snap echoed beneath my ribcage. For an instant, I was certain the overwhelming energy had broken bone, but within seconds, the surge of power began to dull. The intense pain in my chest slowly subsided, and I could finally draw in a full breath without my lungs screaming in agony.
The brilliant blue light receded, and a powerful pop resonated across the archway. I slumped to the side, caught by Gideon’s firm embrace.
“It worked!” Rue cried out.
Before I could loosen my tongue enough to make a sound of warning, she stepped through the threshold. My breath hitched as I waited, certain that Aelia’s best friend would burst into flames or be incinerated by hellfire—but instead, only a satisfied smile curled her lips.
“You did it, Reign. I knew you could.” She held out her hand, and it took everything I had to force my weary legs to step through.
From over her shoulder, I could just make out the murky vortex and the whirling winds summoning me toward it. “I’m coming for you, Aelia!” I shouted before taking Rue’s hand and leaping into the fathomless void toward my cuoré.
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Chapter Twenty-Six
A elia
As per what had now become routine, I followed my jailer-turned-trainer through the murky halls of the keep, so consumed in the comforting feel of the medallion between my fingertips that I barely looked up once.
It was only when I noticed the steep incline of the passageway that I released the worn medal of my necklace and threw a questioning gaze at my escort. “Where are we going?”
“You’ll be training outside today.”
“What?” My heart leapt up my throat, anticipation sending my heartbeat into a rampage. “You mean above ground? I’ll finally get to see the light of day after two months trapped down here?”
He slanted a narrowed glare in my direction, as unamused with me as ever. “That’s what I said, isn’t it?”
Oh, blessed Raysa. Outside meant a chance of escape, a chance that someone who had to be out there searching might find me. “And what is the reasoning behind your grand generosity?”
“This is not my doing, princess. Today’s instruction is by command of my king.”
A prickle of unease darted up my spine. “What sort of instruction?”
“You’ll see…”
We marched the remaining distance to the grand foyer of the keep with the sweeping iron rafters and sleek obsidian walls in silence. Walking beneath an enormous chandelier, a grander version of the one in my own quarters, my pace inadvertently quickened with each step closer to the iron door that had come into view.
Good gods, just the idea of taking in a breath of fresh air instead of the stale oxygen I’d been forced to endure for the past two months had me giddy with excitement. And still, a growing knot in my gut tempered the enthusiasm, not allowing me to fully give in to the excitement.
“Where is my kindhearted grandsire?”
Kaelith paused at the door, his big hand clenched on the coal-black handle. “Attending to a security concern.”
“Security?” I squealed. Was there war on the horizon or had someone finally breeched the walls of the Keep to find me?
“Yes, princess.” He hauled the door open, the monstrous hinges groaning their displeasure. “Now, no more questions. It’s time for a new lesson.”
From the sliver between the doorway, I could just make out a heavily shadowed, snow-capped forest. Fresh, icy air wafted over me, filling my lungs. A twinge of disappointment raked over me at the absence of the sun. Twilight descended over us, the final rays of daytime disappearing over the horizon. But at least I was finally outside, I reminded myself.
Where were we? Were we still in Aetheria, or had the king transported us across the continent with his control of nightmarish pocket realms?
Kaelith swung the door open all the way, his bulky frame blocking the view and a chorus of voices echoed just beyond. I stood on my tiptoes to see over his broad shoulder, but the man was a gods’ damned giant.
An excruciatingly long moment later, he moved out of the way, revealing a semi-circle of Night Fae soldiers armed to the teeth. Midnight-black leather armor clung to their muscled forms, the surface of each etched with intricate patterns of swirling smoke that seemed to shimmer faintly in the dim light. Curious eyes razed over me, sinister grins spreading as I stepped closer. Raysa, where had Helroth been keeping these monsters hidden? Surely, I would have noticed if they’d been within the walls of the keep.
I drew in a sharp breath, my jaw nearly unhinging at the sight. “What is happening?” I hissed at Kaelith.
“It’s time to test your powers against real opponents.”
As if the enormous beast of a man who’d been training me for weeks hadn’t been a real opponent?
“You are to use all three of your powers as I’ve taught you.” He leaned in, whispering, presumably so the soldiers couldn’t hear. “They have no idea who you really are. Show them.” With that, his hand dove into the folds of his cloak and reappeared a moment later, clutching my dagger.
My breath hitched as I stared disbelievingly at the weapon Aidan had gifted me on my sixteenth birthday. The glittering crystal encrusted into the hilt luminesced beneath the fading light. I snatched it from his hand before he could change his mind. Palming the familiar metal hilt, warmth flooded beneath my ribcage. How was it I hadn’t remembered something so precious to me this entire time? And what of my second blade? I only hoped Ruhl had managed to keep it safe.
Still thumbing the peculiar crystal, I glanced up at Kae. “Where does this gemstone come from?” I already knew the blade was forged of infernium vein, native to the Night Court, but the origins of the shimmering stone had never been divulged.
His dark brows twisted as he regarded the glittering light and swirl of shadow dancing through the crystal. “No idea. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
I held it up, allowing the remaining shards of light to illuminate the iridescent gemstone. “Well, cheers for this all the same.”
“I had no say in the matter, Light Fae. You should be showing your appreciation to the king for returning your weapon. A dagger forged by the hands of Night Fae, in case you weren’t aware.”
I was aware. Ruhl had been spot on about its origins all those months ago.
As I ran my finger over the facets of the sparkling gem, that familiar energy pulsed, a flash of light then a sliver of shadow.
His brows furrowed again, gaze fixed to the hilt. “I’ve never seen it do that before.”
Sliding the dagger into the sheath at my waist, I spun around before he questioned it further. Something still didn’t feel right. My grandfather’s story of my bloodline held too many holes.
The first male stepped forward, drawing my thoughts back to the present and my current predicament. His skin, as black as the night, was in sharp contrast to the sneer showcasing brilliant white teeth and pointed incisors. His cloak, made of night-woven fabric, billowed and shifted like living darkness, trailing faint wisps that dissolved in the air. The Night Fae fisted a deadly battle axe in each of his palms, his blade glowing the brilliant crimson of hellfire. He stalked closer, waves of navy hair cascading down his muscled, bare shoulders.
My rais was the first to surge to the surface responding to the oncoming danger and warming the chill that had settled in at the sight of my new opponents, as Kaelith had called them. Why was it always with rais that I felt most comfortable? Was it simply because it was the first of the gods’ blessings to emerge, or was there more to it? I still couldn’t believe that no Light blood ran through my veins. Sparks ignited across my fingertips, as if confirming my thoughts, and the male’s ominous maroon irises darkened.
“Light Fae,” the male snarled.
In a manner of speaking…
Drawing my dagger in one hand and summoning a luminous blade in the other, I stalked forward. The Night Fae soldier wasted no time, lunging forward with both axes swinging in a deadly arc. I ducked under the first strike, the sheer force of his swing brushing the air above my head. My luminous blade surged with energy in response, and I slashed upward, aiming for his unprotected side. He twisted, his cloak swirling, and deflected my strike with one axe while the other came for my midsection.
I leapt back, my feet skidding along the gravel ground, and barely managed to block the second axe with my dagger. Sparks flew as steel met infernium vein, and my wrist throbbed from the impact.
“You're quicker than I expected,” he rumbled, his sneer widening. “But not quick enough.”
I didn’t bother with a reply. Words wouldn’t win this fight… but I knew my newly unleashed powers could. With a surge of determination, I darted forward, feinting left before striking to his right. My luminous blade sang as it cut through the air, forcing him to parry with one axe. I’d anticipated the counter. Using the momentum, I pivoted, bringing my dagger around to swipe at his thigh.
The blade grazed his skin, enough to draw a thin line of dark blood, but not enough to slow him down. Instead, it only seemed to enrage him. He roared, darkness pouring from his form like living smoke, and the field darkened as zar thickened the air around us.
I could barely see as his silhouette disappeared into the cloud of night. My heart pounded, and I extended my senses, letting the faint glow of my blade light the way. The first strike came from my right, a swift slash that I deflected on instinct. The second came from above, the heavy axe crashing down like an anvil. I rolled out of the way, the ground shuddering where his weapon struck.
“You rely too much on light,” his voice echoed from the darkness.
It was a good thing I had shadow and night then. Neither of which I’d yet to unleash on the bastard.
“But light cannot illuminate everything,” he growled.
He was right, but he didn’t know what else I could summon. Clenching my teeth, I drew further on the rais coursing through me, letting it hum at a frequency that vibrated through my bones. My luminous blade pulsed brighter, flooding the space with searing radiance that tore through the blanket of night.
The male hissed, shielding his eyes as he stumbled back. I lunged, my dagger slashing toward his neck. He recovered faster than I expected, twisting to avoid the blow and catching my wrist in a vice-like grip. His strength was overwhelming, and I could feel the edges of my focus fraying as he yanked me forward.
With a flick of his wrist, a wave of night consumed my luminous blade, the weapon shattering into sparks. I growled in frustration and twisted in his grip, planting a swift kick to his stomach. He grunted, releasing me as he stumbled back, but it was only a momentary reprieve.
His next move was faster, more calculated. He swept my legs out from under me with the haft of his axe and I hit the ground hard, the air rushing from my lungs. Before I could rise, the cold steel of his blade pressed against my throat.
“Yield,” he ordered.
My fingers twitched around the hilt of my dagger. I wanted to fight, to keep going, but from over his shoulder, I found Kaelith’s eyes on mine. With a dip of his chin, he confirmed I’d already lost. For now.
“Fine,” I spat, letting my hands drop. Four more soldiers awaited their turn, and to expend all my energy on the first would be reckless.
The male stepped back, lowering his weapon, and offered me a hand. His expression was unreadable, but there was something almost... respectful in the way he regarded me now.
“You’re not bad for a little Light Fae female,” he said, his lips curling into a faint smirk. “But next time, you won’t land a single hit.”
I scowled, gripping his hand and hauling myself to my feet. “Next time, I’ll do more than graze you.”
The Night Fae chuckled, low and dark, before turning to join his circle of friends. My chest still heaved from the effort, but a spark of determination lit in my core. He’d won this match, but I’d make sure the next one was mine.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
A elia
“Not bad, princess.” Kaelith towered over me as I tied back my hair, preparing for the next battle. “But you only used rais, and that is precisely why Jordak easily defeated you.”
“I wouldn’t say easily,” I bristled.
A dark chuckle pursed his lips. “I’ve told you before, you must learn to separate the three energies, or they will overpower you, but if you succeed in controlling them, you will overpower everyone else.”
That was exactly why I only drew from my rais, keeping the other two locked behind an impenetrable wall. When all three were freed, I lost all control, and the looming darkness behind the zar scared the stars out of me. I could see myself easily becoming lost within its twisted, intoxicating power.
Kae signaled toward one of the other Night Fae. This one was taller than Jordak, with maroon hair plaited into hundreds of tiny braids then pulled back into a neat tie at the back of his neck. He carried a curved blade, black as obsidian and inlaid with threads of silver that pulsed faintly, as if teeming with power.
“I want you to use both nox and zar this time.”
I glared up at the overbearing beast, muttering curses. “I’d like to see you use⁠—”
A growl from the depths of his barrel chest put an abrupt end to my complaints. “Don’t you want to return to your precious Conservatory? The king will never allow it, not until you prove yourself proficient with all three gifts from the gods.”
Right. I heaved in a breath, picturing the sun-bathed lands of the Court of Ethereal Light, then the academy, and of course my friends. Gods, I’d missed Rue and Symon. And Aidan! I couldn’t wait to hold him close once again. Their images lingered on the periphery, so far, I could barely reach them. And Sol… my skyrider. It took all my concentration for his image to coalesce, the adorable golden dragon I’d coddled as a dragonette and the fierce tremendous beast he’d become. I reached for the glistening strands that once connected us, but they’d gone tragically silent.
Ruhl was the only one I could picture clearly. His image was permanently engraved in my mind, in the gentle pulse of the cuorem bond. I supposed it made sense; he was the other half of my soul after all.
“Are you ready yet, Light Fae?” Kaelith sneered down at me.
“Yes,” I hissed. “Let’s get this over with.”
    
An hour later and sweat soaked my training leathers, despite the chill in the air, the combination of physical exertion and the strength needed to contain my powers utterly exhausting. I’d taken on each of the Night Fae soldiers, one by one, and only a single remained. I had yet to manage utilizing rais, zar and nox in tandem, but I had been able to knock a few of my opponents on their asses, which was a win in itself.
Kae stalked closer, the twist in his lips a sure sign of his irritation. “All three, Aelia!” he growled.
“I can’t!” I shouted right back, rising to my tiptoes, which still only brought me high enough to reach the giant’s chin.
“You can and you will.” He ticked his head over his shoulder to the winding spires of Helspire Keep. “Or you will spend the rest of your days trapped in that fortress with me as your trainer and jailer.”
“You do not paint a tempting picture.”
“Exactly,” he hissed. “You must find something to ground you, something to focus your mind on to subdue the chaos of the energy swirling inside you.”
“Easier said than done. Any ideas on what I should use?”
His glowing citrine orbs locked on the medallion tucked under my fighting leathers. “Sometimes a familiar object helps. Especially one that has already been imbued with rais, nox and zar.”
Gods, I was an idiot. Of course, the necklace! There had been a reason why that dark Spellbinder had used it as an anchor and why Aidan had gifted it to me only moments before that bastard Reign swept me away to the Conservatory.
Untucking it from beneath the leather breastplate, I thumbed the warm medallion. The amount of comfort it brought from just a touch had my heart swelling.
Kaelith took a measured step back, still watching me. “Now, it’s time to train in earnest.”
The final Night Fae stepped forward, the hair above his ears completely shorn so that only a strip of brilliant ruby spikes remained. His armor glinted like forged obsidian, and his twin swords shimmered faintly, as though night clung to the edges. He smirked at me, baring teeth sharpened to fine points.
With my dagger clenched in one hand, I once again summoned my luminous blade in the other and raised it, the familiar hum of power steadying me. My heart pounded as Kaelith’s words echoed in my ears. Train in earnest. That could mean only one thing—this wouldn’t be a friendly sparring match. I tightened my grip, letting rais and the crackling heat of light unfurl within me.
The male lunged, his swords moving in a flurry of dark steel. I met him head-on, my blade of light clashing with his demon-forged weapons. Sparks erupted as we traded blows, his strikes fast and precise, forcing me to keep moving or risk being impaled by the end of his sword. My muscles burned as I parried one blade and dodged the other, and yet I felt something rising beneath the surface—a dark, coiled energy.
Nox.
It crept through my veins, sinister whispers skimming across my skin. The sensation felt new and yet familiar, reminding me of all the times Ruhl’s icy touch had tempered my out-of-control rais. Focusing my thoughts on the feel of the warm medallion against my chest, I centered the overwhelming influx of energy. With a surge of determination, I allowed it to mingle with the rais already coursing through me. My luminous blade flared brighter, a searing light tangled in whirling shadows that made my opponent falter for a fraction of a second. I took the opening, driving my weapon toward his shoulder. He twisted, but not fast enough, and my blade grazed his armor, leaving a faint scorch mark.
“Impressive,” he snarled, his maroon eyes narrowing. “But not enough.”
His swords somehow moved even faster, and I felt the shift in his powers—tendrils of night unfurling from his blades, reaching for me. They lashed out like vipers, and I barely managed to deflect them with a burst of rais. The clash of energy sent a shockwave through the air, rattling the ring of spectators.
But I wasn’t done. Kaelith was right. If I ever wanted to escape the obsidian walls of the keep, I’d have to prove to the king I could wield all three of the gods’ gifts. I reached deeper, pulling on the third force within me. Zar. The smoky power surged, cold and unyielding, a storm waiting to be unleashed. My radiant blade flickered, and I let it go, summoning a vortex of swirling light and shadow in its place. The energy coalesced into something new, something terrifyingly unstable.
Winds lashed hair across my face, a tornado of light and dark twisting and turning. Raw power bloated my chest, strangling all the organs beneath my ribcage. I could barely draw in a breath from the absolute fury of sensations. My fingers tightening around the hilt of my treasured dagger, I sought solace in its familiar feel.
The Night Fae hesitated, his steps faltering as he took in the undiluted force of the zar-infused power swirling around me. Coils of shadow curled around his form, wrapping around his throat. “What are you⁠—?”
I didn’t let him finish. I thrust my hand forward, releasing the storm. It crashed into him like a tidal wave, hurling him across the clearing. He hit the ground hard, his weapons clattering to the earth as the shadows surrounding him dissolved.
I stood there, breathing hard, victorious—but the zar wasn’t done. The storm still raged within me, growing wilder, hungrier. My vision blurred as the intoxicating power spiraled out of control, dark tendrils wrapping around my arms, my legs, pulling me under.
“Aelia, stop!” Kaelith’s voice was sharp, commanding, but it sounded distant, like a whisper through a storm.
I couldn’t stop. The power was too much, too vast. It clawed at my mind, drowning out every thought except for the need to release it, to destroy everything in its path. The darkwoods trembled, cracks spidering across the earth beneath my boots.
“Aelia!” Kaelith’s voice was closer now, and suddenly strong hands gripped my shoulders. “You have to let go. Fight it!”
I gasped, the sound raw and choked as I wrestled with the gods’ damned energy threatening to consume me. With every ounce of willpower I could dredge up, I focused on my medallion, on everything it represented and dragged it back, shoving it down and locking it away. The storm began to recede, and I crumpled to my knees, shaking, as everything fell silent for an instant.
Kaelith knelt beside me, his sharp gaze assessing as I dropped my dagger. “You’re strong, Aelia. Too strong for your own cursed good. But if you don’t learn control, that power will destroy you, and that is not simply a warning, but a fact.”
I nodded weakly, the weight of his words sinking in as nothing but a dense silence prevailed. I inhaled slowly, urging the chaotic rise and fall of my chest to subside. Breathe, Aelia, just breathe.
Seconds, or maybe hours later, the crackle of boots crushing dry leaves spun my head toward the tree line. A familiar silhouette emerged from the shade of the snowy darkwoods, and the calm I’d sought so fiercely to obtain vanished. Silky wings of shadow cloaked a tall, muscled form, and my heart catapulted against my ribs.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
R eign
A torrent of wind sent dark strands of hair lashing across my face as I emerged from the depths of the darkwoods. An enormous fortress stood at the edge of the clearing, the sight of it sending my heart on a rampage. By the gods, finally, Helspire Keep. It was an exact replica of the renderings we’d found in the old tomes in Arcanum’s library.
A sphere of darkness blanketed the glade ahead, separating me from the obsidian castle. Through the inky night, I could barely make out shadowed figures and the clash of metal. More than that, the distinctive, sulfurous odor of zar filled my nostrils, accompanied by the familiar nox and rais. Aelia.
The moment I’d crossed the swirling vortex, I’d felt her. My feet had taken off of their own accord, desperate to reach my twin flame, to finally fill the endless chasm in my chest. I’d left the others far behind as my wings of shadow unfolded, propelling me straight here. To her.
Aelia?
I searched the shimmering tethers of our bond, and the cuorem pulsed with anticipation. Drawing closer, the net of inky black began to dissipate. A shout echoed from the orb of endless night, then a familiar gasp.
That sound, that voice, I would recognize it anywhere. My heart catapulted against my ribs, more frantic than before.
I surged forward, cutting through the swathes of midnight, my pulse growing more chaotic with each footfall.
Then I saw her.
My Aelia, on her knees, trembling.
And an enormous Night Fae looming over her.
Power coursed through my veins, nox polluting my pores until I had no choice but to unleash it. Shadows slithered across my skin, escaping through the folds of my cloak, desperate to reach her. Releasing a surge of dark tendrils, I sprinted toward Aelia, my heart a manic war drum thundering against my ribs.
Those silvery-blue eyes lifted to mine as I broke through the cloying night, and frost hardened her gaze. A dagger flashed in her grip—the twin to the one I kept hidden in my chambers at Luce. My stomach bottomed out, the fragile ember of hope in my chest extinguished in an instant.
Hatred burned in her gaze. Mistrust coiled between us, sharp as a blade. And worse than either—fear.
Not of the darkness. Not of the Night Fae towering over her.
Of me.
“Aelia!” I shouted.
She leapt up, summoning a radiant shield that surrounded her and the Night Fae beside her. “Stay away from me, Reign.” The contempt in her gaze ripped at my crumbling heart. “You’ll never take me alive. I’ll fight until my last breath before I let you kill me to fulfill the vow to your father.”
The circle of Night Fae soldiers tightened around her, dark glares casting in my direction as the males clutched their weapons, readying for an attack.
My vision blurred, my limbs went numb, and for one terrifying moment, I couldn’t tell if I was falling or simply being swallowed whole by the suffocating void. “What have they done to you?” I hissed.
The sickening odor of sulfur and the insidious power of zar lingered in the air, on her flesh.
“Helroth unleashed my powers.” She flipped her dagger in the air, then caught it by the blade. “Now I’ll never be weak again, never be that powerless Kin forced into the Conservatory to serve the Light King. And more importantly, you will never get the chance to destroy me, the child of twilight.”
“Destroy you?” My voice cracked. “Why would I ever do that, Aelia? I love you. You are my cuoré, my gods’ chosen fated mate. I’ve spent every waking hour searching for you since that Night Fae bastard captured you.”
Something unreadable flashed across those brilliant eyes, the ones that had starred in my dreams for the past two months. Then as quickly as it appeared, it vanished, leaving nothing of the brilliance, nothing of the sun-flecked warmth.
“You’re lying,” she gritted out through clenched teeth. “I’m not your anything.”
“Aelia, please.” I crept forward but her hand shot up, reinforcing the glittering shield between us. The luminous wall snapped off another sliver of my heart. “I came for you, to bring you home. We’ve been trying to find you for months. Helroth captured you and stole you from your home, from me. Don’t you remember?” Gods, please remember.
“I was running away from you,” she hissed. “You vowed to kill me; you are bound by your promise to King Tenebris.”
“No… I told you I would do whatever it took to protect you. I would never allow Tenebris to exact that vow. I was willing to run away with you, to leave everything behind just to save you.”
Pounding footfalls turned my attention away from my cuoré and her Night Fae guard and over my shoulder to Ruhl and the others. Thank the gods. Perhaps seeing them would alter whatever false memories Helroth had clearly planted in her head.
Pivoting to face Aelia once again, I caught the curve of her lips, the light returning to her eyes as her gaze latched onto… Ruhl?
The radiant orb burst, and Aelia sheathed her dagger, shoving free of the Night Fae’s hold. Then barreling by the circle of soldiers between us, she sprinted toward my brother.
My brother?
Ruhl’s eyes widened at her approach, but his arms flung open all the same, welcoming her in a warm embrace.
“Stars, I missed you,” she whispered into his ear, each word a shallow cut across my staggering heart.
Good gods, this wasn’t happening. A lethal torrent of pain and fury tangled in my gut, twisting and churning like the enraged shadows circling my form. I drew in a deep breath, willing down the onslaught of power threatening to erupt. If Ruhl didn’t get his hands off my mate, I would rip them off.
Rue squealed, cutting between the embracing pair, and Symon followed suit. Ruhl stepped back, but not far enough for my liking. I stood there frozen, a mere yard away from her, unable to look away. Gideon’s dark gaze flickered toward me, the confusion carved into his expression surely mirroring my own.
All the hope from a second ago morphed into rage, twisting and clawing at my ravaged chest. Aelia missed Ruhl? Was thrilled to see Ruhl? Red-hot anger consumed me, darkening the corners of my vision.
As if my half-brother had sensed the oncoming fury, his gaze flickered to mine for an instant before swinging it back to Aelia. I would kill him, then the Night King and everyone else on this damned field.
“Aelia, I never thought I’d see you again!” Rue squeezed her friend tight, and for an instant, the Aelia I knew and loved was back as she hugged her in return.
“My little Kin, how I missed you!” Symon threw his arms around the females, pushing my brother from the circle. Then a sharp gasp escaped Lightspire’s pursed lips, and he leaned back. “Your ears!” He clapped his hand over his mouth, horror etching across his face. “What happened to those sexy, rounded curves?”
Aelia’s cheeks grew rosy, the familiar sight sending a blast of heat past my navel as heated memories flooded my thoughts. On the night I’d spent with my mouth between her thighs coaxing out her climax, that familiar ruddy hue had coated her cheeks, her flushed skin. And on the night we nearly completed the bond⁠—
My spiraling thoughts were jerked away as a cloud of onyx smoke coalesced only a yard behind Aelia.
“Watch out!” I shouted and lunged, dragging her free of her friends and into the safety of my arms just as King Helroth appeared. My wings of shadow wrapped around her familiar form, a hum of pleasure racing across my flesh.
A flash of weapons coalesced all around us, from luminous blades to umbral daggers.
“Let go of me,” Aelia hissed, wriggling and struggling against my hold, her movements wild with desperation as she reached for her dagger. “Ruhl!” she cried out, and the sound of his name from her lips shattered something deep inside me, a fissure that splintered through my resolve. My shadows recoiled as if struck, and for the first time in years, I faltered—not from a blade or a spell, but from a name that wasn’t mine.
Jealousy, sharp and venomous, curled in my chest, but beneath it, an ache far more potent swelled. “Stop,” I rasped, my voice betraying the torment I tried so desperately to suppress. “You can fight me all you want, but I won’t let Helroth have you. Never again.”
“I don’t need your protection!” A blast of scorching light radiated from her body, scalding my chest, my arms, everywhere we touched.
My arms fell away, the pain of the burn nothing compared to her rejection. It burrowed so deep it knew no bounds, and with a final, biting glare, she raced for Ruhl.
My bastard of a brother again welcomed her with open arms, then held her close, running his hand over her back in soothing circles. “It’s all right, duskling, I’m right here.”
I attempted to meet his traitorous gaze, but he kept his eyes fixed on my cuoré. What in the realms was he playing at?
She curled into his side, and the intimate gesture had hot blades sinking into my chest, destroying my insides. How could she have chosen him? Noxus, had I really been wrong about the cuorem? Or was this simply Helroth’s cursed illusions at work?
Turning my attention to the Night King, I lunged, the pent-up rage of the past two months combined with the pain carving through my heart propelling my wings. “What did you do to her?” I roared.
Two Night Fae soldiers leapt into a defensive formation in front of their king, weapons raised, glinting with a menacing sheen.
“You think you can stand between me and what’s mine?” I snarled, my voice low and filled with venom as I cast a glance toward Aelia. My cuoré. Whatever the hell Helroth had done to her—and I knew in my soul that this was his doing—he would pay. My shadows billowed out, twisting and writhing like a living storm, eager to be unleashed.
“You’ll go no further,” one of the soldiers growled, his twin axes glowing a deadly crimson. The other, a towering male with a jagged-edged broadsword, stepped forward, his weapon humming with zar.
The first soldier didn’t wait for an answer. He lunged, his axes spinning in a flurry of sharp, blazing strikes. I dodged to the side, the air around me crackling as my shadows intercepted the attack. One tendril wrapped around the haft of his axe, yanking it from his grasp and sending it clattering to the floor. Before he could recover, I spun, slamming the flat of my umbral sword into his shoulder. The impact sent him staggering back, but the second soldier was already closing in.
His broadsword came down in a vicious arc, slicing through the air toward my head. My shadows surged up like a shield, blocking the blow just inches from my face. The force of the strike sent a shockwave rippling through the clearing, rattling the leaves of the encroaching forest. I snarled, shoving him back with a burst of nox, and followed with a sharp upward slash of my blade. He barely dodged, the edge of my sword slicing through his shoulder plate.
The soldier with the axes recovered quickly, his remaining weapon whistling toward my side. I pivoted, my shadows snaring his wrist and twisting it just enough to send his strike off-course. I slammed the pommel of my sword into his jaw, and he crumpled to the ground with a grunt.
The broadsword-wielder roared, charging me in a blind fury. His swings were wild now, his form breaking under the weight of his frustration. I sidestepped one attack, then another, until he overextended. Seizing the opportunity, my shadows wrapped around his legs and yanked him off his feet. He hit the ground hard, his weapon slipping from his grasp.
Breathing heavily, I stepped over his fallen form, my blade aimed at his throat. The other soldier groaned from where he lay, clutching his dislocated shoulder.
“I didn’t come to play with your soldiers,” I hissed, my gaze locking onto King Helroth. “I came for her.” My eyes flickered to Aelia, who remained at my brother’s side. I supposed it was better than next to one of the Night Fae—apparently, any and all bright sides would do at this point… “Now, let Aelia go, or I’ll carve my way through every last one of your guards.”
The king stepped closer, between his fallen soldiers, not sparing them a glance, his silver hair gleaming like a beacon in the dark clearing. His crimson eyes glinted with amusement, and his voice dripped with cold arrogance as he said, “Impressive for a bastard Shadow Prince. But you’ll find that the true battle lies not with my guards.”
Ignoring the muttered gasps that echoed around me at his words, I growled, “I’m more than ready. I’ve dreamt of this day for weeks, Helroth.” My shadows swirled more fiercely, wings spread to their maximum span, and the air was thick with the promise of chaos.
The king merely smirked, a flicker of ancient power rippling through the thick air. “We shall see.”
“Release Aelia to me, Helroth,” Ruhl barked, interrupting the standoff. He leapt between us, stepping away from Aelia. The instant his arm dropped from her shoulders, the blinding jealousy that consumed me since she ran into his arms grew more manageable. “By order of Prince Ruhl of Umbra, heir to the Court of Umbral Shadows.”
Helroth chuckled, the sinister sound vibrating the prickling air between us. “Your title holds no importance here, boy.” He raised his hands, motioning around the quickly darkening vale surrounded by the jagged ice-capped peaks. “This is my realm, created by the zar that bleeds through my veins. You are only here by my permission.”
His dark glare lifted to meet my own. “Are you truly so arrogant as to believe I didn’t feel you the moment you stepped through that portal?” He paused to flash a sinister smile, showcasing wickedly pointed incisors. “My men could have ambushed you the instant you set foot upon Night soil. The only reason they didn’t, was at my command.”
“They could have tried,” I growled.
“Enough.” Aelia moved toward the king, and every nerve in my body prickled in anticipation. “You swore to me that I could go once my powers were unleashed, and I’d learned to control them.”
“I did.”
Her bright eyes swiveled toward one of the towering Night males, the one who’d had her on her knees when we first arrived. “Kaelith, what do you say?”
The enormous male’s ruddy lips thinned into a grim line.
“Did I not pass today’s test?” Her eyes shot to Ruhl’s, as if needing to explain herself to him. “Kaelith has been training me to master all three of my powers. He’s been helping me.”
I snorted on a laugh, frustration seething through my bones. “Aelia, how can you not see how the king has manipulated you? He’s made you believe that he’s doing this all for your own good. Why would he ever do that?”
That icy, unrecognizable gaze swung to me, more lethal than any blade because of the direct connection it held to my heart and soul. “Because I’m his granddaughter.”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
R eign
Gasps rolled through the clearing, my own sharper than the rest. Helroth’s granddaughter? Gods, no. This couldn’t be. All the air siphoned from my lungs, and a crushing weight slammed into my chest, locking my ribs in a vise.
And yet, it would make perfect sense…
It was perfectly in line with what Melisara had predicted: All three gifts of the gods bound by someone powerful.
“You’re a Night Court princess?” Symon blurted as the others shared matching expressions of shock.
“…Kind of.”
“Noxus’s nuts!” he cried out.
“Oh, Aelia…” Rue clapped her hand over her mouth.
Aelia nodded, the twist in her lips at least confirming her displeasure with the knowledge. Then maybe at least Helroth hadn’t wiped out all her memories. “There’s a lot I need to catch you up on.”
“Well, I always knew you were special.” Ruhl threw her a smirk that had my blood singeing my veins.
“And I want to go home, Helroth.” Aelia turned her icy glare on her grandsire.
Without missing a beat, the Night royal glanced at the behemoth to his right. “Kaelith, how is the princess doing in her training?”
“She’s progressing well, your Infernal Highness, but the power she possesses is volatile and often becomes overwhelming for her.”
That was what I’d felt through our bond the past few weeks. She’d been channeling the excess power to me to cope with the onslaught. If that wasn’t proof enough that we were meant to be together, then nothing was.
“I’ve felt it.” The confession seethed forth before I could still my lips.
For the first time since we arrived, Helroth’s arrogant smile faltered. “What do you mean?”
“Through the cuorem.”
Aelia’s glare snapped in my direction, her frosty stare turning glacial. “It’s not possible. Ruhl is my cuoré, not you.”
My brother cleared his throat, and, to his credit, he had the decency to throw me an apologetic smile. “At times, an unbonded cuorem can cause unwanted side effects. It may attempt to make a connection with the nearest blood relative in an effort to satiate the maddening effects.”
So, this was his plan? To simply pretend Aelia’s delusions were real? I was going to strangle the life out of my brother the moment we were free of this hellish land.
His conflicted gaze darted to meet mine. “I’m sure once we all return home together, we can solve this unfortunate misunderstanding.”
My fingers rolled into tight fists, nails digging into my palms. That dark well of new power overflowed, begging for release. I hazarded a glance toward Aelia and found her eyes pinned to mine. Even now, was she unknowingly channeling her power to me?
“Yes, you’re right, brother,” I finally forced through clenched teeth. All that mattered was getting Aelia away from here. Everything else we would solve upon our return. Even if that meant loosing my shadows’ wrath on my traitorous brother.
“So that you can deliver me to the Shadow King?” Aelia hissed. “Never.”
Rue reached for her friend, twining slender fingers through hers. “Aelia, Reign would never hurt you. He’s spent the last two months attempting to move the sun and stars just to find you. He l⁠—”
“Because of his vow,” she snarled.
“No!” The denial burst forth, wild and menacing.
“A, I think you’re confused.” Rue patted her friend on the shoulder. “You’ve been through a lot and⁠—”
“We can discuss all of this at a later time,” Ruhl interrupted before his eyes lifted to meet the king’s. A storm of shadows curled around my brother’s form. “Now, are we free to leave, or must we fight our way out, Helroth?” An umbral blade materialized in his palm, and though he held it at his side, the threat was clear.
“Please say fight,” I snarled.
“Reign,” Ruhl barked. “It would be in everyone’s best interest if we parted amicably.” Lowering his voice, he hissed, “Or have you forgotten what we’d discussed?”
“I couldn’t agree more, Prince Ruhl.” Helroth cast a satisfied glance in my direction. “Once all of this nastiness with your brother and the vow your father has demanded of him is resolved, I look forward to uniting the Night and Shadow Courts in a mutually beneficial alliance as we once enjoyed centuries ago. A betrothal seems the best option.”
A betrothal? Molten fury surged through my veins, a volcano of wrath igniting in my core. So this was Helroth’s plan… to herald the return of the Night Court with an alliance with Tenebris. Father would never stand for it, not with the prophecy looming. This was precisely what everyone feared.
“If you’ll agree to my terms, I will release Aelia today.”
“An engagement?” I hissed, my head spinning. Good gods, what else would I have to endure today? Rage coiled around my heart, growing more venomous with every turn.
Ruhl’s eyes chased to mine, an unspoken question lingering between us. He wasn’t actually asking for my permission to agree to this betrothal, was he? My brother could not be stupid enough to believe I would ever stand for this. But he would agree to the pretense… And fuck, I would be forced to as well, if it meant getting Aelia out of Helroth’s clutches.
I dipped my chin, despite the suffocating reluctance to agree to his terms, even if it were simply only a means of escape. Once she was freed from Helroth’s hold, how could he enforce this ridiculous union?
“Don’t I get a say?” Aelia snapped, her narrowed eyes darting between my brother and her grandfather.
Oh gods, for once, princess, keep your mouth shut.
Ruhl’s arm curled around her shoulders, tucking her into his side, and it took every last ounce of restraint I could find to keep my shadows from snaking out and physically prying her away from him. “She agrees.”
Aelia’s lips twisted, but thank the goddess, she kept quiet. Perhaps Ruhl had sent a silent soldier to whisper a message begging for her silence.
I waited for the blood vow that the king would require for the trade, but it never came…
“And what of the prophecy?” I ground out, pivoting to the king. “Are you so arrogant as to believe the royal seer’s visions would have no impact on you and your court?” I turned his earlier words on him.
“Why would they? Aelia has my blood running through her veins. Whatever chaos the prophecy has proclaimed would surely only be to my benefit.” An ominous smile curled his lips, gleaming against the coal-black of his skin.
“Good, then that settles it, and we can go.” Aelia’s hand instinctively reached for the dagger sheathed at her side while the other dipped beneath the collar of her tunic. The move was so Aelia, so familiar, that it sent a pang through my chest, a reminder of all the times she’d reached for her beloved medallion for comfort.
“Under two more conditions.” Helroth strode toward his granddaughter, and every muscle in my body locked, ready to strike. “You take Kaelith with you so that you may continue your training, and he may ensure your safety as my heir.”
I wasn’t certain who looked more surprised by the order, Aelia or the king’s guard.
“Now that my presence has been made known, I am certain it will only be a matter of time before Tenebris or Elian deem it necessary to strike.”
“How can they?” Aelia asked. “You’ve managed to slip by undetected for decades in your veiled pocket realms.”
“Because the time for hiding is over.” His crimson glare slowly pivoted in my direction. “Which brings me to my second request.” He held out his hand, eyes narrowing, as they scanned the folds of my cloak. “I’ll take that compass, if you wouldn’t mind.”
“Over my dead body,” I hissed. As if I would ever allow the Night King to have the one item that ensured I could always find him. I was convinced allowing Aelia to leave was only some clever ruse to distract us. But for what I wasn’t entirely certain.
Would he assemble his army and seek revenge against the two remaining courts?
Would he return for Aelia and imprison her again, only to use her power for his gain?
The possibilities were endless and each one worse than the last. No, I would never concede to this demand.
And if it was, indeed, a trick, I would need this compass to ensure I could find my cuoré if he took her… again.
“I’ll take it.” Aelia marched toward me, the hatred in her eyes palpable. “If you really are telling the truth and have no intention of turning me in to King Tenebris, then give me the compass. I will keep it safe while also ensuring I have a place to run should the need arise.”
“I would never—” I gritted out.
“So you say.” She held out her hand, cold gaze locked to mine.
The cuorem pulsed, angry and violent, squeezing the air from my lungs. Could she still feel it? I searched for an answer in those glistening orbs but found none. My shadows vibrated along my skin, awakened by her proximity. A tendril slid free and wrapped around the shell of her now pointed ear. Gods, I could barely restrain the urge to run my finger over the newly sharpened tip. “Don’t give it to him, princess,” I whispered through my shadow messenger. “I beg of you.”
She stilled, her entire body going rigid at my words. I placed the Ebonshard Compass in her hand, my fingers grazing hers for an instant. She drew in a sharp breath through gritted teeth, and her eyes found mine and held.
A glimmer of warmth returned to those radiant silver-blue orbs as they regarded me, but just as soon as it sparked, it vanished without a trace. She jerked her hand back and closed her fingers around the device.
“Let’s go.” Aelia ticked her head at Kaelith then toward the king. “I’ll hold onto this for safekeeping.”
“Ensure that you do.” A menacing edge laced his tone, one that had my hackles rising and my shadows begging to be unleashed.
Whatever Helroth had done to Aelia, he hadn’t been able to shatter the bond between us, and he never would. And with the steady stream of power rushing through our connection, I had no doubt in my mind I could bring the king to his knees.
“Don’t even think about it.” A familiar shadow curved around my ear, whispering my brother’s warning.
I shot him a glare over Aelia’s head in response.
“I know you believe you can subdue him, but let’s not risk it now. Not when we are so close to getting Aelia home.”
Rage crackled through my core. Of course, my brother was happy. He’d gotten everything he wanted.
Tamping down on the fury, I reminded myself this wasn’t simply about me or what Helroth had stolen. I was responsible for the lives of four of my students along with that of my best friend. If I attacked the king now, one of them could pay the price for my reckless decision.
And once I’d gotten Aelia back, the real Aelia, she would never forgive me if her rescue had cost the life of one her friends.
“Now, how do we get home?” Aelia’s question drew me from my dark musings.
“You stay where you are, and I will be the one to move.” The Night King signaled to his soldiers, and all but Kaelith turned toward the shadow of the keep. Inching toward Aelia, Helroth offered a tight smile. “You may return when you wish. I hope that one day, you will consider Helspire Keep as much your home as you do that tiny cottage in Feywood.” He hinged at the waist, so his eyes were level to hers. “Just remember everything I did was to bolster your strength so that you could wield your powers, to harden your resolve, and to prepare you for what’s to come. Do not forget, you are Princess Aelia of Inferna, heir to the throne of the Court of Infernal Night.”
My stomach twisted at the title before focusing on his preceding words. Noxus, what had she been forced to endure? The king almost seemed penitent.
She dropped her chin before moving to stand between Rue and Ruhl, and that surge of jealousy once again blossomed deep in my core. I needed to get out of here before I lashed out at my brother and risked everything.
“Well, if that is all,” I hissed, “by all means, open your pocket realm and drop us out as you go.”
“That isn’t quite how it works, Shadow bastard.”
I bristled as the king’s crimson eyes blazed with amusement like coals on the hearth. “Better to be a bastard than dead.”
“Don’t you worry, Reign of Umbra, I have no intention of remaining a ghost for long.” A cloud of thick gray smoke curled around his legs, and the pungent odor of zar bloomed so potent it invaded each and every pore.
The air around the monstrous keep blurred, then distorted, sending a wave of nausea rolling through my gut. Night blotted out the emerging crescent moon, it’s pale light eclipsed by the all-consuming zar. I blinked quickly, ridding my vision of the warped image, and the fortress disintegrated, like tiny specks of onyx snow, right before our eyes.
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Chapter Thirty
A elia
I squeezed my eyes closed before re-opening them once my head finally stopped spinning. Forcing down the nauseating effects of the vanishing pocket realm, I glanced across the clearing, an exact replica of the one we’d stood in only moments ago—well, that is except for the glaring absence of the ominous obsidian walls of Helspire Keep.
The persistent tightness that had settled in my chest relented, and for the first time in months, I drew in a full breath. A swirl of energy sparked deep within the hollow of my ribcage, tiny luminescent filaments reigniting, and a familiar presence awoke. I stretched out invisible fingers, but somehow, it still remained slightly out of reach. And yet, the distant presence was oddly comforting. Just knowing it was there. The impending doom that had been a constant finally dissipated as my gaze settled on my friends’ familiar faces: Rue, Symon, Devin—even Liora’s presence wasn’t quite as loathsome as before. And Ruhl…
After two never-ending months, we would finally be together and have a chance to complete the bond. And now, we were as good as betrothed. I waited for the giddy pulsing of the cuorem, but it remained silent as my gaze lingered on my Shadow Prince.
Kaelith stood by my side, the eternal frown carved into his jaw firmly in place. Clearly, no one had asked him if he wished to become my permanent personal trainer and new shadow. Where would he remain? It wasn't as if he could come back with me to the Conservatory. Could I even return now that my abilities had been unleashed? It would be impossible to keep my nox, and especially my zar undetected for long.
“Well, the Night King certainly was intense.” Symon ran his hand across his nape, clearly unsettled by the experience. “But we survived.” His brows furrowed as if that outcome had been completely unexpected.
I glanced around the foreign shore littered with jagged black boulders. “Where are we?”
“That’s what you’re going to start with?” Rue snapped. “You’ve been gone for two whole months, Aelia!”
“And you’re a Fae princess?” Devin interjected.
I was pleasantly surprised to see Devin with Rue, and despite the chaos, it brought the hint of a smile to my face. I hoped that meant they’d worked things out in my absence. “I know, there’s a lot I need to tell all of you.”
“We’re on the Eryndral Isle, the abandoned island just north of Aetheria.” I barely recognized Gideon, Reign’s Shadow Fae colleague from Arcanum. Why had he come?
My gaze drifted around the circle to my closest friends. And then latched onto my worst enemy.
Reign’s piercing midnight irises never left mine. I didn’t care what he said, I would never trust him. I’d seen the effects of a Fae vow firsthand, and even if he were reluctant to fulfill his end of the bargain, he would have no choice. Not when his father demanded my head.
“I suggest we take this party elsewhere to catch up. I’d prefer to be within the confines of court,” said Ruhl.
“We can’t just go back, can we?” I asked. “With my powers unbound, everyone will discover the truth.”
“I’ve already taken care of everything.” Reign kept his gaze averted as he explained. Smart man. “Your dormitory has been warded and sealed tight. No one will be able to get in or out or even detect our presence.”
“Good,” said Ruhl.
Reign’s head tipped back, and the familiar thunder of mighty wings filled the night sky.
I followed his gaze, tracing the silhouette of a trio of dragons. Sol. I drew in a sharp breath as the sensations swirling around my chest triggered an avalanche of memories: Sol as a tiny dragonlet, curled up at the foot of my bed; us soaring across the mountaintops, my most favorite surly companion. By the gods, how could I have nearly forgotten about him again?
Sol, can you hear me?
Yes, little Kin, loud and clear now. And fates, it’s good to hear your voice again.
Hot tears burned my eyes, blurring my vision as the three enormous dragons landed in the clearing. Behind them, my friends’ smaller skyriders nimbly followed.
Sol’s golden irises seared into mine, the depth of emotion surging in that gaze filling me with enough warmth to heat Helspire Keep for a year. His serpentine neck swiveled as he scrutinized me, then his head lowered, almost reaching the ground.
I feared the worse, Aelia. His deep voice was a caress to my weary soul.
How could we have been so easily torn apart? Had Helroth broken our bond on purpose or had it simply been an unforeseen side effect of the pocket realm?
“I’m okay, Sol.” The words erupted aloud as I sprinted toward him. Raysa, did I miss you! I threw my arms around his thick leg, careful to avoid the nubby spikes. I was vaguely aware of an intense gaze fixed in our direction, but ignoring the prickling sensation, I focused only on the gigantic creature in front of me. It was only now, in Sol’s presence, that I realized how much I’d missed him, how a part of my soul had been lost all this time.
Ruhl appeared beside me and placed a gentle hand on the small of my back. His subtle way of putting an end to my clinging to Sol’s leg. “As lovely as this little reunion is, I’m afraid it’s time to fly.”
I glanced around the clearing to find all my friends already seated on their mounts, with the exception of Kaelith, who eyed Sol with a narrowed glare. Reign, too, remained on the ground, dark glare locked in our direction.
How do you feel about a second passenger? I shot the question to Sol through our newly reforged mental connection as I brought my gaze up to meet his.
I will not serve as transportation to a Night Fae warrior.
Oh, Kae’s not that bad. You’ll see.
No, I will not see because that male’s presence is completely unacceptable. Plumes of silver smoke drifted from his flared nostrils. I will see to it that he meets an unfortunate accident at the end of my fang if given the opportunity.
You can’t!
Gods, Aelia, are you truly defending him? A Night Fae who kept you against your will for months, cut off from everyone who loves you?
It wasn’t Kae’s fault. He was only following my grandfather’s orders. I barely bit back the part about him being the only soul I laid eyes upon for an entire month.
Do not call that evil demonic spawn your grandsire! He does not deserve the title. You may share a trickle of his cursed blood, but you are nothing like him.
“Everything all right, A?” Rue’s question tore me from the escalating internal argument with my stubborn dragon. She peered down at me from Windy’s back, the silver Pegasus pawing at the earth, appearing agitated at the Night Fae’s presence or perhaps my skyrider’s rising temper.
“Yes,” I hissed. “Sol is just being difficult.” I cast a quick glance in Kaelith’s direction, and I could feel Ruhl’s nod as if he already understood the dilemma. Reign too was still quietly observing, brooding—plotting my damned destruction, for all I knew.
“I’ll take him.” Ruhl slapped my former jailer on the back, the immense male barely flinching. “Anything to get moving. Now.”
“Thank you.” Rising to my tiptoes, I brushed a quick peck to his cheek, and he responded with a smile. Gods, I couldn’t wait to be alone with him and give him a proper kiss. Ruhl continued to watch me, something like awe or disbelief in his wary gaze when we parted.
A deep growl vibrated the clearing, the circle of trees bending and groaning at the unearthly tremor. My head snapped in Reign’s direction as his glare grew murderous. Shadows coiled around his form, hissing and spitting, and the field darkened right before my nose, as if someone had eclipsed the sliver of moon above.
My own powers blazed, bristling at the onslaught of nox. My nostrils flared, a second, more potent odor finding its way to my lungs. Zar? Where in all the realms was that coming from?
Phantom’s massive form stepped in front of Reign, blocking me from his view. She crouched in front of me, flashing a row of jagged teeth and released a snarl. The heat from her breath licked across my face, puckering my skin. I stilled, my entire body tensing at her predatory posture, not understanding her response, as if I had something to do with her rider’s crazed emotions.
Get on. We’re leaving now. Sol’s command left no room for argument, and with Phantom’s hate-filled eyes locked on mine, for once, I had no desire to.
Grabbing hold of one of the many spiked protrusions along Sol’s leg, I climbed up the scaled surface, pleased to find I still remembered exactly how to mount my skyrider.
You mustn’t test Phantom.
My eyes nearly bulged out of my head as I settled into the spot between his wing bones that served as a saddle of sorts. Since when are you and Phantom even on speaking terms?
Much has happened since your capture, little Kin. His powerful wings beat the air, and my stomach dropped to my toes as he launched into the pitch sky.
Clearly. Brushing the strands of errant hair whipping about behind my newly pointed ears, I somehow managed to keep my last meal within the confines of my belly as he leveled out. Last I remembered, you couldn’t stand to be in the same vicinity as her.
With your disappearance, I had no choice but to give in to her efforts.
Her efforts to comfort you?
Yes. He all but growled the final word, putting a clear end to that topic of conversation. Now, I’m not interested in regurgitating my activities for the past two months but rather insist upon hearing about yours.
Well then, I suppose it’s a good thing we have a long ride back to Aetheria because there is much to tell.
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Chapter Thirty-One
A elia
After recounting the lengthy details of my imprisonment and muddled bloodline for the entire flight back to the Conservatory—leaving out the more embarrassing specifics, like the frequent delusional appearances—Sol fell silent upon our descent.
For the past half hour, I’d been sandwiched between Mordrin and Phantom, both Shadow Princes watching me with such intensity it felt as if I’d been physically assaulted. They each regarded me with a mixture of fear and uncertainty, like I could disappear again at any moment.
On occasion, I would meet Ruhl’s anxious gaze, offering a reassuring smile, while it was all I could do to keep my narrowed glare off Reign. There was something different about him. The brutal, blood-thirsty images of the male clearly embedded in my mind were at odds with the Fae prince before me.
Tossing the pointless thoughts from my mind, I focused on the swath of radiant, lush land quickly approaching. The academy stretched out before us, the glorious sun-kissed spires twisting so high I was certain they would reach the sky. Raysa, how I’d missed the sun. And Luce. I never thought it would’ve been possible. Even if we were only to remain for a night, I wished to enjoy every minute of it.
My thoughts flickered to another home, my first one in Feywood. Aidan! How could I have forgotten about him—again? I needed to see him right away. He must have been so worried.
How is Aidan? I threw the question through our bond.
Devastated at your disappearance. As we all were. Obviously.
I must see him. My heart began to flutter, life breathed into my faltering organ at the thought of my adoptive father.
Soon, Aelia. We must determine the best course of action first.
But he must be so worried.
Reign already sent word of your rescue through one of his shadows.
Why would Aidan even associate with the Fae charged to destroy me?
As Sol angled his wings toward the earth, I dismissed the thought, and instead, reveled in the warm sunlight cutting through my training leathers, ignoring the odd sense of foreboding settling in. If I could, I would spend the rest of the evening basking on the lawn just to soak in every last drop.
That won’t be possible. You must remain hidden for the length of your short stay. Sol’s voice put an end to my sunny musings. Everyone on campus believes you to be dead. Draven included.
Right… I suppose maybe now is a good time for you to catch me up on everything that’s happened here in my absence.
That would be the job of your cuoré as he is the one who’s taken the lead in your rescue efforts.
Ruhl dealt with Draven?
No, Aelia, Reign.
Why does everyone keep saying that? Reign is not my cuoré. He is my enemy, bound by a blood vow to destroy me.
Sol huffed out a breath through his nostrils, slivers of smoke darkening the air around his snout. I fear there is much more that occurred during your time at Helspire Keep. Much that you have no recollection of whatsoever, little Kin.
Don’t call me that! The angry mental outburst shot through my mind, unbidden. I am not a lowly Kin. I never have been. I am Princess Aelia of Inferna.
His shock at my outburst surged through the bond, and I gritted my teeth, already regretting it. But before I could summon the words of apology, Sol’s rebuttal simmered through. And my, how that grand title suits the new you. His talons hit the earth, my stomach somersaulting at the no longer familiar sensation.
What is wrong with you? The exasperation sharpened my tone, even internally. I’ve only just returned and already you’re reprimanding me? I know you’ve never been completely honest with me, and now you’re lying to me about my true cuoré?
The wave of indignation grew more volatile, surging through our connection. Dismount. Now. He extended his long leg, crouching ever so slightly.
For what is supposed to be a happy occasion, someone is certainly in a mood. I grumbled the thought straight through our bond before attempting to dismount.
I would say the same.
Before I could get another thought through, he slammed a wall down on our connection, completely cutting me off. Infuriating, moody dragon.
I slid down his leg, boots hitting the soft lawn on the edge of the campus with a quiet whisper. The sounds of the academy blurred in the background at the arriving dragons. Even from this distance, I could make out the training field filled with students wielding a variety of luminescent weapons. The familiar scene ignited an unexpected sense of longing in my chest.
I barely noticed Sol launching into the sky as I stared out into the blur of luminous light and whirling training leathers. Phantom took off shortly after, once she’d deposited Reign in the shadows of the forest a few yards behind me. My gaze chased to his, only to find those midnight orbs already locked on me. A flicker of something stirred in my chest, a yearning I couldn’t quite name. Rue and Symon’s skyriders alighted moments later, drawing my attention away from the male who was to be my undoing.
My roommate leapt off Windy immediately and raced toward me, wrapping me in her arms once more. “I just can’t believe you’re really back.” She pressed a quick kiss to my cheek.
“No fair, I need to be in the Kin sandwich!” Sy curled his arms around us both, squeezing me into his chest.
Rue reached around and smacked the side of his head as we twirled beneath the shade of a towering lightwood. “You can’t call her a Kin anymore, you idiot.” With a grin, she threw me a wink. “She’s a princess now. Should we refer to you as ‘Your Royal Infernal Highness’ from now on?”
“Oh, gods, no.” My nose crinkled at the arrogant sound. And yet, hadn’t I just gotten angry at Sol for calling me otherwise a moment ago? Ever since my powers were unbound, I’d felt as if I were balancing on a knife’s edge. What was wrong with me? I pressed my fingers to my temples, the beginnings of a headache threatening.
“Are you all right?” Ruhl marched closer with Reign at his side, both brothers wearing matching pinched expressions. Though I rode between them the entire journey, I was convinced they were holding a conversation just under my nose with the endless back and forth of shadows.
I nodded quickly. If only I had better control of my own, perhaps I could have learned what they were so animatedly discussing.
Kaelith grumbled, holding his hand over his eyes for additional shade as he scanned the academy grounds from beneath the cloak of shadows keeping us hidden from wandering glances. I couldn’t quite make out his words from within the soundproof orb that encased him, but he did not seem pleased.
Once Liora, Devin and Gideon arrived, Reign assembled the lot of us in a tight circle hidden beneath the thick copse of trees. “Light Fae students, all of you are to return to your regularly scheduled activities. We cannot afford to cast any suspicion until we’re ready to come forward with Aelia.”
“Already? But we just got her back,” Rue whined.
“There will be plenty of time to catch up once we find a more permanent place for Aelia to remain.” Reign shooed them off, his blossoming scowl frightening enough to send anyone running.
My friends gave me half-hearted waves before dispersing across the campus—all except Rue, who defiantly gave me one more quick hug before following the others. For a moment, I wished I could go back in time to the day I arrived at the academy. As terrible as the first few days had been, they seemed much easier than now.
“Ruhl, take Kaelith with you to Arcanum for the night,” Reign continued before ticking his head at his friend. “Gideon can help you keep him hidden. We can’t have a Night Fae roaming the Conservatory.”
Through the murky shadows, I could just make out Kae’s citrine irises flaring in anger. He couldn’t exactly protect or train me if he was kept across the river.
“Relax, Kae,” I muttered. “We’ll find a more permanent place for both of us soon, right?” I turned to Ruhl.
“You will not be hiding out in the same location.” Reign’s eyes seared to mine, before Ruhl had a chance to respond. “I’d prefer to have any and all Night Fae as far away from you as possible. Especially with you like this…”
I slapped my hands on my hips and glared at the overbearing male. For some reason, this part of him felt oddly familiar. “Well, it’s a good thing you have no say in the matter. I need Kaelith to train me.”
“We managed just fine when I was training you, princess.” He spat my new title with such disdain a flicker of a memory ignited. I tried to hold onto the whirling image, but it vanished as quickly as it had appeared.
“Enough, both of you.” Ruhl stepped between us, pressing a palm to his brother’s heaving chest. “Reign and I will determine your place of residence as well as your training schedule with Kaelith once we’ve discussed the variety of issues still up in the air.”
Reign’s eyes grew wider with each word that spilled from his younger brother’s mouth, velvety shadows curling around us. And if I was being perfectly honest, I too was stunned by this calm, levelheaded version of the cocky Shadow Prince I’d come to know and love.
Love? The word tasted strangely bitter on my tongue.
Of course I loved Ruhl. He was my cuoré.
“I’ll take the Demon Fae back.” Gideon moved beside the cage of shadows the princes had conjured to keep Kae hidden. “I’ll make sure no harm comes to him.”
Before I could protest, Gideon vanished, taking my former jailer with him. Shadowtraveling. I couldn’t wait to master that power. “Fine,” I finally gritted out, sweeping my gaze from Reign’s turbulent countenance to meet Ruhl’s steady one. “I’ll agree to at least consider your suggestions for future training.”
“How generous of you,” Reign spat before turning his seething glare on his brother. His shadows darkened, concealing the three of us in a cloud of swirling ebony. “And while you’re securing the enemy, I will take Aelia to see Draven.”
“What? I thought I wasn’t supposed to be here at all.”
“You’re not. But it’s imperative we see the headmaster⁠—”
“I’m not going anywhere with you,” I shouted.
“Oh, but you will.” His hand wrapped around my upper arm, and tiny shocks rippled across my flesh, dragging out a gasp. If Reign felt it, he showed no signs, instead only hissing, “Because even if you refuse to believe that I am your cuoré, I am still your professor and your mentor, and you, child of twilight or not, are my acquisition. It is now my duty to inform the headmaster of your miraculous return.”
“Have you lost your mind, Reign? Why would you tell Draven of all people?” Ruhl asked. “The moment he sees her he’ll know. The stench of nox and zar are seething from her pores.”
“That’s what I’m counting on.”
“Why?” I blurted.
“I wish to see just how firmly the headmaster is entrenched in King Elian’s pocket. I must know what the king has planned for her.”
“And if he goes straight to the Light King?” Ruhl interjected.
“Don’t worry, brother, I’ll wipe out his memory before he gets the chance, just like last time.”
My eyes widened as I took in the venom in Reign’s tone, the utter determination in his features. It was only then, as my gaze lingered over his imposing form, that I noticed the missing silver cuffs.
The manacles that Draven had forced him into wearing when he became a professor at the Conservatory were gone. A chill skirted up my spine as hazy memories again fought their way to the surface. Reign had always been powerful, but now, without the nox-siphoning restraints, he would be unstoppable.
“It’s a risky move, brother… One I do not believe is worth the possibly disastrous consequences.”
I had zero desire to see the headmaster, but how long could I remain hidden from everyone? “Either way,” I interjected, “it’s only a matter of time before both Elian and Tenebris discover who I am.” I speared the eldest prince with a steely glare. “And at that point, you’ll have no choice but to fulfill your vow.”
“Reign is not going to kill you, Aelia,” Ruhl growled. “My brother could never bear to lay a hand on you.” The tight set of his jaw, the darkness in his eyes, he looked in agony as he spoke the words.
“Why are you so sure?”
“Because he’s in love with you, duskling. Reign is your cuoré. Not me.”


OceanofPDF.com


             




OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Thirty-Two
R eign
The truth should have lightened the unbearable ache in my chest, but the slip of her smile at my brother’s declaration only served to achieve the opposite. It was as if a thousand tiny shards of light speared my heart, impaling it to my ribcage.
Gods, Helroth had managed to rip away everything Aelia had ever felt for me, leaving only the venomous hatred and scorching mistrust.
“Then why don’t I feel anything for him?” She jerked away from me and clutched onto my brother, her hands closing around his collar. “It’s you I love.”
I was going to be sick. I couldn’t endure this, not for another moment. Her words were like knives, each one striking at my soul, tearing me apart from the inside out. Worse, a torrent of fury began to grow, slowly pushing out the unbearable pain. One I wasn’t sure I would be able to control…
After all the time spent apart, dreaming of being reunited, to discover the only feelings that remained were bitter loathing and revulsion? I couldn’t survive this.
“Why are you all lying to me?” She glanced between us for a fraction of a moment before focusing back on my brother. “I love you, Ruhl, and you swore you loved me. You wanted us to run away together to complete the bond. Don’t you remember?” She held him closer, eyes pleading, and for the love of Noxus, I could feel my heart shattering and the cuorem crumbling. The anger bubbled up, a defense mechanism to overpower the heartrending ache. “I want all of those things, too.”
The sharp odor of zar filled the orb of shadows, forcing my gaze to the woods. Was there an onslaught of Night Fae approaching? I scanned the murky shadows but there was no one beyond the barrier, only the quiet forest ahead.
“Aelia, it’s not real,” Ruhl whispered.
Her head twisted over her shoulder, eyes narrowed to meet mine. “Reign’s lying. He must be. Every word that spills from his tongue is a damned falsehood.” Her chest heaved, the influx of zar growing thicker. The silver of her pupils ignited, a smoldering glow of fury burning within their depths. Shadows erupted from her fingertips, writhing like living tendrils of darkness. Before they could fully take shape, a wave of pure blinding rais surged outward, engulfing her in an aura of searing light.
The opposing forces twisted around her, rais, nox and zar battling for dominance, colliding in a tempest of raw, unchecked power. The air thickened, crackling with energy so intense it sent ripples through the ground beneath our feet. Her body trembled violently, as if struggling to contain the warring energies that threatened to tear her apart.
Lightning arced through the shadows, gold and black intertwining in a vicious dance, illuminating the strain on her face. Her breath came in sharp, uneven gasps, and cracks of light splintered up her arms, racing across her skin like molten veins. The power was growing, spiraling beyond control.
Noxus… I’d never seen her like this. Fear ricocheted across my chest as I watched the chaos unfolding. The trio of gifts from the gods were too powerful. They were destroying her.
Then her scream split the air.
Not of fear. Not of pain. But of something far more terrifying.
Power unchained.
“Aelia, calm down!” Ruhl’s hands clamped down on her shoulders, but her entire body pulsed, raw energy spilling from every orifice.
My own nox surfaced, summoned by the invading presence streaking through our bond.
She ripped free of my brother’s hold and shoved him back. A bolt of radiant light burst from her palms with the motion and sent Ruhl hurtling backward and beyond the safety of my cloaking shadows.
The crack of the trunk as he hit the massive tree sent another sliver of fear up my spine. I considered checking on my brother’s wellbeing but tossed the thought aside, the jealousy still too raw. He would be fine. It wouldn’t be the first time Aelia had put him on his ass.
With only the two of us now blanketed in shadows, I inched closer, hands held up. “Let me help you.”
“No,” she hissed, the preternatural gleam in her eyes icy cold.
I lowered my voice, just above a whisper. “The power is too much for you to contain, Aelia. Especially with your emotions out of control.” I hazarded another step closer. “You need to release some of it. Give it to me. You’ve done it before; I felt it when we were separated.”
“I can’t…” she gritted out as the torrent of shadow and light engulfed her.
“You can and you will. You’ve overcome much more than this, Aelia. I do not pick losers, remember? Now fight, princess.”
A glimmer of warmth thawed her frosty glare at the words, her eyes crinkling in the corners as if striking up an old memory.
Another step closer. “Do you still feel the cuorem?”
Her head bobbed but the glacial glare returned, the silver like molten steel.
“Reach for the swirling energies, and once they are firmly in your grasp, channel them through the bond. Our bond.” I attempted to keep my voice steady, but beneath it, the desperation bled through.
“I don’t know how!” she shouted, and a wave of darkness eclipsed the murky light seeping into the shadowed orb. Pure, inky black poured in, icing my veins.
Drawing in a steadying breath, I focused on my end of the cuorem, on the whisps of shimmering light that connected me to her. The bond pulsed, burning brightly between us. “Do you feel that?” Dangerous hope blossomed deep in my chest, the kind that had no place in this state of turmoil. I held my breath for an endless moment as she watched me, her brows twisting.
“Reach for it, princess. The bond will anchor the chaos, will bind the storm inside you to something steadfast, unyielding.” Me and my love for you. But I dared not speak the words out loud. Not when she stood on the edge of oblivion, her power fracturing, unraveling. Not when the tenuous bond was the only thing keeping her from shattering entirely.
Her eyes drifted closed, sealing me off from the raging luminous silver, and I felt it. A tug, then an overwhelming flood of power. Intense sunshine tangled with cool night and whispering shadow pummeled into my being, bloating the shimmering strands that ran between us. My chest heaved, my entire body contorting at the influx of raw, undiluted power. I braced myself against a wall of shadows, my wings snapped out, flapping wildly against the onslaught only to keep myself from taking flight.
Good gods, it was glorious and terrifying all in the same instant. The kind of power that would bring a kingdom to its knees.
With each crashing wave, I released more nox, my shadows struggling to contain the foreign energies. My legs trembled, the earth shaking beneath the soles of my boots. I drew it all in, summoning it forth until power thrummed through every inch of my body. I wasn’t certain how much more I could contain. Searing heat and blinding darkness pummeled over me, again and again. I grit my teeth to keep from crying out at the intensity. Only Aelia kept me grounded. The steady feel of her across the glistening cuorem. Her eyelids remained closed, but before long, the hard line of her jaw softened, the deep crinkles at the corners of her eyes becoming less strained.
By the gods, it was working.
A final tremor vibrated through Aelia’s form, and the tempest of light and shadow began to recede. Her knees gave, then her weary body crumpled to the ground. My own shaky legs compelled me forward before I could think better of it. Sliding to the moist earth beside her, I wearily dragged her to my chest. “I’ve got you, princess,” I murmured, pressing my lips to her temple, my voice raw with a desperation I could no longer hide. “I’m right here, and no matter how hard you try to push me away, no matter how far you run, I will always find you. Always.”
Her head tipped back against my shoulder, lashes fluttering. Her eyes met mine, glossed over and unfocused, before her lips parted, barely a breath of sound. “Reign...”
Then her lids drooped, the tension in her body melting as her ragged breaths slowed.
I held her closer, rocking gently, as if my heartbeat alone could tether her to me, to this moment.
“However long it takes, starlight.” My voice was a vow, a plea, a prayer. “I will never give up on us, not while I still draw breath.”
    
Ruhl stood beside me at the foot of Aelia’s bed in the safety of her dormitory only a few hours later. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her, from the gentle rise and fall of her chest, the locks of platinum hair swept across her brow, the faint part of her perfectly bowed lips. I was terrified the moment I did I would discover this was all an illusion, one of Helroth’s tricks of the mind. And she’d vanish once again.
Gods, what had the Night King done to her and how could I fix it?
My thoughts whirled back to a recent conversation with Phantom. To the first time I’d attempted to wield zar and had used a cursed illusion against my brother. My dragon had warned me…
If a Fae is exposed for too long or too frequently, the effects may become permanent and the damage irreparable.
Are you saying he could lose his mind?
Yes, and the images implanted could become his reality, and he’d be caught in an endless nightmare.
Phantom’s words echoed in my mind, a bitter chill penetrating deep within my bones.
“Now what?” Ruhl heaved out, the defeat palpable in his tone. His gaze remained pinned to Aelia’s body, the yearning in his eyes one I refused to accept.
“I don’t know yet.” I wished I had an answer. I’d been so focused on finding Aelia, I never thought past what would happen once we did—or of the consequences of her imprisonment at the Night Court. After everything, we were firmly back at square one, battling the prophecy and enemies from all angles. Only now, her powers were unleashed and completely volatile, and she despised me.
And that was to speak nothing of King Helroth and his banished court.
There was no doubt in my mind he would not remain hidden for much longer. Loosing Aelia’s powers were all part of his plan, but to what end?
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Chapter Thirty-Three
A elia
A soft groan escaped my lips, the sound drawing me from a deep slumber. Painstakingly slowly, my lids opened, taking in my surroundings as I clutched the soft sheet in my fist. My bed was nestled in an alcove lined with moss and soft, luminescent flora. Beyond the gossamer draping that hung over the bed, high ceilings stretched above me, shimmering with a soft ethereal light that filtered in through the large ivy-framed windows and skylight.
The sun’s decadent rays stretched across my dormitory, highlighting a familiar form sprawled out on a chair against the wall. Reign’s head fell forward, chin resting on his chest, an oddly peaceful expression across the typically hard line of his jaw.
Typical?
How did I know what was typical for Reign?
It was Ruhl’s features I’d committed to memory, every sharp line and perfectly carved angle. And yet… I gingerly pushed back the coverlet, the move silent, and slid to the edge of the mattress to get a better look at the male whose sole purpose in life was to put an end to my own.
Now sleeping, with that intimidating glare hidden beneath dark lashes, he didn’t seem quite so threatening. In fact—my heart stuttered before continuing in a steady beat once again—he was beautiful.
And deadly.
I needed the reminder.
Which brought me to my next question… what was Reign doing here and where was Ruhl?
As if he’d heard my unspoken question, Reign stirred, lifting his sleepy gaze to mine. “Good morning, princess.” His voice was rough with sleep, and the deep sound sent a tingle of awareness zipping through nerve endings I didn’t know existed.
Shaking off the odd sensation, I stiffened, then scanned the chamber for a weapon or the quickest escape route should the need arise.
“Relax, your daggers are safe in your nightstand.” He slid to the edge of the chair before slowly rising. “That was what you were looking for, correct?”
There he went again, reading my mind. How was that possible?
“Daggers? Plural?”
“Yes. I kept watch over the other one while you were gone. It’s now back in the drawer where you always keep it.”
I glanced between him and the nightstand, then drew the coverlet up to my chest before realizing I still wore my fighting leathers from the day before. How had I gotten to my room? The last thing I remembered was arguing with Ruhl and then⁠—
Oh, stars. I’d lost control and practically attacked him.
“Where’s Ruhl?” I blurted.
A scowl darkened Reign’s expression, the relaxed countenance of sleep from only a few moments ago now gone. “Your betrothed went back to Arcanum to check on our Night Fae guest.” He now lingered at the foot of my bed, fingers tracing the carved lightwood. “No need to worry, he will be back shortly so we can discuss our next move.”
“Good.”
Silence lapsed across the room, thickening the few feet of air between us. This bastard Shadow Prince seemed nothing like the image that flooded my thoughts, the ruthless, cold-hearted Fae who would stop at nothing to destroy me and complete his vow. Still, how could I trust him? And more importantly, how could he possibly be my cuoré as everyone insisted?
But would Sol lie to me? And why would Ruhl, if he were my cuoré, say that someone else was?
None of this made any sense. I pressed my fingers to my temples as another headache threatened to make an appearance. I’d been having a lot of them lately.
“Everything all right?” he mumbled before rounding the footboard and inching closer.
“Just a headache. I’m not going to die from it if that was what you were hoping.”
“For Fae’s sake, Aelia, why would I ever want you dead?” Frustration swallowed up his aura, coating it in dark navy and violet.
I’d never been able to read anyone’s aura as clearly before. At least there had been some benefits to unleashing my damned powers. I read no thirst for vengeance, no ill will, no dark intentions toward me whatsoever.
Reign moved closer, still, until his legs met the edge of the mattress. It took all my restraint to keep still, to battle the most overwhelming urge to run. He slowly lowered himself onto the bed, perching on the very end, as if to make himself appear as unthreatening as possible.
He seemed to release a sigh of relief when I didn’t shoo him off. His turbulent gaze chased to mine, a surge of emotions flashing across the starlit midnight of his eyes. “Aelia, I⁠—”
I shook my head, raising my hand to cut him off. “I can’t, Reign…” I worried my lip between my teeth, completely swallowed up by the weight of his gaze. “I understand that you and Ruhl both believe that you are my cuoré, that Sol does as well, but it’s not how I feel. It’s not what I remember.”
He nodded slowly, a flash of hurt rising to the surface before he managed to smother it with a mask of calm.
“You say you won’t hurt me, but every bone in my body urges me to run or reach for my dagger when you’re near. I can’t explain it, and I know something isn’t right, but I need time to sort through whatever happened while I was gone.”
“I—”
Forcing a resolve I didn’t quite feel, I continued, “Please don’t say anything right now. I won’t be able to trust anything that falls from your lips, whether I want to or not. I feel as if I cannot even trust myself.”
“Okay,” he finally whispered. “I don’t know what Helroth did to you while you were in his clutches, but I swear to you, I will undo it. Whatever it takes. And you will hear me out eventually.” The intensity in his eyes as he spoke the words momentarily stole my breath.
This time I was the one nodding, too overcome with battling sensations that threatened to consume me to do anything else.
The door whipped open, jerking my gaze toward the entry. “Oh, good, you’re both awake.” Ruhl flashed me an indulgent smile before turning to his brother. “We have much to discuss.”
“The Night Fae is all settled at Gideon’s grandmother’s home?” Reign asked.
“Yes. Kaelith wasn’t pleased, but at this point, he has no say in the matter. He’s far from court and her house is well warded. No one should find him while we determine our next step.”
A twinge of guilt reared up before I reminded myself it served Kae right to be held in a prison of sorts. Maybe now he’d finally understand how I felt for all those weeks.
Why would I even feel sorry for the big brute? Or feel any sort of allegiance toward him or my grandsire? Raysa, my head was a muddled mess. “How will I train with him if he’s so far away?” The question emerged of its own accord.
“The first thing we will work on is teaching you how to use your shadow abilities,” Reign replied.
The assumption was clear. If I could control my nox, I would be able to shadow travel back and forth to train with Kaelith.
Relief settled across my shoulders, blanketing me in familiar warmth. “So, it’s been decided then? I will be allowed to continue my lessons with Kaelith?” The fact that it was even in question rankled at my nerves.
“After yesterday’s display, we have little choice,” Ruhl replied, a twist to his lips.
I glanced at the true Shadow Prince, the one who I was certain was my real cuoré. Or at least, I had been so sure… “I’m sorry about yesterday.”
“Never apologize,” Reign snapped before modifying his tone, or Ruhl had a chance to respond. “It makes you look weak to Fae. Did you forget everything I taught you?”
The familiar chiding echoed through my mind, as if I’d heard it dozens of times before, only in a different timbre. “You taught me that?”
“Yes, princess. I was your professor, your mentor, long before I became your⁠—”
I lifted my hand, cutting him off and a grunt squeezed through his clenched teeth.
“We all know how instrumental you were in Aelia’s development, brother.” Ruhl sauntered closer and settled onto the bed beside me. Another hint of relief invaded my system when the urge to flee didn’t settle over me as it had with Reign. Instead, with Ruhl, now I felt… nothing.
No familiar pulse of the cuorem.
Not even the flutter of butterfly wings I experienced as a young Kin around other males.
And still, a dark voice in the far depths of my mind insisted Ruhl was my cuoré, and we were destined to be together.
“Given your history of success,” Ruhl continued, gaze bouncing between the two of us, “I suggest you continue with your efforts along with Kaelith. Between the two of you, hopefully you’ll find a way to harness those explosive powers.”
“You can’t seriously suggest that we all remain at Shadowmere together?” Reign barked.
“That’s exactly what I’m suggesting.”
“I don’t want her near him!”
“We agreed last night that he must train her, did we not?”
Reign grumbled a curse. “A few hours of training are not the same as living in the same residence. That’s why we should focus on shadowtraveling so that we could easily move her in and out. Who knows what he could do to her in such close proximity for another extended period of time? He could simply continue poisoning her thoughts against me…”
“You know it makes the most sense. We should keep them hidden together. At least for now. It’s better than the alternative and being forced to split our few resources to guard them.”
I watched the back and forth, frustration growing with each word. Finally, when I couldn’t take another moment, I blurted, “Don’t I get a say in this?”
“No!” Both males growled in unison. So, this was what they chose to agree upon?
I glared at Ruhl, narrowing my eyes. “I was going to agree with you.”
“Of course you were,” Reign grumbled.
“It’s decided then, we’ll bring Aelia to join Kaelith at Shadowmere as soon as everything is settled.”
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Chapter Thirty-Four
R eign
The sound of the gentle crashing of waves soothed the turmoil currently ravaging my insides as I led Aelia toward the house situated on the cliffs of Shadowmere. The island was little more than a jagged shard of darkness adrift in the vast, mist-laden waters off the northern coast of the Shadowmere Sea. Gideon’s grandmother’s secluded home was the perfect spot to keep Aelia hidden from the prying eyes of court, and yet, the idea of her in the same residence as Kaelith had unease tearing at my gut.
I had no explanation, no true reason to keep them apart other than this instinctive feeling I couldn’t shake. Aelia stepped in line with me, her anxious gaze fluttering across every detail of her new surroundings. One hand remained on her hip, her fingers inches away from the dagger sheathed at her waist.
Ruhl had been forced to return to Arcanum, to continue the ruse that all was well in Aetheria and that a vengeance-hungry dead king wasn’t biding his time, waiting to strike. Had I been a better, more selfless Fae, I would have taken the opportunity to kill Helroth when I had the chance yesterday and well before his plans were in place, but choosing between the safety of our realm and Aelia’s life, there had been no question. Endangering her wellbeing by engaging the Night King and his soldiers was a risk I simply couldn’t bear. All of Crescentia could burn if it meant Aelia was safe in my arms.
Still, the thirst for Helroth’s blood gnawed at my insides. Fury surged through my veins, summoning a wave of nox to the surface at the mere thought of the Night Fae King. Shadows curled across my skin, icing my temper. Before this was over, I would have my vengeance on the king who stole Aelia, obliterated her memories and attempted to twist her into his own weapon.
Helroth would die at my hands—the only question was when.
A tendril of shadow slid from my fingertips and coiled around the back of Aelia’s neck. She startled, wide eyes meeting mine.
“They’ve always been drawn to you,” I whispered.
“Likely because of my mother, who was half-Shadow Fae.”
In hopes of understanding Aelia’s twisted memories, Solanthus had recounted all that she had told him to Phantom, who had in turn detailed the account to me. Her bloodline was exactly as I’d surmised, except for the absence of Light Fae blood. That part did not quite add up. Her mother being half-Shadow Fae explained the cuorem bond between us, but still there was much we didn’t know. I’d always hoped I wasn’t the only product of royal Fae infidelity, but still her confirmation came as a surprise.
“Maybe,” I finally mumbled. “Or maybe it’s for another reason all together.”
As we approached the stairs leading to the small fortress crafted of slabs of roughhewn gray rock, Aelia’s gaze drifted across the sea. Thick, fog clung to the black sand beaches below, swirling in eerie patterns.
“It’s beautiful…” she murmured. “It reminds me of—” Her words fell away, a deep line furrowing her brows.
Could she be remembering the isle I’d brought her to along the eastern coast of the Shadow lands all those months ago? It had to have been. It was my first thought the moment we set foot on Shadowmere. It had been my lame attempt at some alone time with the female student I was desperately falling for. Instead, Ruhl had appeared on Mordrin, ruining our moment.
Somehow, my half-brother always seemed to get in the way.
I stopped walking and whirled toward her, that dangerous hope blossoming in my chest at the possibility of her recalling something of our time together. “Do you remember? I brought you to a desolate isle very similar to this one last term.” Gods, my hand ached to caress her cheek, my lips burned to kiss her as I had that night along the shore.
Her head slowly shook, a vein pulsing across her forehead. “I—I can’t remember.” She pressed her fingertips to her temples, a scowl forming across her perfect lips.
I barely restrained the growl of frustration. “But you did remember something?”
“It feels familiar, but when I try to grasp the images from the far corners of my mind, they’re too fleeting.”
“Helroth stole your memories, Aelia,” I growled, my voice raw, shaking with the fury I barely kept in check. “He stole you from me.”
She recoiled as if struck, her head whipping back and forth, a tangle of light and dark hair slashing across her face from the breeze churning off the cliff. “No,” she rasped, voice cracking. “You’re wrong. It can’t be…”
Desperation clawed up my throat. I reached for her without thinking, capturing her trembling hand, and pressed it flush against my chest. The wind raged across the shore, a reflection of the tempest brewing in the mere inches of space between us “Gods, Aelia,” I breathed, my voice breaking. “How can you not remember me? Remember us?”
Her eyes widened, her pupils dilating as if something—some distant flicker of recognition—fought to the surface. My heart pounded against her palm, a frantic, wild rhythm begging her to feel it, to know me the way she once had.
For a single, excruciating moment, she stood frozen. Then, her fingers twitched, just the faintest shift, but instead of curling into me, she yanked her hand back as if burned.
“I… I don’t know,” she choked out. Agony twisted her expression before she spun on her heel, bolting for the house.
I staggered where I stood, breath sawing from my lungs. It took everything in me not to chase after her, not to grab her shoulders and force her to see what had been stolen from us. But how? How did you make someone remember loving you when their heart no longer knew it should be yours?
Inhaling a deep breath, I followed behind her, the weight of disappointment so heavy on my shoulders each step was a struggle. We climbed the dozens of spiraling stairs that led to the ancient stone manor in silence. A moment before we reached the final step, the front door swung open, the old hinges creaking their annoyance.
Gideon filled the doorway, and suddenly, the ache in my chest didn’t feel quite as oppressive. “Well, hello there, grumpy. Welcome to Duskridge Manor, perched on the edge of darkness, where the sea meets the shadows.” He offered a cheeky smile, and I couldn’t help but mirror it.
“Gideon.” I reached for his hand, but he clasped my palm and jerked me into a full embrace. “I appreciate this more than you’ll ever know, old friend.”
“Oh, I’m sure I’ll find a way for you to make it up to me somehow.”
The thunderous flapping of wings drew my gaze overhead, and Aelia quickly followed my line of sight. Phantom and Solanthus soared above, the sleek onyx and shimmering golden dragons weaving and twirling across the night sky in a dance of luminous light and smoldering darkness.
“They certainly seem to be getting along better than I remember.” Aelia followed their forms across the velvety black.
“At least you remember something.”
Aelia speared me with a glare I likely deserved. Logically, I knew none of this was her fault, and still, the fact that Helroth could so easily erase me from her heart hurt like a blade, twisting deep in my ribs. It was a cruel agony, one that burned hotter than any wound I had ever suffered—because this was a loss I couldn’t fight, couldn’t bleed out or heal from.
It was a slow, merciless unraveling, and gods help me, I didn’t know if I could survive it.
    
“Are you certain the three of you will be all right here on your own?” Gideon eyed me as we perched atop the stone courtyard watching Kaelith and Aelia trading blows along the cliffside below. “The Kin, Mera, will remain as well to tend to the cooking and cleaning of the manor, but she won’t be here to babysit.” My shadows bristled, ready to strike at each swipe of the Night Fae’s steel against Aelia’s lightsword. As soon as my friend left, I’d take a more active role in her instruction.
I could just as easily train her to use her rais as I had since her arrival at the Conservatory. Kaelith certainly wasn’t needed for that. His only purpose here was to tame that wild zar.
“Reign?” Gideon’s voice forced my gaze back to meet that of my friend’s. “Are you listening to me?”
“Hmm?”
“You’re not going to kill him, are you?”
“No,” I gritted out, “as tempting as it sounds. Aelia needs him to control that damned zar.” Even now I could feel it pulsing through our bond. The closer her proximity, the more power bled through.
“Perhaps you should take a few lessons as well before it overpowers you again.”
My brow arched as I regarded my oldest and possibly only friend. “Ruhl told you about that little incident?”
He nodded. “With power like that, combined with your nox, it wouldn’t hurt to learn to wield it prudently.”
“Oh, I plan on wielding everything I have when the time comes to confront Helroth again.”
Gideon’s chin dipped, and he placed a warm hand on my shoulder. With a squeeze, he regarded me, an unspoken question written across his wary expression.
“Well, just go on and spit it out,” I urged.
“I’m worried about what will happen when Tenebris discovers the truth about Aelia. She’s not wrong to fear you, my friend. You seem to grow more powerful by the day.”
“I would never⁠—”
His fingers tightened around my shoulder even as his expression softened. “I know, Reign, but you understand as well as I that a blood vow is impossible to fight. And when the day comes, as it will whether we wish it or not, you must have a plan in place.”
“I already have one.” Between finding a way to return Aelia’s altered memories and that damned vow, it was all I could think about.
“Care to share?”
“I’ll simply have to kill my father before he demands fulfillment of the vow.”
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Chapter Thirty-Five
A elia
“I am not sleeping in a room adjoining yours.” I glared at the infuriating male blocking the doorway, his shadows like wild tendrils of night emanating from his muscled form. I wasn’t ogling those muscles; they were simply impossible to ignore.
“Oh, but you are, princess.” Reign held his ground, those damned whispers of darkness surging closer, prickling my skin. “If you are to remain in the same house as Kaelith, then I will remain within shouting distance. It’s either this or in your bed… your choice.” He threw me a wicked grin, the gleam in his eyes filled with a tempting promise.
Raysa… what was it about this male?
And where was Ruhl? How could he just abandon me here with his brother?
I widened my stance and squared my shoulders, glaring up at Reign. “You forget that I spent nearly two months under the same roof as Kaelith.”
“In a dungeon from what I hear.” His lips twisted, and a flash of pain carved into his jaw. On my behalf? “For an entire gods’ damned month.”
How did he hear that? I hadn’t even told Ruhl. Only Sol…
“Sol confided in Phantom, and she told you?” I blurted, my dragon’s betrayal cutting deeply.
“It seems they’ve become even closer than either one of us suspected.” His midnight irises locked on mine, a wave of anger blazing across the darkness. “An entire month, Aelia… and you defend him?”
“Kae had no say in the matter. Do you really think he wants to be here right now? The Night King’s word is law, much like it is here in the Shadow Court or at the Light Court.”
“So, you trust him?”
“I didn’t say that.” Gods, I didn’t know who to trust anymore. Not even my own memories. “Which is why I wouldn’t agree to an adjoining room to his either.”
“Noxus, how did we get here?” He dragged his hand through his disheveled dark locks. “Your faith in me is on par with that of a damned Demon Fae.”
“If you wish to have my trust, then you must earn it,” I spat.
A wry chuckle parted his lips, and he tipped his head back, exposing the long column of his neck. Hadn’t I held a dagger to it once? Or had I imagined that too? “This is not the first time I’ve had to earn back your trust, Aelia, but I certainly hope it will be the last.” Something unreadable flashed across the dark glimmer of his irises. Was he remembering something of our past?
“What did you do to betray me then?” I crossed my arms over my light tunic, suddenly feeling exposed by my own question.
“Aelia, I don’t⁠—”
I fingered the hilt of the familiar dagger at my hip, its twin at my side. “If you wish to remain in the bedroom adjacent to mine, answer the question.”
Reign heaved out a breath, his broad chest expanding and straining against the taut fabric of his training leathers. “I wasn’t truthful about who I was.”
“And you expect me to believe you now?”
“Gods, Aelia, everything was different then.” His voice was rough, raw with something that sent a tremor through my chest. “I’d spent my entire life being forged into a weapon, a blade sharpened to cut you, the child of the prophecy, down.” He exhaled, his hand clenching at his side. A streak of silver fire flickered across the obsidian of his irises—there and gone in an instant. Had I imagined it?
“But then I met you,” he continued, his voice breaking. “I fought beside you. I watched you burn with a light so fierce it should have frightened me. And gods, I tried to fight it, I tried to deny what I knew in my soul from the first moment our eyes met.” He sucked in a breath, like he was steeling himself for a death blow. “You were—no, you are my cuoré.”
The words shattered something inside me.
“I fell in love with you, Aelia. Irrevocably. And from that moment, nothing else mattered. Not my duty, not my honor, not the blood vow my father shackled me to when I was just a boy. My only purpose in this life is you—to protect you, to love you, and to spend whatever time the gods see fit to give me ensuring your happiness.”
He reached for me, his hand trembling against my cheek, as if he feared I would disappear, or worse—that I would push him away. And gods, every muscle in my body urged me to do just that.
To run away from this male who was forged as a weapon to destroy me.
But somehow, my feet remained rooted to the spot, trapped by the intensity in that stormy gaze, a hint of something trying to break through in my heart, the cuorem bond throbbing with an intensity I simply could not comprehend.
The slap of approaching footfalls sent me reeling back. Reign’s hand dropped from my cheek, disappointment crinkling the corners of his eyes.
“There you two are.” Ruhl appeared in the opposite doorway, the one that led out into the hallway. “Mera let me in; very sweet female.” His gaze sharpened as it bounced between his brother and me. “Everything all right in here?”
“Yes, fine,” Reign grumbled. “I was simply trying to explain to Aelia the necessity of our sleeping arrangement.”
Ruhl’s dark brow rose in a curious arc. “And what arrangement might that be?”
“Simple, adjoining rooms.” He shrugged as if this request were completely normal. “And of course, I insist the door remain open overnight.”
“Of course.” A smirk kicked up the corners of Ruhl’s lips. How could my cuoré be so calm about such a demand?
“I’m not insisting on sleeping in the same room as her.” He said it as if he were doing me a favor!
“No, only Rue is entitled to that,” I hissed. Gods, I missed her, and Symon. Why couldn’t they have come along to this miserable place? I consoled myself with the notion that at least Ruhl was here, and I wasn’t forced to be alone with his mercurial brother.
“But if Ruhl remains then there’s no need for the extra precaution,” I interjected.
Reign’s glare turned savage as it lanced across the room at his brother.
“As much as I would love to remain here for the night, I am afraid I’m needed at Arcanum. With the Umbral Trials in full swing, Malakar is insistent upon our attendance at each event.”
Another memory sparked: real or not real? Ruhl and I searching for runes in the forest, using our combined rais and nox to lead the way. “The trials?” I asked.
“Yes, a new term means a new set of trials. You do remember the Umbral Trials, don’t you, duskling?”
I did, or at least I thought I did. And to think my friends were battling against Arcanum again, this time without me.
“Stop calling her that,” Reign growled.
“Oh, don’t be so possessive, brother. You’re not the only one who can come up with clever little nicknames. Who knew yours would prove so accurate?”
“Oh, shut up, Ruhl,” he snarled.
“Both of you, stop acting so childish,” I blurted. For some reason, I remembered this. This constant back and forth that irritated me to no end. It was all so familiar and yet foreign all the same.
Ruhl inched closer, swinging an arm across my shoulders. I leaned into his body, waiting for the influx of sensations like I’d experienced with Reign’s touch. Only it never came. Disappointment leeching through my chest, I swiveled my head to face my cuoré. Ruhl. Maybe I simply needed to be alone with him. We’d barely had a second to ourselves since my rescue.
Pivoting to face his brother, I forced the oddly difficult words out. “Reign, give us a minute in private.”
His eyes widened, a mixture of raw fury and shock flashing across his face. The came the hurt. “I don’t⁠—”
“Don’t worry, brother, I’ll be on my best behavior.” Ruhl shot him a wink.
Reign ate up the distance between them, jabbing a thick finger into his half-brother’s chest. “I urge you to keep your word,” he snarled. “Taking advantage of Aelia in this situation with her memories jumbled would make you no better than Helroth who kept her captive for months.”
“I will be nothing but a gentleFae.”
“See to it, brother. Or I will see to the removal of every single finger that comes in contact with my cuoré.”
“Reign!” I hissed. “For Fae’s sakes, I’m standing right here.”
“And I’m sorry, princess, but you are in no state of mind to make rational decisions.”
I rose to my tiptoes pinning my steely glare to his. “You cannot tell me who to love or touch or be with.”
Piercing eyes fastened to mine, he growled, “You’re right, I can’t, but I sure as Noxus can tell my little brother.” With a feral grin, he spun on his heel and stalked out of the bedchamber, a storm of shadows hissing and whirling trailing behind.
“He’s insufferable,” I blurted the moment his shadows slammed the door closed.
“He’s hurt.” Ruhl’s eyes chased to mine, a softness there I didn’t often see—or, at least, I didn’t believe so. Gods, everything was so muddled in my mind. “Come.” He motioned toward a sitting area by the hearth, his hand nearly brushing the small of my back before he tucked it into his pocket.
I barely restrained an eye roll. Was he really going to obey his brother’s no touching decree? I settled into the antique settee carved of the darkwoods that surrounded the shores of the small isle. Through the window, the dark sea churned, winds whipping across the cliffside. It was beautiful and wild, and for the first time since my return, I felt free.
“Now, was there something you wanted to speak to me about, or did you simply want to be rid of my brother?” The hint of a smile lit up Ruhl’s obsidian irises as he regarded me from a chair across the way. The fact that he couldn’t even sit next to me on the rather large settee was ridiculous.
“Maybe a little of both.” Drawing in a breath to force down the irritation, I focused on the Shadow Prince before closing my eyes and willing memories of the past to the surface. Every image that raced through my mind featured him. Late night walks along the Luminoc, flights across the realm on dragonback, stolen heated moments in the shadowed niches of the Conservatory… was any of it real?
He leaned forward, propping his elbows onto his knees, eyes chasing to mine. “You have no idea how difficult this is for me, duskling. I am not a good Fae, never have been. In fact, I’m fairly certain my father wanted it that way. I am to be king after all, and goodness is not a quality necessary of a great ruler.” He paused, gaze flickering to his knotted fingers before returning to meet mine.
“I could easily lie and let you believe you are my cuoré, because, gods, there were moments last term that I wanted nothing more than for that to be true. I could say that there is nothing between us, but that isn’t entirely accurate either. Is it merely a result of the confused cuorem or is it something else? I cannot say and, unfortunately, we’ll never know. But what I do know is that I’ve watched my brother suffer in agony for the past two months trying to find you. I barely recognize the male I grew up with. You changed him, and you’ve changed me. So for that reason, I must be truthful and I must do right by you. You and Reign were meant to be. I am nothing more than a handsome wedge created by Helroth to drive you two apart.”
I swallowed down the lump in my throat, the ache in my chest blossoming. It couldn’t all be a lie. I felt something for Ruhl, I was certain of it. I slid to the edge of the settee, heart pounding. “You’re wrong, there is a way for us to know.” Leaning forward, I curled my hand around the back of his neck and brought his mouth to mine.
“Don’t…” he murmured against my lips.
“You’re not touching me. I’m touching you.” My lips swept across his, gentle and tentative as I waited for the fire to erupt between us. He kept his tongue behind his clenched teeth, despite my best efforts to coax it free.
Angling his neck to deepen the kiss, I tasted and nibbled on his soft lips, but still his hands remained pinned to his sides. A part of me admired his loyalty to his brother, the other part took it as a personal challenge.
“Aelia…” he growled as I tried to force my tongue between his clenched teeth.
“What?” I drew back, irritation puckering my brow. “How am I supposed to figure out how I really feel if you won’t even kiss me properly?”
“Because I know how you feel. I had a front row view of it for months before you were captured by Helroth. You love Reign.” A twinge of sadness darkened his expression and realization hit.
“But you do have real feelings for me?”
A wry grin curled the corners of his mouth. “Who can really tell with the erratic effects of the blasted cuorem?” He sat back in the chair, blowing out a lungful of air. “Did you feel anything?”
I dragged my tongue across my bottom lip to buy myself another minute. I wanted to feel something. I needed all my memories to be real, because the alternative was just too devastating.
“Aelia?” My name on his lips only cemented the truth in my mind. Somehow, it wasn’t in the right timbre.
With my gaze cast down to the floor, I whispered, “No…”
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Chapter Thirty-Six
R eign
Through the skylight, the stars twinkled across the pure onyx night as I attempted—and failed—again and again to quiet my mind. I stretched across the immense four-poster bed, the oversized mattress much too large for only one. I wished Aelia lay by my side instead of in the adjoining chamber.
I glanced across the room toward the open door and strained to listen to the soft sound of Aelia’s breaths. After being banished from the room so that she could speak to my brother in private, I’d gone on a lengthy walk around the property to cool my temper. I’d traversed the cliffside, then descended along the black sand shore. The cool night had suppressed the building rage, and once it had returned to a more manageable level, I trudged back to the manor.
I’d been beyond surprised to not only find my brother gone, but also the door to Aelia’s room left open. Gods, I needed to know what happened between them. A surge of jealousy scorched through my veins at the mere thought of his hands on her. If he dared to take advantage of her now, with her memories tainted, I’d wring his damned neck. A powerful storm of nox rose to the surface, shadows creeping across every inch of the chamber until it was entirely consumed in murky night.
I sought to force it back, but something else lingered beneath the familiar shadows. Another more potent energy seethed to the surface, distending my chest and crowding my lungs until it was difficult to breathe. Zar… I jolted upright, shoved the coverlet back and raced toward the adjoining room.
Peering through the doorway, I found Aelia sleeping peacefully, raven hair splayed across her pillow like a dark halo. How odd. I’d assumed it was a conscious effort to push the zar through the bond, a way to diminish the uncontrollable power. But now, it was happening in her sleep.
Shaking my head, I trudged across the room, past the hearth to the door leading to the hallway. Sleeping was futile, but perhaps I could find a calming tea to lull my frazzled mind. The walk across the winding corridors passed in a blur as I battled the uncomfortable surge of energy twisting in my core. Maybe Gideon was right, and I’d be forced to ask Kaelith for some guidance in wrangling this zar. With Aelia’s powers so volatile, the last thing we needed was for me to lose control too.
I turned the corner into the kitchen and found Mera, the young Kin female who cared for the manor, rifling through the cabinets. She whirled around, eyes wide. “Oh, Noxus, you startled me, my lord.”
I waved a dismissive hand and leaned against the small circular table in the center. “That was certainly not my intention.”
“Can I help you with anything?” Waves of auburn hair flowed across her bare shoulders. Her sleeping gown was a gauzy material that hinted at deep mocha skin beneath.
Averting my gaze, I turned toward the cabinets. “I’d hoped to find a calming tea.”
“Yes, of course.” She darted in front of me and rising on her tiptoes reached for a glass container on the top shelf. I couldn’t help but think of Aelia as I snuck a peek at the female’s rounded ears.
“Let me get that.”
She moved aside, and I retrieved the vessel, placing it atop the stone counter.
“Cheers.” Her lips spread into a shy smile before she placed the kettle on the stove.
Returning to my spot beside the table, I crossed my arms, waiting for the water to boil. Mera’s gaze remained pinned to mine, the curiosity in her dark eyes suddenly morphing into something else.
The sharp tang of zar filled my nostrils, and I spun around, fully expecting to find Aelia lurking nearby. Only the hallway was empty. When I turned back to the stove, Mera stood less than a heartbeat away. I staggered back a step and hit the table, the squeal of the wood across the stone floor escalating my quickening pulse.
Heat unfurled across the female’s dark irises, obsidian pupils blown out. Her tongue darted between her lips, and a tempting smile danced across her face.
“Mera,” I warned as she inched closer, and her hand dropped to my chest. “What are you doing?”
My heart thrummed against her palm, and the cuorem pulsed to life, eager and insistent. What in all the realms? Inexplicable need flooded my body, drowning out all rational thoughts. She dragged her tongue across her bottom lip and leaned closer so that her mouth was mere centimeters from my own.
I urged my mouth to form words of disapproval, for my body to move, for anything to stop this insanity, but when Mera’s mouth fused to mine, nothing but a pleasure-filled moan burst free. Her lips were insistent, her tongue forceful as she claimed my mouth and, gods’ help me, I reveled in every second of it.
The cuorem beat out a rapid rhythm, demanding and maddening. Heat raced from that ravenous tongue tangling with my own all the way down to my breeches. I could feel myself hardening, straining against the suede.
Cuoré. Cuoré. The odd drumbeat echoed across my skull.
No, this couldn’t be…
Aelia?
With my eyes closed, my hands moved of their own accord, tangling at the base of her neck and driving her mouth closer and her body flush against my own. Noxus, she felt so good in my arms, so familiar. I needed to erase every shred of air between us. I moved on autopilot as if I knew every curve of this female’s body as well as my own.
Aelia, finally.
Her hands slipped down my chest and found the laces, near bursting with the proof of my desire. Deft fingers began to untie them, and I could do nothing but lean into her touch, anticipation coiling deep in my core.
A soft breathy sigh escaped her lips, and my eyes snapped open at the foreign timbre. Somehow, it was off, the pitch too high. My eyes wide now, I met a pair of smoldering silver-blue ones. “Aelia?” I rasped.
Only, it was Mera who stood in front of me.
But those eyes…
I staggered back, knocking down a chair. The clatter snapped me from the lust-filled haze. I glanced down at the unraveled leather twine of my breeches and shame, sharp and potent, burned my cheeks. Realms, what had I done?
With one final glance at Mera, at those molten silvery-blue eyes staring back at me, I raced out of the kitchen. Good gods, how could I have let that happen? And why was my traitorous body so convinced that female was my cuoré?
My manic footfalls quickened with every step closer to Aelia’s bedchamber. I had to see her; I had to know if what I felt was real or some twisted trick of the mind. Noxus, I was ready to claim that female, whoever she was, right there on the kitchen floor.
I darted around another corner, my breaths ragged, and not from the exertion of the mad dash through the corridors, but rather the lingering desire still coursing through my veins. When I finally reached the door to Aelia’s chamber, I braced myself against the frame and drew in a steadying breath. There must be some logical explanation to this. There absolutely had to be.
My hand closed around the doorknob, gently twisting, as I held my breath. Slowly, the door opened, revealing the dark chamber and Aelia fast asleep in her bed. It couldn’t be… I crept inside, a sliver of moonlight from the window illuminating her face. Her dark brows were furrowed, a twist to her pink lips. I inched closer, and I could just make out the erratic rise and fall of her chest.
“No,” she murmured. Her hands clamped around the sheets as she wrestled some invisible enemy. “No, I need him.” Pain contorted her features, puckering her brows and curving her mouth into a furious scowl.
“Aelia,” I whispered, dropping down onto the mattress to sit beside her. “It’s only a dream. You’re safe.”
Her eyes snapped open, that silver-blue filling my vision, and my heart tripped on a beat. How could those exact eyes, the ones that had starred in my dreams for months while she was gone, have resided in another only moments ago?
“You came for me.” Her lids were heavy, gaze unfocused as she curled her arms around the back of my neck.
“Of course, I came for you, princess. I will always come for you.”
Her mouth crashed into mine, the surge of emotion igniting between us like a wildfire, consuming every last shred of restraint I had left. She drew me down on top of her, so that our bodies were flush. Her lips claimed mine, hungry and unrelenting, as her fingers delved into the hair at my nape. My brain was too frazzled to stop her, to question the unexpected reaction. Only need mattered, the overpowering desire to be as close to this female as the gods would allow.
My hand slipped beneath her nightgown, desperate for the contact, and a groan pursed her lips. My fingers crawled up her stomach, reveling in every breathy inhale before my knuckles grazed her breast. It was as if the insanity of only minutes ago were repeating, only this time with the real thing. It was Aelia beneath me, Aelia’s mouth tasting mine, her hands exploring every inch of me.
“Oh, gods, princess, I missed this,” I whispered against her lips.
“I did too.” Her eyes met mine, the unfocused glimmer startling me enough to still my frantic movements. “I missed you so much, R—Ruhl.”
My heart plummeted to the soles of my boots before fracturing into a thousand pieces. “Ruhl?” I growled. “I’m not Ruhl!” The furious snarl tore out as I pushed myself up so I knelt between her legs. “For fuck’s sake, Aelia, how could you not recognize me?” Shadows streamed from every pore, twirling into a tornado of fury around us.
As if the influx of power awoke something, Aelia’s eyes grew impossibly wide as they lingered over every detail of my face. “…Reign?” She shook her head, the unfocused glaze sharpening as she sat up. “What are you doing here?”
“What am I doing here?” I shouted.
“Yes, what are you doing in my bed?” She yanked the coverlet up to conceal her nightgown, her cheeks burning an enticing crimson.
“You kissed me.” My eyes seared to hers, daring her to deny it.
“I did not.”
Of course she did.
And, gods, I nearly did so much more downstairs with Mera… A nauseating thought streaked across my addled mind. “Were you dreaming that you were with my brother?”
Aelia blinked quickly, as if trying to chase away whatever images flashed by. “I—I can’t remember.” She raked her hands across her face and released a frustrated sigh.
Even if she had been, that wouldn’t explain how I could have sworn she’d been downstairs with me a moment ago. In the body of another. Dread unfurled, uncoiling in the depths of my bowels. Night Fae powers… No, it couldn’t be.
Astral possession, the ability to temporarily possess the bodies of others, was a high-level Demon skill. There was no way Aelia should have been able to master it already. That dread morphed into something more potent, and much more terrifying.
Her eyes lifted to mine, the dread suffocating. “What is happening to me, Reign?”
“I have no idea, princess, but whatever it is, I believe it’s happening to me, too.”
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Chapter Thirty-Seven
A elia
Kaelith eyed me from across the promontory, the breeze whipping off the cliffside blowing strands of navy hair across those predatory citrine irises.
“What?” I barked.
“Whenever you are ready,” he grumbled, sword in hand.
Well, I wasn’t ready. His latest command was to use infernal manipulation—the control over hellfire—to steal his blade. I was already exhausted, and our training had barely begun.
My sleep had been riddled by nightmares, and to say I’d awoken in a bad mood would have been putting it lightly. Finding Reign in my bed had been shocking, upsetting, and oddly perfect, which had translated to little to no sleep for the remainder of the night as my brain battled the conflicting sensations warring in my chest.
I was meant to be with Ruhl.
Or at least that was what my brain told me, but my heart screamed another story— and it had begun screaming louder.
When I kissed Ruhl, I’d felt… nothing. But waking up to Reign, to his strangely familiar touch, the heat of his lips, the feel of his body pressed against mine, it all felt so right.
How much longer could I deny what was right in front of me?
I knew Night Fae had the ability to manipulate through cursed illusions, but to erase all memories of Reign and replace them with false ones? My thoughts scattered, drawn back in time to my first term at the Conservatory. Hadn’t Reign manipulated my own memories? Real or not real?
Closing my eyes, I pressed my fingers to my temples as they began to throb.
“Aelia?” My lids snapped open to find Kaelith waving a hand only inches from my nose. “What has gotten into you today? You seem different.”
“Different how?”
“Your zar, its signature seems more potent today.” Again, he gave me that scrutinizing glare, flaring his nostrils. “Were you practicing without me?”
I shook my head slowly. Not that I knew of anyway. “Kae, tell me everything about cursed illusions.”
His lips puckered, his ruddy complexion paling against the moonlight. “Cursed illusions are beyond your level of mastery.”
“And soul-draining isn’t?” I snapped.
His gaze dropped to the rough terrain beneath his boots. He’d been adamant I attempt the vile ability on a deer we’d found at the edge of the woods. The idea of draining the life out of the poor creature had been completely unacceptable.
“Why do you think the king wishes for me to train in soul-draining, yet you’ve taught me nothing about cursed illusions? Could it be because he’s been using them to infiltrate my thoughts and twist everything to his liking?”
“I do not claim to understand my king’s motives,” he gritted out. “I only do as I’m commanded.”
“How unfortunate for you.” I spun on my heel and marched back toward the manor, a torrent of shadows curling around me. I’d been so angry I hadn’t even noticed their presence until a silken touch brushed across my neck.
“Aelia, we are not finished,” Kaelith howled.
I whirled around, unexpected fury coiling beneath my skin and summoning a tempest of rais and nox to the surface. A blast of light skewered the night sky, illuminating the fortress atop the cliff. “We are finished when I say we are,” I shouted against the wind. “I am the Night Princess, am I not? In the king’s absence, you answer to me.”
Kae’s lips pressed into a hard line before his head dipped. “As you wish, princess,” he hissed.
“That’s more like it. And tomorrow, I wish to learn more about cursed illusions and astral possession.” It was necessary I master the two higher level powers if I hoped to fully control my zar.
I could have imagined it, but the big brute’s eyes widened a fraction of an inch. We’d gone over the basics of astral possession only a few times, yet I was somehow certain I was capable of it.
“Fine,” he rasped. “But if I agree to train you on what you want, you must also practice the techniques I recommend.”
“Fair enough.” Before turning back to scale the never-ending steps, I attempted my most casual expression. “By the way, where is Reign?” I hadn’t seen him all day, which was extremely unlike the overbearing pain in my ass.
“He left early this morning but did not say where he was going or when he would return.”
A flicker of disappointment rose up, but I squashed it down before it became tangible. “And Ruhl?”
“No sign of him either.”
I wasn’t surprised, considering how we’d left things when last I saw him. I’d kissed him like a fool, then admitted I felt nothing. Even if Ruhl truly wasn’t my cuoré, it must not have been pleasant for him.
I supposed I’d have to find some other way to entertain myself in this lonely fortress with both Shadow Princes absent. Marching up the stone stairway, I heaved in a breath, wishing Aidan were here. There was so much I wished to discuss with him. Both Reign and Ruhl promised I would see him soon, that my going to Feywood would only put him in danger. But I needed to speak to the Fae who’d raised me now that I’d learned so much more about my heritage. He was the only one who could fill in the missing blanks.
If the Princes of Shadows refused to take me to see my adoptive father, I’d simply have to find a way to get to Aidan myself.
    
Mera placed the steaming bowl of stew in front of me, and I offered the best smile I could manage. I watched the female Kin as she moved around the kitchen, cleaning up the mess required to feed us. Gods, I could have easily been in her shoes if fate hadn’t stepped in all those months ago. Would it have been an easier fate? Yes. But still, I wouldn’t have traded lots with the female. Returning my attention to the present, I found Kaelith plodding into the kitchen for a piping hot bowl. He didn’t remain for long though. Grabbing a bowl from Mera, he stomped out with the food, barely sparing me a glance.
I was aware I’d been unpleasant to him this morning, but my frustration was reaching an all new high. I’d been freed of one fortress only to be imprisoned in another. I wanted to return to the Conservatory, to be with my friends, to discover my lost memories and move on to whatever came next.
I was so tired of hiding. Let King Elian and King Tenebris come for me already.
“Is the meal not to your liking, my lady?” Mera stood by the table, peering down at me, brows knitted.
I glanced down at the full bowl and the spoon clenched in my hand. “No, it’s just fine. I simply don’t have much of an appetite.”
Still, she watched me, the pucker between her brows deepening. “I apologize, my lady, you just seem so familiar. Have we ever met before your arrival at the manor?”
I focused on the lithe female, her deep auburn hair and dark mocha skin. Her face wasn’t at all familiar, and yet, there was something about her brilliant maroon aura. “I don’t believe so,” I finally murmured. But anything was possible given my faulty memories as of late.
“I must be mistaken then.” She dropped into a curtsy and flitted toward the basin where a tower of platters sat waiting to be washed.
I dropped my spoon into the bowl and rose with a sigh. Perhaps I’d be hungry later. I crept toward the basin and moved to Mera’s side. “May I help you?” There was something about the simplicity of the mindless task that seemed appealing. It reminded me of the countless nights I’d spent with Aidan rinsing our plates in the bucket of water I’d drawn from the well.
“Oh, my lady, you mustn’t ruin your hands.”
I turned my hands around, palms up, revealing the angry red marks and healed over calluses from countless hours of training with swords, daggers, battle axes, and more. “You would be doing me a favor by allowing me to help.”
Her head dipped, eyes still wide with disbelief.
As I scrubbed the dishes, my thoughts wandered, and the influx of powers that raged beneath my ribcage finally quieted. Who knew all I needed was a simple, menial task to quell the chaos?
The time passed quickly and before long, all the dishes were clean, and I’d regained a measure of peace. I offered Mera a smile before turning toward the hallway to find my way back to my chambers. Before I made it a step out into the corridor, familiar voices echoed across the manor.
“Ready or not, A, here we come!”
My heart rapped out a happy beat as my feet raced toward the sound. It couldn’t be… I whipped around the corner and found Rue and Symon in the foyer, both waiting with open arms. I leapt for them, grinning so wide my cheeks hurt.
Squeezed between my two best friends, I glanced over Sy’s shoulder to meet Reign’s intense gaze fixed on mine. The shadow of a smile crept across the hard set of his jaw.
“Thank you,” I mouthed, smirking.
With an eye roll, he waved a dismissive hand and disappeared down the corridor from which I’d just come.
Sy and Rue finally released me, their anxious gazes raking over me. “You have to tell us everything,” Rue blurted.
“Yes, and make it quick,” Sy added. “We have to be back to battle Arcanum in the morning.”
“Another trial?”
They nodded in unison. “Draven is furious.” Sy threw his hands in the air dramatically. “Arcanum has had the upper hand in every event so far this term. We really need you back, my little Kin.”
“I wish…”
“Are you finally going to tell us everything?” Rue’s questioning gaze had guilt eating at my insides. “Starting with this cuorem bond with our professor?”
Only the mention of Reign kicked my pulse into overdrive. “I wanted to tell you a long time ago.” Or, at least, I believed I did. “I just didn’t want to put you at risk.”
“Well, after seeing those Night Fae, I’m pretty sure it’s too late for that.” Sy cocked a brow. “So spill, princess.”
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Chapter Thirty-Eight
A elia
“You cannot be serious?” I watched as Sy dipped his toes into the icy waters, a bubble of laughter working its way up my throat.
He flitted across the sandy shore, completely bare, arms waving wildly. “I am one hundred percent serious, my little formerly rounded-eared friend. Do you have any idea when the last time was that I gazed upon the Shadowmere Sea?”
Rue stood beside me, her head falling back as she cackled, the beautiful sound echoing on the wind. Gods, I’d missed her, and I hadn’t even realized how much until this very moment. We’d spent the day catching up on not only the past two months but on everything I’d kept from them before that.
“Never?” I offered.
“That’s correct! I’ve spent my entire life landlocked within the impenetrable barriers of the Court of Ethereal Light.”
That wasn’t entirely true, as the northern coast of the territory lay along the sea, but few Fae lived in the inhospitable mountains along the shoreline.
Symon continued to flap imaginary wings as he splashed amid the white-capped waves, the moon glittering across his bare shoulders, and Rue and I merely stood there watching him, our feet buried in the black sand. For the first time in as long as I could remember, I felt truly weightless. As if carrying all those lies, keeping them from my best friends had been slowly smothering me. I faltered when I reached the part about the cuorem, and my friend took over on the explanation she’d received from Reign while they hunted for me.
Despite her assurances that Reign was in fact my cuoré, it was impossible to process when my mind was so filled with memories of Ruhl and me together. Though now I couldn’t help but question every single one.
Amid the echoes of laughter along the shore, Rue’s hand found my shoulder with a gentle squeeze. “You’ll figure it out, A, I know you will. And we’ll be there for you every step of the way.”
I offered her an appreciative smile, twisting to face her. “Have you learned how to skulk into my mind too?”
She slowly shook her head, curly blonde locks bouncing across her shoulders. “No, but I know that look. And it may seem as though the future is bleak right now, but you know what they say, even the longest shadow fades with the coming light.”
A smile parted my lips, and I pulled my friend into a tight embrace. “Thank you, Rue, not for that beautifully poetic reminder, but for everything from the moment I set foot on Conservatory grounds all those months ago.”
During our catch-up session, Rue had filled me in on her reunion with Devin, the trials, Liora’s antics and more, but she’d never once mentioned Heaton. I’d dreaded bringing him up, but how could I not? He’d held nearly as an important role during my time at Luce as she had.
“Rue,” I whispered, hating to dispel this happy moment between us, but pushing forward all the same. “Have you heard anything of Heaton?”
Her lips thinned, all the joy in her face vanishing at her brother’s name. “Nothing.” Her voice was barely a sigh on the wind.
“I’m so sorry.” Taking both her petite hands in mine, I squeezed. “I swear to you we will find him. The first chance I can risk it, we’ll go back.”
Her head whipped back and forth, her bottom lip trembling. “We can’t chance it, Aelia. Not after everything we went through to get you back. Heaton would never want that. We just have to accept that he’s gone.”
“No,” I growled. “I don’t accept that.”
“He must be resting in Noxus’s arms. There is no other explanation as to why he’d still be missing.”
“Helroth could be keeping him prisoner, like he had me.”
“But why? He’s no one of importance.”
My head snapped back as if the insult had been levied on me instead of her brother.
“I spoke to Lawson a few weeks ago. He’s searched everywhere, all the other Light Fae camps along the borders. He’s gone.” Her voice cracked, and pure misery drove deep into my soul.
I held my tongue for now, refusing to bring more pain to my friend, but I made my own silent vow to the gods that if Heaton still lived, I’d find him before this was over.
“What are you two doing over there?” Symon called out from the shore. “You seem much too serious!” He stood up, exposing miles of pale golden skin. I barely squeezed my eyes closed in time to avoid his male parts. “Come in with me, the water is perfect.”
“Perfectly freezing,” I shouted back.
“It’s refreshing.” He grinned, the toothy smile warming my heart. “Come on!”
Rue glanced at me, wiping away a runaway tear. “I’ll do it if you will.”
“Are you crazy?” A chill skittered up my spine at the mere idea of the frosty temperature of the waves.
“Possibly.” She shrugged, turning her gaze to Symon. “But look at him, look at how much fun he’s having.”
“Until some abominable sea creature emerges from the briny depths and eats him in one swallow.”
“Oh, Aelia,” Rue giggled. “We’re much too close to the shore for the Venquis to get us.”
My eyes widened in horror. “Such a creature exists? I was only joking!”
“I wish I were.” Her slim shoulders lifted again before she shrugged off her jacket and began to untie the laces of her tunic. “Either way, I’m going to risk it.”
“You are braver than I.”
“We both know that is completely untrue, Aelia Ravenwood.” She stopped undressing and slapped her hands on her hips, demanding my full attention. “You are the bravest female I know. Now, remove those breeches and get in the freezing sea with your best friends.”
With a rueful smile, I shook my head, watching Sy just over her shoulder, splashing water in our direction. “Well, when you put it that way, how can I say no?”
“Exactly.”
Before I’d gotten my tunic over my head, Rue was already racing toward the shore. Sy greeted her with a wave of water, and she let out a squeal at the icy embrace. A second later, she was completely submerged, the two laughing like mad.
As I untied the laces of my pants, a whisper of shadow caressed my skin, freezing my fingers. “You know, you can heat up small patches of the water with your rais.” My breath hitched at the deep voice, then again at that frosty touch, and a ripple of goose bumps puckered the skin of my now bare arms. I didn’t dare turn around or glance up the cliffside, because I knew very well who I would find perched over the ledge.
Reign.
And I was also half naked, only a scrap of lace concealing my breasts and my breeches hanging low on my hips. I took a step back, hoping to hide beneath the jagged side of the overhang as the shadow curled around my arms like a slithering snake. “I appreciate the reminder. I’d forgotten since my training in the past few weeks has consisted mostly of defensive maneuvers.”
I waited for the wriggling creature to respond, suddenly feeling quite foolish.
“You should try sending one of your own shadows in response.”
Right, as if standing here bare beneath Reign’s ever-looming presence wasn’t difficult enough, I was supposed to also figure out how to summon a shadow messenger.
“Well, if you can’t do it, princess…”
“Oh, I can do it. I’m sure I can.” Nox had always felt natural to me, it was the zar I was struggling with.
“Then do it.” With that last hiss, his dark minion slithered up my arm, across my chest and beneath the fine hairs at my nape before returning to his master. Another chill coursed up my spine, as if warm fingers had grazed my skin.
“Infuriating male,” I muttered as I crossed my arms over my bare chest. I glanced across the beach to signal to my friends it would be another moment, but Rue threw me a knowing smile before I opened my mouth. Her gaze darted up and over my head to where Reign likely stood before returning to meet mine, and her grin only grew wider.
Wonderful, now my best friend was trying to play matchmaker.
“I can’t hear you, princess,” Reign bellowed from overhead.
I poked my head out from beneath the precipice, keeping the rest of me hidden from sight, and shot him a scathing glare. His lip twitched, but he didn’t dare release the full smile. Smart male.
Closing my eyes, I focused on the well of power that now lay at my fingertips. As always, the rais surged the brightest. Bypassing its familiar feel, I dug further, searching for the cool nox, the energy that felt like a second home. Was it because of my mother as I’d claimed to Reign, or was he right, and the connection I felt with Noxus’s power was for a completely different reason?
Burying the pointless thoughts for now, I summoned the icy shadows to my fingertips. They danced across my skin, a soft hiss trailing their movement. But somehow, their effect was nothing like that of Reign’s teasing tendrils. No shortness of breath, no manic heartbeats, only their steady power skimming my flesh.
What sorcery did this prince possess over me?
Whispering my intent, I threw my voice into the shadow and watched as it scaled the cliffside and hit its mark. The corners of Reign’s lips kicked up as my dark minion delivered the message, then his gaze heated as it razed over me.
Good gods, that look was more lethal than any of the terrors that resided within the Court of Infernal Night.
And just like that, I was more than warm enough to brave the glacial waters of the Shadowmere. Sloughing off my breeches, I raced toward my friends in only my brassiere and panties, refusing to turn around to meet the gaze I felt scorching over my bare skin. Once I reached the shore, I dove in, the chilled waters dousing the inexplicable burning heat surging over me.
I still couldn’t believe I’d said that to him… Had I lost my Raysa-loving mind?
Tell me, Reign—are your shadows this bold with everyone, or do they only crave my light?
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Chapter Thirty-Nine
R eign
It took all my willpower to try and tear my gaze away from Aelia as she splashed along the shore with her friends. I told myself the fact that she was wearing mere scraps of lace had nothing to do with it. No, it was definitely not the miles of creamy porcelain skin holding me captive. Truly, it was everything that drew me to her, from her unyielding stubborn nature, to her oversized bleeding heart and the ferocity that knew no bounds.
She was perfect.
Perfect for me in every single way.
If only I could convince her of that.
Still, the words she’d sent on the shadow she’d managed to summon echoed in my mind. Tell me, Reign—are your shadows this bold with everyone, or do they only crave my light?
That was flirting, wasn’t it?
It was something, and I would hold on to the faint hope with every fiber of my being.
“Stop drooling, brother. It’s unbecoming of a prince, even a bastard one.” Ruhl’s voice resonated across the cliffside, the wind propelling it in different directions.
I spun around, so consumed by the sight of Aelia, smiling and happy as she’d once been, I’d completely missed Mordrin’s approach. The slate dragon hovered overhead which explained why I hadn’t heard the monstrous beast land, certain at least, that would have been powerful enough to draw my attention away from my nearly-naked, frolicking cuoré—although, as absorbed as I’d been, maybe not. Though Ruhl could shadowtravel, he hadn’t mastered long distances yet. A trip from the heights of his dragon to the ground below would have been manageable though.
“There’s nothing you can say to sour my mood today, Ruhl.”
His dark brow arched. “Oh really? And why is that?” He’d been shockingly absent the past few days. I had assumed he would have tried to take full advantage of Aelia’s lost memories, but instead, my half-brother had behaved nobly. Which now made me consider that maybe he had changed, as Aelia had claimed all those months ago.
I turned to watch her again, a smile curving across my lips, unbidden. “I think Aelia’s finally starting to come around.”
He stalked up beside me, joining me on the cliff’s edge, gaze pinned to the stunning female swimming in the navy waves. His overt attention rankled at my nerves, but I shoved it down, owing him the benefit of the doubt. “Her memories are returning?”
“I’m not certain, but I believe her feelings might be breaking through whatever twisted lies Helroth planted.”
“Thanks for that, brother.” He rolled his eyes, grim expression settling across his face.
“You know what I mean, Ruhl. I know the cuorem had unexpected side effects, but you must know that Aelia never actually loved you, right?”
His jaw ticked, the tension along the sharp line tightening, forcing me to pause and truly regard my brother.
“Gods, Ruhl. Do you actually love her?” I barely managed to spit the question out.
“That’s hard to say, since I’m not certain I know the meaning of the word.” His gaze remained fixed to the white-capped sea, flickering between the frolicking Light Fae and the horizon, yet I could pick up on something there, something deep and painful underlying his words. “But yes, it’s as close to love as I’ve ever known.”
I was powerless to keep the sharp intake of air at bay. I knew he lusted after Aelia, possibly had even developed some sort of feelings for her, but love? Instead of the burning jealousy I’d expected at the confession, a hint of sadness speared me in the chest. The only good thing that had come of Aelia’s absence was the relationship forged between my brother and me as a result.
“No need to worry, Reign, even with Helroth’s false memories, she doesn’t love me in return.”
“How do you know?” Realms, I shouldn’t have sounded so excited. Tamping down on the delight, sensing his hurt, I offered my brother a supportive smile.
“She kissed me the other night.”
“What?” I roared. Fuck the pity. Jealousy returned in full force, a blinding, toxic surge poisoning my veins. My hand snaked out, wrapping around my brother’s throat, darkness seeping into the corners of my vision.
“Reign!”
I lifted him off the ground, fingers digging into his Adam’s apple. A feral twist of nox and zar swirled around in my core, bursting from my pores. Inky night blossomed around our forms, concealing us from the looming darkness along the cliff.
“Reign! Let… me… go,” he choked out.
The zar overtook my innate nox, overpowering everything else. Voices hissed across my subconscious, whispering shadows spreading their poison. Finish him. Eliminate the obstacle preventing you from claiming your mate. My fingers curled, nails digging into Ruhl’s neck until I drew blood. His shadows writhed around him, desperate to overtake my own, but there was no contest. Raw power swelled across my ribcage and tendrils of oily night poured from my fingertips and raced into Ruhl’s gaping jaw.
My new minions of night skulked into his mind, stealing the images I needed to see for myself. Aelia’s mouth capturing Ruhl’s, his surprisingly noble attempts at denying her, and still she pushed. That stubborn, willful female… And then the satisfying final answer she gave.
“Did you feel anything?”
“No…”
I drew in a sharp breath, forcing my fingers free of my brother’s throat, immediately returning to my senses. “Damn it, I’m sorry!” I ground out as I gently lowered him to the ground. My handprints marked his neck, blood beginning to dry where my nails had scored his skin, and his cheeks flamed a ruddy hue. “Noxus, I’m sorry, Ruhl.” I raked my hands over my face, then through my hair, pulling at the ends as shame ripped through me. “I was so jealous and angry… I lost all restraint. I couldn’t stop it.”
“Did your new dark minions give you what you needed to see?” he spat, his chest heaving.
“Yes,” I murmured, eyes cast down to the earth.
“She chose you, Reign. Even with the gods’ damned Night King tampering with her mind, she still felt nothing real for me. She loves you, so you better get a hold of yourself.”
I nodded slowly, the amount of satisfaction swirling through my chest at his confession enough to chase away the damned uncontrollable zar.
“And another thing…” He gingerly ran his hand over his neck and guilt ate at my insides as he strode to the edge of the cliff, seemingly wanting to get as far away from me as possible. “I don’t believe the bursts of zar that keep overwhelming you are coming from Aelia.” He ticked his head toward the water where she, Rue and Sy now tussled in the waves. She looked like she didn’t have a care in the world, certainly not like someone who was fighting zar and pushing it through our bond.
So the question was: Where in all the realms was it coming from?
“Not to be the bearer of bad news,” he said, pulling me from my internal musings, “but I didn’t only come by to say hello or get strangled.”
“What’s happened now?”
“Father made an impromptu visit to Arcanum this morning, and I overheard him speaking to Malakar. He wants to deploy more forces along the borders, so he’s pushing the headmaster to graduate the upper classmen early.”
“Against the Night Fae?” I barked.
“It must be. I don’t see any Light Fae threatening a war, do you?”
I slowly shook my head. I couldn’t exactly say as I hadn’t been focused on the battling courts with my thoughts so obsessed with finding Aelia.
“It’s time to consult Father, Reign.”
My head whipped back and forth, fear and anger sparring in my gut. “No, absolutely not.”
“Aelia is safe here with you and that Night Fae beast. Father, along with everyone else of importance, believes her to be dead. For all he knows, your vow has been completed.”
“But I can’t keep her hidden here forever, Ruhl, you know that. You know her.” And in that moment, I realized my words were true. That somewhere along the way, Ruhl had fostered a relationship of his own with Aelia, long before the Night King had stolen her. I heaved out a frustrated breath, my gaze intent on her splashing below. “The moment King Helroth appears on the horizon threatening everyone she loves I won’t be able to keep her away.”
“Then you must find a way. You are her cuoré, do whatever it takes to keep her safe.”
Thoughts of escape filled my mind once again. I should have taken her and run all those months ago, when I’d first begged her to, but now she’d never allow it. Not when she barely trusted me. “I will,” I ground out, determined to find a way.
“And in the meantime, I will do whatever I must to keep our kingdom safe and far from a looming war.”
“And your life intact.”
A scowl carved into his jaw at the reminder of the vision, and I immediately regretted the outburst. I knew Ruhl was not the same male I grew up with, his thoughts no longer only of his survival. He had changed, and he proved it every day. “I apologize,” I muttered. “I certainly hope to see you atop the Shadow throne as king one day.”
The flicker of a smile danced across his lips. “Two apologies in a few minutes, that’s a lot for you, brother.”
“I suppose we’ve all grown in the past couple months.” Tunneling my fingers through my windblown hair, I again watched Aelia, so lighthearted and carefree. I wanted it to last forever, that happiness. “There’s something else.”
“What now?” He sank his hands into the pockets of his trousers, shoulders slumping forward, a clear sign of the toll the last few months had taken on all of us.
“Ever since the day King Helroth allowed us to leave with Aelia, something has felt off.”
“Well, that’s glaringly obvious, brother. He didn’t even ask for a blood vow to go along with the engagement agreement. Why would the great Night King simply allow us to take his princess?”
“Exactly.” I glanced at Ruhl, the same fear weighing me down crossing over the furrow of his brow. “What would be the point? What is his ultimate goal?”
“Perhaps he thought releasing Aelia would be enough to trigger the prophecy and the downfall of the courts. Maybe that’s why he’s simply waiting and biding his time for us to destroy ourselves.”
“Maybe…” I wasn’t certain, but it was becoming more apparent we had to do something. My gaze swung between my brother and Aelia, and despite the dread already forming in the deepest marrow of my bones, I forced the words out. “Tell Father we know Helroth and his Night Fae are alive, obviously leaving out the part about Aelia. Find out what he knows.”
Ruhl nodded. “Smart choice, brother.” Then he spun in the direction he’d come.
“Leaving already?” I called out.
He twisted his head over his shoulder with a somber smile, sparing the briefest glance toward the dark sea one last time. “There’s nothing here for me anymore.”
For the first time in as long as I could remember, a pang of pity for my brother lanced through my chest.
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Chapter Forty
A elia
The scent of blood infiltrated my nostrils. Metallic and thick, clinging to the air like mist in the predawn hush.
Then came the screams.
Not distant, not far away, but close. Too close. The sound of flesh splitting, of steel cleaving bone, echoed through my ears like a burial hymn. My breath came in ragged gasps, my hands slick with sweat—or was it something worse? I refused to confirm.
The battlefield loomed before me, littered with broken bodies, luminous golden wings crumpled like discarded parchment, once-radiant faces twisted in agony. Light Fae. Their brilliance, now dimmed, flickered like dying embers.
I took a step forward, my boots squelching in the moist ground. Something about it was wrong—too dark, too thick. I looked down. It wasn’t soil beneath me. It was bodies. Their life seeped into the ground, staining it crimson, and I was standing atop them.
I staggered back, my pulse hammering in my throat. My fingers trembled, lifting before me. A blade of pure shadow curled in my grasp, writhing as if alive. My other hand burned with hellfire—zar, pulsing with power, hungry and desperate. It didn’t feel like mine. None of this felt like mine.
A familiar voice rang through the chaos. “Aelia, stop!”
I whirled at the sound, and my breath caught in my throat. Rue stood a few paces away, her face streaked with blood and ash. Her pale blue eyes were wide, pleading. Not with fear. With grief.
I wanted to answer. To tell her I didn’t know what was happening. That this wasn’t real. That I wasn’t⁠—
But my body wasn’t listening. My hand lifted, seemingly of its own accord, and the shadows extended from my palm, serpentine tendrils reaching for her, eager to wrap around her throat.
No. No. No.
I tried to fight it, to stop, but the power pulsed through me, intoxicating, unrelenting.
“Aelia, please,” Rue whispered. “This isn’t you.”
But it was.
My lips curled into a smirk—a smirk that wasn’t mine—as I lunged.
She barely had time to scream.
A blast of light erupted from my chest, the world around me shattering like glass. Then I was falling, plummeting through darkness, through time, through fate itself.
I gasped awake, clawing at the sheets, the phantom scent of blood still thick in my nose. My pulse pounded like war drums, my hands still trembling, still reaching, as if they hadn’t yet let go of Rue’s throat.
Gods. What was happening to me?
Jolting straight up, I slid to the edge of the mattress and scanned the quiet, dark room. No bodies, no rivers of blood or death and destruction. And no Rue… Where had she gone at this hour of the night? I swallowed hard, my throat raw, as if I really had been screaming. This wasn’t the first time I’d been ripped from slumber by a nightmare, but this was by far the most vivid. For months now, my sleep had been riddled with them.
I focused to calm my raging pulse and ragged breaths, but I was much too restless to attempt sleep. Instead, I pushed off the mattress and followed the mystical pull that beckoned me straight toward the open door that led to Reign’s room. Creeping forward on still shaky legs, I paused in the archway and peered into the murky darkness.
With a flick of my wrist, I summoned a tiny spark of light to my palm. The radiant glow illuminated the room, casting light upon the empty bed. Glancing at the moon dial hung from the wall, I heaved out a sigh. And where was Reign? Not that I had any say regarding his whereabouts, I reminded myself.
Still, my bare feet propelled me forward, pulled by a force I couldn’t quite name. I moved through his empty chamber, through the door into the hallway and continued down the winding corridors of the old manor. Again, I couldn’t help but question: How much longer could I deny what was clearly there? The cuorem bond pulsed more quickly with each step closer to…
I turned the corner and muffled voices reached my newly sharpened, sensitive ears.
“I am glad you are here, Rue.” Reign.
Every part of my being recognized his voice, despite the muddled confusion in my head. Peering around the corner, I could just make out Reign and Rue sitting at the stone table in the kitchen, sipping from matching mugs.
“As if I would be anywhere else.” She gave him a reassuring smile, one he easily reciprocated and caused a twinge of envy to uncoil low in my belly. “I wish I could stay longer, but we will have to return tomorrow evening for the Umbral Trials.”
“Yes, I imagined as much.” He took a sip, watching my friend over the rim of the cup. “Tell me, has Draven mentioned anything about sending more fourth years to the borders?”
She slowly shook her head, her expression reminding me of the one she wore earlier today when I’d mentioned Heaton. “No, but there are fewer upper classmen around the campus every day. It was gradual at first, but before we left, it was impossible not to notice.”
“And what of King Elian? Has he returned to campus?”
She nodded. “Yes, he appeared with his troop of Royal Guardians only a few days ago. Right after we recovered Aelia, actually. He gave another rousing speech about defending our borders against the Shadow Fae. It’s such a load of Pegasus shit. Instead of preparing us to fight an imaginary foe, they should be training us to battle the real threat, the Night King and his warriors.”
My heart pinched at her mention of my grandsire, and I startled at the unexpected pang as their voices grew more muddled. Why would I feel anything for the male who kept me prisoner for an entire month in complete darkness?
Because my blood, Night blood, runs through your veins. You are Princess Aelia of Inferna, and you will rise to the throne you were destined for. Helroth’s voice sailed through my mind, as clearly as Sol’s used to.
My skyrider had been distant since my return, as if he, too, sensed something wasn’t quite right. I hated it.
“I should probably get to bed.” Rue stretched her arms over her head, yawning.
“Yes, of course. I’ll walk you to your chamber.” Reign rose, offering her a hand, and that dewdrop of jealousy grew into a flowing cascade as their palms touched.
“You know, if you keep this gentleFae act up, professor, I won’t be scared of you for much longer.”
A rueful laugh lit up Reign’s eyes, thousands of tiny stars winking across the endless night. “Let’s just keep it a secret between the two of us then.”
“I suppose I could do that.” She tossed him a grin, and despite her releasing his hand, the jealousy only blossomed with each step.
I wanted to be the one walking beside him, holding his hand. No, Ruhl is your cuoré. You love Ruhl. Dark voices hissed through my mind, the maddening whispers ricocheting across my skull. My mind warred with the conflicting sensations, the tidal wave of darkness threatening to pull me under.
From my hiding spot, I could just make out the happy pair walking down the corridor, away from me. Shadows surged, coiling around me, bathing me in obscurity. Reign paused about halfway down the hall, his head twisting back over his shoulder as if he’d sensed me, while Rue continued on. He scanned the murky darkness, but a cloak of night and shadow concealed my form. One I hadn’t even meant to conjure.
Once he turned and they continued down the hall, my bare feet quickly followed. I seethed at their lighthearted banter, at the casual touches and soft smiles. Were they acting overly friendly to each other or was it only me? A desperate knot of zar and nox kindled in my core, suffocating the shiny rais.
Black edged into the corners of my vision, and it was like stepping into the void itself—weightless, unshackled, and yet unbearably cold. My zar expanded, stretching beyond the fragile confines of flesh, unraveling into the unseen threads of existence. For a single, breathless moment, I was nothing and everything, untethered and infinite.
Then the pull came.
It ripped me through the veil, yanking me like a marionette on unseen strings toward my target. Rue. The moment my essence collided with hers, the resistance hit—a suffocating wall of identity, of self, of will. Rue’s consciousness fought back, a flurry of emotions and fragmented memories crashing into me like waves against jagged rock. Panic. Rage. Fear.
I had to push. To carve a space for myself inside her.
It all happened so quickly, so innately, I couldn’t believe what I had done until I found myself staring into a pair of midnight irises, that beaming smile directed at me.
Not me. Rue.
Reign paused midstride, dark brows furrowing as he regarded me. “Are you all right, Rue?”
“Yes.” My voice was not my own. It was lighter, more airy. “I just felt lightheaded for a second.”
Again, he offered his arm and this time when our flesh met, tiny jolts of energy raced across my skin. Those mesmerizing starlit orbs seared to mine and held, a torrent of emotions brewing in that single stare. The cuorem pulsed, angry and insistent, and a hum of energy surged through my veins. I inched closer, my bare feet brushing against the tips of his boots.
Like two celestial bodies destined for impact, I was powerless against the gravitational pull. Cuoré. Cuoré. A new voice blasted across my subconscious, this one ancient and more powerful than anything I’d ever felt. It was as if the goddess herself had interceded.
I lifted to my tiptoes, now only a heartbeat away from his lips, and gently swept my mouth against his. A feral growl ripped between us, vibrating the tense air as Reign’s arm snaked around my waist and drew me flush against the hard planes of his body. His mouth fused to mine, ravaging my lips, nibbling, tasting before his tongue tangled with my own.
This kiss was everything—it was fire and ruin, longing and fury, the kind of collision that shattered all reason and set my soul ablaze. His grip tightened, pulling me impossibly closer, as if he could brand himself into my skin, as if he feared that if he let go, I would slip through his fingers like a fading dream.
But I wasn’t going anywhere. Not now. Not ever.
An instant after the thought crossed my mind, Reign leapt back, tearing his mouth from mine. Horror streaked across his expression. He pressed his back to the wall, eyes wild with lust and something else… “By the gods, Rue, I’m sorry,” he rasped, chest heaving.
“Rue?” I blurted as a wave of zar overtook me. Heady and overwhelming, I could feel it raging through my body. My hand lifted, fingers searching for the comfort and grounding only Aidan’s medallion could provide.
Only, it wasn’t where it should be. Because I did not belong in this body.
Reign’s turbulent gaze fixed to mine, pupils blown out with desire. “Your eyes…”
I blinked quickly as the all-consuming power began to subside with each sweep of my fingers against bare skin.
“Aelia, is it really you?”
A swell of embarrassment rose, heating my cheeks and overtaking the dwindling zar. Oh, Raysa, what had I done? I whirled around and raced down the corridor as hot tears pricked at the corners of my eyes. As I ran, my world spun, disjointed and blurred. Then I felt the tether snap, and the foreign body I had stolen sloughed away.
Now back in my own form, mortification pressing in harder with every manic footfall, I darted past my chamber and kept going.
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Chapter Forty-One
R eign
“Aelia!” I shouted after the fleeing Rue, half certain I’d lost my own damned mind. But this time I was sure of it, that female was my cuoré. I would recognize Aelia’s soul in any form, and I was convinced now that she had possessed not only the housemaid’s body the other night, but also her best friend’s.
Rue spun around, a dazed look in her eye. “What in all the realms just happened?” Her shoulders trembled, legs quivering as she leaned against the wall. “I completely blacked out.”
“I’m not sure, but I have to find out. There’s something wrong with Aelia.” My words were rushed, anxious to reach my fleeing cuoré. “Are you okay?”
“Yes, just a little woozy. I’ll be fine.” She must have noticed the desperation in my eyes. “Just go to her.”
With a quick nod, I raced down the hallway, my mind spinning with the consequences of Aelia’s new ability, but none of that mattered in this moment. Right now, I simply had to find her.
Gods, Aelia had kissed me. And from the scent of her, she had wanted to do much more.
Finally, after all this time, her feelings were returning. My heart rattled against my ribs, desperate to break free, to reach Aelia. I tried to stifle the intense happiness and focus on finding her, but still a cheek-splitting smile stole across my lips.
Whirling shadows shot from my fingertips, curling around my shoulders, propelling me across the hallway. Dozens of silky tendrils escaped, like cuoré-seeking missiles. I dashed through the winding corridors, the bond directing my feverish footfalls to the curving stairwell that led to the cliffside.
Curses, where was she going?
I quickened my footsteps, the stone walls enclosing the staircase too tight for my wings to fully expand. When I finally reached the bottom, I barreled through the wooden door and sprinted outside.
Full dark consumed the cliffside, even the sliver of moon above was blanketed by endless night. Not the natural one created by Noxus that covered Shadow lands, but by zar. The cloying, pungent scent clung to my nostrils as I searched the promontory, fear tightening every breath.
“Aelia!” My head whipped back and forth, scanning the murky land. “Aelia, where are you?”
Squeezing my eyes closed, I drew in a haggard breath, and instead of relying on my failing sight to find her, I allowed the bond, that invisible tether that never faltered, to lead. Despite the cloying obsidian, my footfalls were sure, following the shimmering filaments that coiled around my heart and soul—something I would never question.
Only a few yards ahead, a glimmer of brilliant light surged through the darkness. Aelia. I released the breath I’d been holding, and the suffocating fear finally relented.
Aelia stood on the ledge, the furious winds off the tempestuous sea tearing through her hair, whipping strands of darkness and light across the side of her face. “I don’t know what’s happening to me,” she shouted, her voice raw against the howling gale. Her chest heaved, the sob clawing up her throat nearly choking her. “I can’t tell what’s real anymore—what’s mine and what’s just another lie he’s carved into my mind.”
Tears streaked her cheeks, carried away by the storm, but the agony in the bond was inescapable, a blade twisting deeper. Her fingers curled into fists at her sides. “And I miss him, Reign,” she admitted, the words tasting like ash as they hit me. “I miss the gods-damned Night King because he’s in my head, and I don’t know how to tear him out. He’s poisoned my memories, my thoughts—my soul. And now I’m lost. I’m so lost.”
I edged closer, careful, terrified that one wrong move would send her over the ledge. My wings were half-spread, ready to launch, to catch her if she did the unthinkable. A shadow slipped from my fingers, a wisp of living darkness, curling through the air. It slithered over her shoulders, coiling protectively around her throat, a tether, an anchor.
“You’re not lost, princess,” I murmured, my voice barely carried by the wind. “You never could be—because I would always find you.”
She whirled to face me, wild hair lashing across her tear-stained cheeks, and another sob rent the air. “Reign…”
My name on her lips, in that broken timbre, unleashed my last tether of restraint. My wings propelled me forward, and I yanked her into my arms. We crashed together, the force of my hold nearly knocking the breath from both of us. Her fists curled into my tunic, clutching me as if I were the only thing keeping her from unraveling.
“I don’t know what’s real anymore. I just don’t know…” she choked against my chest, her voice ragged, frayed at the edges.
I buried my face in her hair, inhaling the familiar sun and starlit scent of her, branding it into my soul. “This is real, starlight,” I whispered fiercely. “Us. This.”
Her body trembled against mine, and I tightened my grip, pressing my lips to her temple, to the crown of her head. “You don’t have to fight alone anymore, Aelia. I am your cuoré, the other half of your soul, and I love you. If you have too much to bear, I will carry the burden for you—the power, the fear, all of it. I am yours to do with as you please.”
Her breath hitched, and for a fleeting second, she melted into me. But then, just as quickly, she stiffened in my arms.
“I’m so confused,” she whispered, so quiet I almost didn’t hear it over the roaring wind. “My heart and my head want two different things.”
My jaw clenched. Helroth. That bastard still had his claws in her, even now. But I wouldn’t let him win.
I tipped her chin up, forcing her to meet my gaze. “Then let me help you remember who you were before the Night King stole you from me.”
Her eyes seared to mine for only a moment, then her head dipped ever so slightly, and it was all the encouragement I needed. I captured her lips in a kiss that was more than just desperate—it was a battle, a plea, a vow. For months I’d waited for this moment, to claim her as mine once again. She gasped against my mouth, her fingers fisting in my tunic, pulling me closer when there was no space left to close.
The taste of her, of light and fire, burned through me, unraveling every tether of restraint I had left. My tongue danced with hers, picking up a familiar rhythm as if no time had passed at all. As if that bastard Helroth hadn’t stolen her for months. My shadows curled around her, wrapping her in the darkness that had always longed for her warmth. And for a moment, she let them.
Then, just as suddenly, she tore away, breath ragged, eyes wild with something I couldn’t decipher.
“This—this isn’t fair to you,” she whispered, pressing trembling fingers to her lips, as if trying to hold onto the kiss, or erase it.
I reached for her, my jaw tight with restraint. “What isn’t fair, princess? That you still feel it? That I can still make you lose yourself in me?”
Her silver-blue eyes flashed, a storm brewing within them. “That I can’t remember us,” she choked. “That everything before is muddled with all the lies he planted in my mind. That he’s ruined us.”
Pain lanced through me, sharper than any blade. But I didn’t let her go. I would never let her go again.
“I’ll help you remember,” I rasped. “He will never ruin us. Let me show you what’s real.”
Closing my eyes, I thought about all the moments between us, from the first day we met in Feywood to the last when Helroth stole her from me. The whirlwind of memories, both beautiful and heartbreaking, swirled through my mind’s eye. Summoning my shadows, I crafted each and every one with a memory, then released them. The curling tendrils surged from my fingertips and swept into Aelia’s mind.
Her eyes widened for an instant, a mask of shock twisting her features as my shadows infiltrated her thoughts. A part of me was hesitant to submit her to more forced memories, but the other part was desperate to have her back, whole.
The full range of expressions flashed across her face as our time together played on a reel, the happiest moments along with the agonizing ones. If we were to reclaim what we’d lost, I couldn’t hold back on any part of our story. Her eyelids slid closed as if she were fully taking it all in. I only hoped it would be enough. With Helroth’s zar warping her mind for so long, I wasn’t certain my nox would be strong enough to overpower him.
But I had to believe that our love, our bond would be stronger than whatever lies he’d planted. I waited, the tempest still whipping around us, holding my breath for what felt like an eternity.
Finally, her eyes slowly opened, lifting to meet mine. Her lips curved, a vein across her forehead pulsing as if her mind was still struggling to put everything together. I stood on the precipice, every agonizing second of the last two months contingent upon this moment.
“Aelia?” I whispered. “Do you remember us?”
She remained quiet, lips pressed into a tight line and that rising hope dwindled.
“Do you remember any of it?” I pressed.
“A little,” she finally mustered, the hint of a smile flashing.
And by the gods, it was something.
“It feels as if it were a dream, fleeting and hard to grasp.”
“That’s okay. We can work with that.” I reached for her, my fingertips tentative across her palm. Her fingers interlaced with mine, squeezing, and my heart nearly somersaulted across my ribcage.
With a gentle tug, I pulled her close, and I could do nothing but smile like a fool when she melted into the embrace. “Let’s get you back to bed, starlight.”
Her cheeks flushed, a tempting crimson hue brightening her countenance.
“You know what I mean…” I cleared my throat, releasing her only to arm’s length, unwilling to lose a single chance to touch her. Then I turned us back toward the manor on the hillside, tangling my fingers through hers.
A soft laugh rumbled in her throat, and I drew her closer as we began to walk back.
“Starlight?” she asked. “It was mostly princess in the memories you just shared.”
“That’s because I didn’t use the name often.” A memory flickered to the surface, a heated one I’d just called forth to share with Aelia. “The first time I said it to you was when I knew you were mine.”
“When?”
“When we went to consult Melisara in Mysthallia, and I tasted you for the very first time.”
Heat blossomed across her cheeks once more, and gods, she looked beautiful beneath the moonlight.
“Do you remember that one, princess?” I cocked a dark brow, and the heated memories flooded my mind, tightening my breeches.
“Maybe…” She grinned up at me.
“I have very few memories of my mother, Aelia, but sometimes, I could swear that she sang me a lullaby, and the only word I clearly remember from the tune is starlight.” I hummed pieces of the ghostly melody, and her lips curved as she regarded me.
“It sounds oddly familiar,” she whispered.
“Perhaps I somehow imparted it to you when I shared my memories.”
Her brows puckered, but she didn’t seem convinced.
“Let’s work on one set of memories at a time, princess.” My mouth slipped into an easy smile, the vacant chasm in my chest finally filling with hope, as I pressed another kiss to her forehead and led her back inside the safety of the manor’s walls.
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Chapter Forty-Two
A elia
Over the last few days, the steady routine of training grounded me. With my hands clutched around the familiar hilts of my daggers, I finally began to feel like myself again. Physically, at least. I’d grown weak from that month of confinement in Helroth’s dungeon, my muscles soft from lack of exertion. Reign and Kaelith sought to remedy that, and I was thankful for it. Mostly…
Sweat poured down my back, my muscles straining from the past hour of tireless effort. A swirl of light and dark hair lashed across my face, the icy breeze lifting from the sea below cooling my heated skin. I drew in a breath, reveling in the hint of normalcy after months of upheaval.
The hair on my nape prickled, and my gaze lifted to the manor above, my eyes drawn to the spot like a magnet. Reign’s familiar form was braced in the doorway etched into the cliff, piercing stare razing over me. Splaying his fingers, he loosed a shadow, and the dark messenger curled around the back of my neck.
“I’m watching you.”
Summoning my own nox to the surface, the dark tendrils oozed from my pores. I threw my hands out, sending my reply. “Don’t you have better things to do?”
“Oh, I do, but I can’t seem to tear my gaze away from you.”
Unexpected heat flushed my cheeks, then dove down, deep into my core. Oh, Raysa. The cuorem pulsed to life, only exacerbating the warmth flooding my system. I would never get anything accomplished with that smoldering gaze sending my body aflutter.
My true cuoré. How had I been so blind to the obvious? Even with Helroth’s cursed memories, I should have listened to my heart which had screamed the truth from the moment I set eyes on Reign after the endless months of imprisonment.
“You’re distracting me,” I shot back, a smile threatening. “Go away.”
“Fine, focus. Your training is important.” Icy tendrils danced across my spine as his shadows whispered their goodbyes before shooting back to their keeper.
His velvety orbs remained pinned to mine for an endless moment longer, trapping me in their hypnotic gaze. How could one look be filled with so much everything? He finally turned away, releasing me from that mesmerizing hold, and I drew in a much-needed breath. I would worry about this thing growing between us later. Now, it was time to concentrate.
Balancing my dagger in the palm of my hand as I’d often done with Aidan, I searched for the calm, my thoughts transported to the quiet clearing beside our home in Feywood. Despite frequent urging, Reign still insisted going to visit my adoptive father wouldn’t be safe. I nagged him daily, nonetheless.
Flying with Sol was also deemed an unnecessary risk, so I hadn’t been allowed to engage in what I was sure was one of my favorite past times. I’d reached out to Sol on numerous occasions only to find the shimmering bond between us walled over. I hated that I’d hurt him—that I’d hurt everyone, apparently. Ruhl hadn’t returned in days, either, and despite finally understanding he wasn’t my cuoré, I still missed him. The memories Helroth embedded in my brain still lived, flaring at the mention of my betrothed—another situation I’d have to contemplate later.
“Throw, Aelia!” Kaelith’s shout reverberated across the jumble of thoughts warring for dominance.
Flipping my wrist, I sent the dagger flying end over end across the ragged terrain of the cliffside. I watched as it met its mark, sinking into the heart of a nightmarish illusion Kae had conjured.
The Night Fae’s powers were extraordinary—not only was the creature he’d summoned from his mind realistic, it seemed to have corporeal form. The thwack of the blade sinking into his body as real as the tips of my newly sharpened ears.
After the night I’d accidentally hopped into Rue’s body in a fit of jealousy—jealousy that, as it turned out, had been only in my mind—Reign had insisted Kae train me on astral possession. It was as if the enraged bond had made me see things in a completely exaggerated way, the discussion between Reign and Rue much more amorous than it had been in reality.
Despite Reign’s urging, my Night Fae instructor had been less than amenable to oblige me. Instead, he focused most of his training on combat, something I could have easily done with Reign.
A wisp of a memory lingered at the corner of my mind. Countless hours spent with the blazing sun caressing my shoulders and the broody Shadow Fae at my side. The visions were fleeting but increasing the more time I spent with him.
Reign and I had passed the last few evenings sitting on the balcony off my room staring up at the starlit night. He’d ask me to recount detailed stories of my first months at the Conservatory, then correct the parts Helroth had twisted into lies. It was a painstaking process, but after nearly a week, I’d made noticeable progress.
“Again, Aelia!”
I glanced up to find Kaelith’s citrine eyes fixed to mine. I still held a dagger in my fist, poised to strike. Focusing on the new target he’d conjured, my brows drew together as I recognized the familiar features, the long dark hair, the high cheekbones and blazing midnight irises.
“You’re joking, right?” I lifted a dark brow at my instructor.
He’d created the spitting image of Reign. Not that the two males got along well, by any means, but this was a blatant insult.
“What?” He crossed his thick arms over his chest, the smirk creeping across his wide jaw plain even from this distance.
“Kaelith…” I growled, marching closer.
“I thought the image of the male destined to destroy you would only provide more motivation.”
The lightheartedness I’d finally started to recover over the past few days slowly shriveled. How could I have been so stupid to disregard the obvious? Though most of the terrible memories of Reign that Helroth had planted were lies, this one was not.
My cuoré was still bound by blood to kill me.
It didn’t matter. A surge of fury bubbled deep in my core as I ate up the final yards between us. Jabbing my finger into Kae’s unyielding chest, I hissed, “Change him now.”
His eyes flared, the citrine glowing more intense. “Watch yourself, Light Fae.”
“You mean princess, don’t you, Kae?” I rose to my tiptoes, pinning the big brute in my steeliest glare. “Do not forget who you are speaking to. I am Princess Aelia of Inferna, your future queen.” Power surged through my veins, the trio of energies rattling my ribcage with such force I struggled to keep still.
Kae’s head dipped, eyes dropping to the rocky ground. “As you wish, princess.”
I eyed the illusion, and now up close, his resemblance to Reign was even more striking. “Never mind, I’ll do it myself.” Calling the cloying zar to the surface, I kept one hand on my medallion before I allowed the insidious energy to overtake me. Somehow, the warm gold pendant grounded me through the worst of it. The power blossomed, inching across my body instead of in the usual overpowering torrent.
Focusing on the smoky trails, I splayed my fingers at the second-rate image of Reign and imagined a new face, one of my own making. I blinked and the illusion blurred for an instant before sharpening into a recognizable shape.
Kaelith’s brilliant eyes widened, the expression of shock worth every second of torture at this man’s hand.
“Well done, Aelia.” Reign appeared beside me, his wings of shadow coiled around his shoulders. “It’s an amazing likeness. Helroth would be proud.”
With my gaze still pinned to Kae’s, I drew my dagger back and sank the blade into the Night King’s chest.
A wave of satisfaction sailed through the cuorem bond, a tangle of Reign’s and mine. His hand curled around my own, the faint squeeze filling me with a strength I didn’t realize I was missing. My grandsire may have thought he’d succeeded in stealing my memories, twisting my very soul, but I would find my way back, even if I had to fight to the surface with tooth and claw.
Reign turned his lethal stare on the towering Night Fae. “I suggest you begin working with Aelia on astral possession, as I asked days ago.”
“It’s not that simple,” he ground out.
“Seems simple enough,” I replied. I had no problem spontaneously jumping out of my body, not only on one occasion, but two. The first time I’d done it, when I possessed Mera’s body, it had been in my sleep and I’d had no control over it. But with Rue, it had been different.
“It’s Helroth, isn’t it?” Reign snapped. “He’s only allowing you to instruct her in certain Night Fae abilities, the ones he can control.”
“I am simply following orders,” he rasped.
“Well, then I’m giving you new orders, Kae.” My powers surged to the surface again, but with Reign’s hand still wrapped around mine, the typically overwhelming energy felt oddly subdued. “I need you to teach me everything.”
Reign’s shadows spilled from his form, curling and wrapping around the Night Fae before he could make a move. “What Aelia is too kind to say is this: train her in every last one of her Night Fae abilities, or you’re useless to me. The only reason you still draw breath is because of her mercy. I don’t share her kindness. Prove your worth, Kaelith, or face my shadows—and trust me, after the hell you’ve put me and my cuoré through, I’ll make sure mercy is the last thing you’ll find.”
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Chapter Forty-Three
A elia
A battle raged before me, a chaotic blur of light and shadow clashing in endless carnage. The air reeked of scorched earth, of blood spilled too freely, of something deeper—something wrong. My heart thundered against my ribs, but it was not fear that drove me. It was something darker, something insatiable.
A Light Fae warrior lunged at me, his blade glowing like the sun itself. I moved without thought, my body no longer my own. Shadows erupted from my hands, tendrils slithering through the air like screaming vipers. They wrapped around his throat, tightening, twisting. His mouth opened in a silent scream, but no sound came. His radiance flickered, then dimmed entirely.
He crumpled.
Gone.
A breath shuddered from my lips, but there was no time for reflection. Another enemy came at me, this one a Shadow Fae, his darkness as familiar as my own. He sneered, his twin blades slicing toward me in a deadly arc. I barely lifted my hand before fire burst from my palm—my rais, molten and wild. The flames licked up his arms, devouring him in a blaze of gold and crimson. He howled, but it was already too late. The scent of burning flesh choked me, but I didn’t stop.
I couldn’t stop.
More came. I met them all with the same ferocity, the same hunger. Their blades clashed against my own, but they were nothing. Insignificant. I was beyond them. My body was pure instinct, pure destruction, and gods, it felt good.
A laugh tore from my throat—low, vicious. Was that my voice? It sounded foreign, monstrous.
Somewhere in the chaos, I caught a glimpse of a familiar face—Heaton. His golden hair was streaked with blood, his blue eyes wide with something that sent ice through my veins. Horror.
At me.
He said my name. Not in warning, not in anger.
In fear.
The sound of it hit me harder than any blade ever could. I staggered back, my pulse hammering.
What had I done?
What was happening?
How had I gotten there?
The ground beneath me cracked, pulsing with power I couldn’t control. My hands trembled. My breath came in ragged gasps. The battlefield blurred, but the bodies… oh gods, the bodies.
Light and Shadow alike.
All fallen by my hand.
A scream tore from my lips, raw and unrecognizable.
I was the monster now.
I woke with a gasp, my skin slick with sweat, my heart a relentless drumbeat in my chest. The scent of blood still clung to me, just as it had the last time I’d had these nightmares, the echoes of their dying cries rattling in my skull.
And worst of all… I wasn’t sure if it was only a dream.
“Aelia!” A frenzied voice tore through the chaos, the familiar timbre immediately quieting the turmoil. Reign raced through the door of our adjoining rooms, his bare torso glistening beneath the moonlight spilling through the window. His hands framed my face, the callouses rough against my cheeks. “Are you all right?”
No. “Yes…” I whispered all the same. “It was only a nightmare.”
“Noxus, I heard you scream, and I thought the worst.” He folded down beside me, the mattress dipping beneath his weight. It was only then I noticed his chest heaving, the wild flutter of his heart beneath his breastbone. My gaze flickered to the angry slashes and swirls engraved over his heart, the mark of the banished.
A memory surged to the surface. To Reign and I alone in my chambers at the academy. Pain thrummed along the edges of the memory, his and mine, as he confessed the truth of the vow his father, the king, had forced upon him. How he’d engraved the mark on his own son to fool everyone into believing he’d truly been banished from Shadow lands. And how he’d fought every instinct to destroy me once he’d discovered the truth of who I was.
“You must know that despite keeping the truth from you, I’ve also kept all my theories from my father. From the moment I met you, I suspected, but I would never betray you to him.”
“Why not? Isn’t that what you were bred for? To find this child and put an end to the threat to our realm?”
“Because, Aelia, you are everything. You are the light that banishes the darkness within me, the hope I never thought I could find. You are my reason, my anchor, and I will protect you with every fiber of my being, until I no longer draw breath.”
The memory faded as quickly as it had appeared, leaving my heart a ravenous beast in my chest and my gaze fixed to the male who stared upon me as if I still truly was all those things to him.
“Aelia?” he whispered, as if he could sense my insides shattering. “Where did you go? It seemed as if you vanished for a moment.”
“I remembered something…”
“From the nightmare?”
Gods, no. I blinked quickly, hoping to permanently erase the horrifying images. Except for Heaton. Raysa, it had been good to see him again, even if it hadn’t been real. I had to find him… once we determined what was happening to me, I would turn all our resources on scouring the Wilds until we recovered Rue’s brother.
“No, not from the nightmare,” I finally murmured. “About us.”
The sullen twist of his lips softened as he regarded me, hands still framing my face. “What did you remember, princess?”
“Besides that nickname”—I grinned— “it was when you confessed the truth of who you were.”
“Ah, not my finest moment, I’m sure.” His expression turned sheepish, his hands sliding off my face to rest in his lap. “I never wanted to lie to you, Aelia. It wasn’t my intent, but when you arrived at the Conservatory, I never counted on falling in love with you.”
“I know. I remember.”
His face lit up with so much hope, I reconsidered the words that should have come next. The nightmares… they were coming more often now, and each one seemed more real than the last. I despised the idea of even bringing it up, but I had to know, especially after my leisurely jaunts into the bodies of Rue and the housemaid.
“There’s something important I must ask you,” I forced out.
“Anything.”
“Has there been fighting along the borders, between Light and Shadow Fae?”
His dark brows drew together as they scrutinized me. “Not that I know of, but I daresay, my focus has been elsewhere as of late.” He paused, his hand inching toward mine until only our pinkies touched. A thousand tiny sparks kindled at just that faint contact, and a smile crept across my jaw, matching the one overtaking his. “Why do you ask?”
“The dreams… they feel so real. Light and Shadow Fae locked in battle, and I’m there, right along with them.”
His mouth puckered, the line between his brows deepening, and a flash of something like fear streaked across those midnight irises. “…You’re there?” he finally breathed, the insinuation clear. We’d already discussed the first two times I’d taken over unwilling bodies, much to my mortification.
“I’m not certain, but I could be.”
“As in astral possession?”
My head slowly dipped. “I just cannot tell, Reign. What if it is real? What if I’m the one out there on the battlefield in someone else’s body doing all those terrible things?” My voice hitched, an unstoppable sob thickening my throat.
Gods, what if I’d actually killed all those Fae?
Reign’s arms curled around me, drawing me into his body before my chest heaved and the first tear fell. “Shh, starlight, I’ve got you.” He rocked me gently, the feel of his unyielding strength pressed against me lessening the building panic. “I swear to you we’ll discover the truth, and if it is you, we’ll find a way to stop it.”
“How?” My eyes lifted to meet his as dread unfurled in my gut. “I don’t even know how I’m doing it.”
“Together, Aelia. We will stop it together.”
The cuorem surged to life with his vow, the happy thrumming swirling across the oncoming swell of dread. Reign’s hand cupped my nape, drawing me against the safety of his firm chest. I buried my face in the crook of his neck, the soft niche within the landscape of hard planes a perfect fit, as if it were made for me. Because, I realized, it was…
As he continued rocking me, a tune filled my mind, and I hummed along. He paused, dark brows furrowed as he glanced down at me. “Where did you hear that song?”
I shrugged. “I’m not sure, why?”
His lips pursed as he regarded me. “It’s the same one I remembered my mother would sing to me as a child.”
At first, I couldn’t quite place it, but closing my eyes, my mind traveled back to the horrible days at Helspire Keep. “Vaelora,” I murmured.
“Who?”
“She was a Night Fae at Helroth’s fortress who tended to my room, helped me dress and what-not. She sang it to me a few times when Kaelith’s training had—” I allowed the words to fall away as fury raged across Reign’s dark irises. He already hated the male enough. There was no need to relive the nightmarish memories of training when my newly unbound powers were unleashed. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.” I reached for his face, tentatively, cupping his cheek with a trembling hand. “Perhaps it was a common tune for Night and Shadow Fae alike?”
“Perhaps…” he murmured, but I could feel a twinge of trepidation sail through our re-blossoming bond.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered against his warm skin, leaning against his chest once more.
“For what?” His head dipped, lips brushing my forehead as he spoke.
“For not remembering us. For allowing Helroth to steal you from my memories. For not being strong enough to fight it.”
“Oh, gods, Aelia, never apologize to a Fae.” A rueful chuckle split his lips, likely at memories of all the times he’d chastised me for that same thing before. Reign not Ruhl. “And most of all, never apologize to me. You could never do anything unforgiveable in my eyes. Don’t you understand that?”
I was starting to. My head tipped back, meeting star-flecked eyes, and the cuorem pulsed happily. My heartbeat quickened, my entire soul trapped by that mesmerizing gaze. So full of understanding, desire, and love…
I could feel it through the glittering strands that connected us.
After everything I’d put this male through, Reign still loved me. With everything he was.
He’d confessed it numerous times since my return, and yet somehow, I had never truly felt it. Not until this very moment. Words were one thing, but allowing myself to feel it through our bond was like nothing else.
It hit me all at once—like the breaking of a dam, like the first breath after drowning.
Reign’s love wasn’t just words whispered in desperation, lies to bring about my downfall or fierce declarations forged in battle. It was the steady, unwavering force beneath it all, the thing that had carried me through the weeks locked in interminable darkness, even when I hadn’t known he was there. It was the way he held me now, as if I were something precious, something irreplaceable. As if losing me had been his greatest agony and finding me again his only salvation.
My fingers curled into his tunic, anchoring myself to him, to the bond thrumming powerfully between us. “How?” My voice was barely a breath. “…How can you still love me after everything?”
His lips parted, and I saw it—saw the raw, unyielding devotion etched into every line of his face. “Because you’re mine, Aelia.” The words weren’t a claim, but a truth, a vow. “Because I was made for this—for you. And I will love you in every lifetime, in every world, no matter what comes.”
The threat of hot tears burned my throat, but they didn’t fall. Instead, I erased the breath of air between us and crushed my mouth to his. The kiss was fierce, unrelenting, like the bond itself—a promise, a reckoning. His arms tightened around me, drawing me impossibly closer, his breath mingling with mine, his heartbeat hammering against my own.
I melted into him, into us.
For the first time since my return, I didn’t feel lost.
I was home.
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Chapter Forty-Four
R eign
Lingering in the threshold of Aelia’s chamber, I watched the gradual rise and fall of her chest, the faint part of her lips, the way that lock of pure platinum hair glistened beneath the pale moonlight. Noxus, she was radiant, and fierce, stubborn to a fault, powerful and mine. For the first time in months, real hope swelled beneath my ribcage. She remembered something about us last night, something real and true, and without any input from me. We would find our way back to each other, I was certain of it. My heart swelled, the feeling of utter joy bloating my happily thrumming organ.
Now I simply couldn’t tear myself away from her. It had taken all my willpower to force myself out of that bed with her curled into my side. She’d allowed me to hold her all night, and I’d barely slept a wink, so thrilled by the honor. And frightened to all hells that if I closed my eyes for even a moment, she would disappear. Or that I would wake up, and it all would’ve been a dream. Drawing in a steadying breath, I reminded myself I had to do this. If Aelia was right, and she was possessing bodies without her knowledge, we had worse problems than I had imagined.
With one last glance at a still sleeping Aelia, I forced my legs through the threshold, despite the ache in my chest. If all went well at Arcanum, I could return before she awoke. Maybe I could even sneak back into bed with her. The idea had hints of heat surging below my belt. Spending the night with her in my arms had been a true testament of my restraint. With the wildly beating cuorem bond urging me to claim my mate, it was a wonder I’d gotten any sleep at all.
I’m here. Phantom’s voice sailed through our bond, tearing my thoughts away from the most important female in my life to the other.
Be right there. Quickening my steps, I hurried across the quiet corridors of the manor. Did you bring him?
Yes, though he was surlier than usual.
Because of the request or the requester?
A snort echoed through our mental connection. I’ll have you know, Solanthus and I have made our peace.
You have? Good gods, how distracted had I been by Aelia that I hadn’t noticed? Care to elaborate?
Not right now.
What I wouldn’t give to be privy to their past. Dragons were secretive creatures by nature, all the details of their reincarnations were largely kept hidden, even from us, their bonded skyriders. Still, I hoped that one day she would trust me enough to tell me the truth.
When I finally reached the courtyard, an errant breeze drifted across the cliffside, sending dark tendrils of hair across my eyes. Sweeping them away, I focused on the pair of dragons below. Solanthus’s gilded scales shimmered beneath the moonlight while Phantom’s sleek onyx absorbed every ounce of light. I couldn’t help but draw a parallel between Aelia and me and our skyriders.
Only now, Aelia wasn’t simply light, her powers extended across the entire spectrum to include night and shadow. Through Phantom, I’d gleaned the fact that Helroth claimed Aelia had no Light blood running through her veins. I didn’t believe a word of it. From the first moment I met her, the goddess’s rais shone from her very bones. Why would the Night King deny her true heritage? A heritage I’d been sworn to keep secret by her guardian… Perhaps it was time to seek the old Fae out, despite the dangers.
Solanthus would like to know if there is any specific threat he needs to look out for as he plays the role of sentinel. Phantom’s voice tore through my inner musings.
No, nothing expected. But I’m sure she would enjoy a visit from him. Aelia has mentioned he’s been blocking her out.
Phantom’s dark gaze swung to her former mate, a growl rumbling through her immense chest. A wave of irritation pummeled my insides a moment later, hers not mine. Perhaps she’d have better luck forcing some sense into Aelia’s skyrider. With everything going on, she could certainly use his guidance.
He will speak to her today.
Wonderful, thank you, old girl.
“I entrust you with her life,” I called up to the golden dragon. His eyes, smoldering like liquid ore, locked onto mine. Then another growl split the air, this one powerful enough to shake the ground beneath my feet.
He does not appreciate being told what to do. Aelia is his skyrider, and it is his sworn duty to protect her.
“Then maybe he should start acting like it.” I spoke the words aloud despite another snarl from the glaring beast.
Solanthus’s lip curled, flashing row upon row of jagged teeth. His neck twisted in that serpentine motion, similar to the one Phantom deploys right before an attack. But I held my ground all the same, staring the enormous creature in the eyes. There were some things worth saying despite the consequences.
When he made no further move to eat me or set me on fire, I offered a quick nod to Solanthus, then flew up to Phantom’s back. The moment I was seated, her massive wings pounded the air, and we shot up into the night sky.
    
Standing beneath the canopy of darkwoods at the edge of the Sombra Forest, I waited. Impatiently. A nervous energy pulsed through my veins, the cuorem thrumming a furious beat at the distance between Aelia and me. After the close proximity we’d enjoyed for the past week, it was angry. And I couldn’t blame it. The sooner I could return to Duskridge Manor, to ensure Aelia was once again within the safety of my arms, the better. Where was he?
No sooner had the thought crossed my mind than the telltale crackle of leaves reached my ears. Then the murmur of hushed voices. I tensed for an instant before the two familiar forms emerged through the dense woods.
“Gideon…” His name tumbled out on an exhale.
Yawning, Ruhl threw his thumb over his shoulder signaling to my old friend. “After your shadow messenger woke me with its urgent demands, I thought perhaps Gideon would have more insight into your question, seeing as I’ve been up to my eyeballs in the Infernal Trials.”
“Yes, happy to help in whatever way I can, Reign.” Gideon ran his hand through his disheveled hair. “But perhaps next time you can wait until morning?”
“It’s too important,” I hissed.
Ruhl’s eyes narrowed, the spark of fear in his sleepy gaze a familiar one. “What’s happened?”
My first impulse was to hide the truth from my brother. It had been my default mode for all our lives, but as much as it pained me to admit, Ruhl cared for Aelia, and I needed his help. “Aelia’s powers of astral possession have emerged.”
Gideon let out a low whistle. “That’s impressive at such a young age.”
Ruhl remained silent, gaze intent on mine, clearly sensing there was more.
“It is, but she has little control over them.” My lips pursed as I debated spilling this rather vital piece of information. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Ruhl or Gideon, it was only that sharing this would make it real. Would bring us one step closer to fulfilling the warnings of the prophecy. “Aelia has been having nightmares. Very vivid ones in which she’s on a battlefield.”
Gideon’s dark brows drew together. “Malakar claims the borders are unstable. He’s been calling more fourth years to the front lines. I thought it was simply a scare tactic.”
“I’m afraid it might be more than that.”
“Are you saying you believe Aelia’s nightmares are real?” Gideon barely restrained a gasp.
“It’s possible she could be astral possessing bodies in her sleep. It has already happened twice…”
“What? When?” Ruhl’s eyes widened into twin saucers of pure night.
“Last week with the housemaid, and again when Rue visited a few days ago.” I paused, worrying my lip between my teeth. There was no need to go into details about the possessions. As jealous as I’d been over my brother’s feelings for Aelia, I did not wish to rub his nose in our mending relationship. “What I need from you is to discover if these battles are real or simply nightmares. Does Malakar still hold tactical briefings for third and fourth years?”
Ruhl nodded.
“If such a battle did exist, there must be record of it.” I paced a quick circle, anxiety eating at my insides, making it impossible to stand still any longer. “You must check for one last night, against Light and Shadow Fae, and another two nights before. Aelia believes they’re occurring along the border of the Wilds, but she cannot be sure.”
“I can do it,” Gideon interjected. “Let Ruhl finish out the trials. It’ll be simple for me to sneak into Professor Blackstone’s office and find the briefs.”
“Are you sure, Gid?”
“Yes, it’s not a problem at all.” He shrugged. “Besides, once I have the information, it will give me an excuse to go visit you in Shadowmere.”
“I appreciate it.” I turned my gaze onto my brother. “Were you able to speak to Father about Helroth?”
“No, like I said before, Malakar has had us on a three-day field mission as part of the trials. Today is our first morning off, so I’m meeting Father in a few hours.” A mischievous grin twitched at his lips. “Why don’t you join us for breakfast?”
“I would rather gouge my eyes out with a dull spoon but thank you for asking.”
A chuckle squeezed through Gideon’s lips. “Very well, then, we have our assignments. Let us see to them.”
Both males turned to leave, but I called out for Ruhl at the last moment. “Be careful what you say to Father.”
“I’m not a complete fool, brother, despite what you believe.”
Gideon’s eyes met mine and with a quick dip, he continued onward through the gnarl of trees. Heaving in a breath, I closed the distance between my brother and me. “Ruhl⁠—”
“What?” His eyes sharpened, something unreadable in the dark depths.
“I don’t think you’re a fool.”
His lips twisted.
“I’m only fucking terrified at the possibility of losing Aelia again.”
He released a rushed, resigned breath of air. “I know.”
“I appreciate that this must be difficult for you, and if you preferred that I no longer asked for your help⁠—”
“No,” he snapped, a cloud of shadows curling around his form. “I need to help. I need to do something, Reign. Throwing myself into these trials is the only thing I can do right now to keep sane.”
My head slowly dipped. “You’re still feeling the effects of the bond then?”
“I don’t know what I’m feeling. I only know that I want it to stop,” he growled, tension radiating from his aura. “I take it you and Aelia have reconciled? Will you be completing the bond soon?” His uncharacteristically frenzied state sent a blast of unease through my system.
“We’re working on it,” I muttered.
“Work faster.” He spun on his heel, a whirl of shadows spinning in his wake, and disappeared.
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Chapter Forty-Five
A elia
Pulling the thick, velvet curtain back, I stood at the window staring out into the moonlit courtyard. A wispy tendril of shadow slid across the back of my neck, its familiar presence soothing. The sight of Sol, his enormous form bathed in glittering moonlight, with the backdrop of the tempestuous sea beyond, had my ribs tightening and emotion constricting my throat.
Why had I been so awful to him?
I searched my core for the shimmering bond that connected us and, for the first time in days, I felt the familiar pulse of his presence. Somehow, it lessened the ache at the absence of Reign’s. Which was a whole other issue to contend with. When I’d awoken to an empty bed, the disappointment had been visceral and… shocking. Despite the shadow messenger he’d left with me who offered a quick explanation of his departure and promised a speedy return, I missed him.
A silly smile spread my lips. I missed him. Which meant my feelings for Reign were returning. Or maybe I was forming all new ones. Or maybe it was a little of both?
Either way, I wanted to share it with someone. Glancing out onto the courtyard once more, hope blazed in my chest. No, not just anyone… Sol.
Opening the mental connection between us, I poked at the silvery strands. Sol?
From across the murky night, I could see my dragon, perched on the cliff, visibly tense. His long, serpentine neck curled over his shoulder, piercing golden eyes meeting mine across the distance.
Yes, your Infernal Highness?
The sound of his deep voice across my mind brought with it a sense of completeness I never could’ve imagined. Oh, gods, Sol, I’m so sorry. I’ve been an absolute wretch to you. Also, please don’t ever call me by that title again.
What should I call you then? The snarky tone subsided a notch.
Whatever you want. Little Kin, Aelia, A… Anything really. Just please don’t block me out like that again.
He prowled closer to the manor, his thundering footsteps vibrating the cliffside. You weren’t ready to hear what I had to say, so I felt it was better for you not to know what I was thinking. Or risk damaging our relationship forever.
Good goddess, who knew dragons were so sensitive? I’m ready now, Sol. I understand that Helroth stole my memories and planted false ones to serve his purpose. He attempted to tear me away from all of those I love most: you, Aidan, my friends, Reign…
So, you’ve found your way back to your cuoré? He stood only a few yards away now, so close that if he stretched out his neck, I could reach his snout.
Not quite, but I think we’re making progress.
Good. It’s a start, at least. As if Sol had read my thoughts, which it was likely he had, he extended his neck so that his warm breath blew through the open window.
Tentatively, I reached out my hand until my fingertips brushed the end of his nose. When he didn’t immediately recoil at my touch, I ran my hand further up his snout, rubbing the warm scales until I reached the sharp crown of horns across his brow.
I missed you so much, Sol. Just the sound of your voice in my head… it has been much too long. Emotion tightened my throat so I could barely swallow, and I was so relieved I didn’t have to rely on my tongue to form words.
I missed you too, little Kin. A deep rumbling sound vibrated Sol’s throat, and a wave of contentment surged through our bond, confirming I wasn’t alone in my feelings. And I am pleased you have found your way back to your rightful cuoré.
“You are?” The surprise was so powerful I couldn’t help the words from blurting out. For some reason, I was certain you never liked Reign.
I was wary of him, Aelia. I knew the Shadow Fae harbored secrets, and I was right. But all this time that you were missing, I witnessed firsthand just how much he loves you. More than that, I can feel it through Phantom.
My heart soared, the affirmation from my faithful dragon meaning more to me than if spoken by anyone else—even if I didn’t want to hear it at first.
Wait a moment… You can feel Reign’s love through Phantom?
Mmm.
Because you were dragon mates? Even after all this time?
Yes, as I’ve told you before, there is nothing flimsy or fickle about a dragon mating bond. It lasts forever, for every reincarnation, ad infinitum.
This shouldn’t have come as a surprise to me, but with my muddled thoughts, and after all I’d been through, I’d temporarily forgotten about my dragon’s love life. So, have you and Phantom been finding your way back to each other too?
He snorted, plumes of gray smoke muddying the air between us. Let’s just say I’m beginning to see the events of our past in a different light.
What does that mean?
Nothing but silence streamed through our bond for an endless moment, and just when I was certain he would ignore the question all together, his voice once again filled my mind. When dragons are reincarnated, our memories are repressed. It takes a while for them to return, or sometimes a specific event can trigger their resurgence. Your disappearance was my trigger…
Oh. Oh!
As you may recall, I blamed Phantom for my demise in the war and the resulting death of my rider. But as it turned out, there was a missing piece to the story.
“And?” I blurted aloud once more.
The thunderous flapping of mighty wings spun both our gazes to the south. Phantom’s obsidian form sailed toward us, cutting in and out of the swathes of iridescent moonlight.
As Sol regarded the approaching dragon, his gaze grew distant for a moment before those gilded orbs slanted in my direction. I will have to put a pause to my tale for now, as I believe there is someone who may shed more light on your story.
“Seriously?” I squinted over Sol’s head, narrowing my gaze to make out the form on Phantom’s back.
Look closely, little Kin.
I expected Reign atop his dragon, but the possibility of the second figure had a thrill coursing up my spine. To ensure I wasn’t hallucinating, I called upon my rais until it simmered across my skin and lit up my fingertip. Drawing a celestial glyph in the air to amplify my sight, I focused on the approaching dragon. Tears pricked my eyes as the familiar form coalesced.
Aidan.
My feet were moving before my brain could process, spinning and racing out of my bedchamber, across the narrow corridors, and down the spiraling stairs. Aidan was here! After all these months, I would finally get to see him, hold him, talk to him. My gods, there was a time I truly believed I’d never lay eyes on him again.
A suffocating ache filled my chest, and I couldn’t draw breaths fast enough. Aidan. Gods, when I considered everything he’d done for me over the years and compared him to my grandsire, my stomach revolted. How could I have even felt an ounce of loyalty toward Helroth? Aidan had been the perfect guardian, treating me as if I was his own. And because of the Night King, I’d nearly forgotten him. Guilt assaulted me.
When I reached the first level, I barreled through the doors, my gaze tipped to the sky. Solanthus stood a few yards ahead of me, his eager gaze following the onyx dragon. Phantom’s wing flaps began to slow, angling toward the earth and anticipation tightened my gut.
He’s almost here. Sol’s voice was like an anchor against the tempest of emotions he could surely feel roiling inside me.
I can’t believe it.
Those tears burned hotter as Phantom’s enormous talons finally hit the ground and Reign’s gaze locked onto mine. My knees trembled, and it wasn’t only from the force of the giant beast’s landing.
I sprinted toward them on wobbly legs, ducking beneath Sol’s massive form and emerging on the opposite side to where Phantom had landed. Aidan’s eyes met mine from atop her back, and his lip quivered.
And just like that, the dam broke.
Tears spilled over, first, one by one, and then in a deluge. Through the watery haze, I could just make out Aidan sliding down Phantom’s leg. She held it out gracefully, allowing my adoptive father a gentle descent.
His arms were around me a moment later, squeezing me against his familiar frame. A sob wrenched through my lips as I buried my face in his threadbare tunic. The scent of damp soil, fresh rain and chicken feed filled my nostrils, and memories of our home in Feywood surged to the surface.
“Oh, estellira, you’re really alive! And in my arms. Blessed be the gods!” He squeezed me so tight I could barely breathe, but I held on tighter just the same.
“Aidan, you don’t know what it means to have you here.”
“I think I do, my Aelia, I truly do.” He kissed the top of my head, his sturdy form reminding me of the great trees of Feywood Forest, stalwart and unyielding. “Thank Raysa, you’re safe.”
I could feel Reign’s piercing gaze as it simmered over us, watching every movement. Only this time, it didn’t raise the hair on my nape or rankle my nerves. It was oddly comforting. It was because of him that I’d finally been reunited with the only father I’d ever known. Over Aidan’s brow, I caught his eye and mouthed, “Thank you.”
His chin dipped, a rueful smile crawling across his face. A shadow peeled off his fingertip and snaked around my neck before gliding past my ear. “Anything for you, starlight.”
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Chapter Forty-Six
A elia
Oh, Aidan, my dear, sweet, kind-hearted Aidan, was really here. I could scarcely take my eyes off him for fear he would disappear. Squeezing his calloused hand across the table, my heart felt so full I was certain it would burst.
“How I’ve missed you, estellira.” His light pale eyes latched onto mine, a hint of something unnamable swirling across the surface. “I thought about you every day. Prayed to the goddess that she would protect you and return you to me.”
“Well, it seems as if it worked.” I offered a watery smile, squeezing his rough palm.
A grunt echoed across the cavernous sitting room, bouncing off the steel rafters and drawing my attention to Reign. He paced the length of the chamber, eyeing the windows and the turbulent waves of the Shadowmere Sea crashing beyond. Every muscle in his body was tense, coiled to strike, but I refused to allow his unease to ruin this reunion with my adoptive father.
He was merely being paranoid and overprotective. For some reason, I had a feeling this was frequently the case with my cuoré. Helroth had released me over a week ago, and the Night forces had yet to attempt to drag me back to their nightmarish realm. Everything would be fine. Well, until my grandsire discovered I had no intention of following through with my vow to marry Prince Ruhl… Drawing in a breath, I resolved to deal with that matter at a later time. This was a happy occasion, one I deserved to enjoy.
Mera’s soft footsteps lifted my gaze to the housemaid who strode toward us with a tray of tea and biscuits. Depositing the sweets on the table, she dipped her head before scurrying back to the kitchens. I was deeply grateful for her quick retreat. I had not yet been able to look her in the eye since realizing I’d hijacked her body for my own enjoyment all those nights ago. I’d been convinced it had only been a dream until Reign confirmed the embarrassing truth. Luckily, it seemed she had no recollection of the occurrence.
Aidan reached for a biscuit with his free hand, returning my thoughts to the present. Everything about him was so familiar, the crinkle at the corners of his eyes, the hitch of his lip when he smiled, his scent… His presence stirred memories of the past, of my days in Feywood. My fingers instinctively found the medallion tucked under my tunic.
His eyes caught mine as I fingered the necklace he’d gifted me on the day of my twentieth birthday. “I’m so pleased that you still have it.”
“Of course I do.” I revealed it from its hiding spot beneath the light frock. A lick of pain coursed through my insides as potent memories surged to the surface: the searing agony as my powers were unbound; the dark Spellbinder; the torture under Helroth’s hand… “Did you know that the necklace was used as the anchor for the incantation that bound my powers?”
Aidan’s head slowly dipped, something unreadable once again flashing across his weary expression.
“Why did you wait so long to give it to me if you had it all along?”
“Because I feared the appearance of Raysa’s mark on your twentieth birthday would somehow untether your power. I hoped the necklace would keep you safe, but I truly had no idea what would happen.”
Reign must have noticed his reaction, or perhaps it had been Aidan’s reply that had caught his attention, but either way, it put an end to his pacing. He slid into the seat beside me, his gaze intent on my guardian’s.
My breath hitched, and I snatched my hand away from his. “So you were there when my powers were bound?” As the full magnitude of his admission rolled over me, a sickening sensation twisted in my gut. “But Helroth was the one who had the dark Spellbinder cast the spell… and you knew? You knew all along that the Night King was my grandfather?”
Reign stiffened beside me at the obvious pain in my voice, his entire body coiled like a predator sensing an unseen threat. Shadows bled from his fingertips, rippling with restrained fury as his gaze locked onto Aidan’s. “And he knows who your parents are; though he never recounted the truth to me.” His voice held a deadly calm that prickled the hair on the back of my neck.
My body trembled as a surge of raw power clawed its way to the surface, a maelstrom of forces threatening to consume me whole. Rais ignited first, blazing through my veins like molten gold, a searing heat that cracked against my skin in shimmering waves of divine fire. Then came the nox—a creeping tide of shadow slithering beneath my skin, cool and pervasive, coiling around my limbs like sentient ink. And finally, the zar—wild and untamed—tore through me like a storm unchained.
“Aelia…” My name on Reign’s lips tore me from the wild sensations. His hand settled on my thigh, almost immediately quieting the tempest. “Give it to me, princess, anything that you cannot handle. Send it through our bond like I taught you.”
“Raysa, are you all right, Aelia?” Aidan’s shout only exacerbated the building tension.
Fury uncoiled within the raging storm, irritation at all the males in my life who sought to control my fate. “I can handle it,” I gritted out, my thumb circling the smooth medallion of the necklace. The anchor grounded me through the wild tempest of powers. I imagined my home in Feywood, the tiny cottage filled with memories of the past. Opening the worn wooden door, I summoned the trio of energies battering my insides and focused on depositing them each into my old home. Bottling up the rais, then the nox, and finally the zar, I slammed the door behind the mass of swirling, glittering powers.
And just like that, the storm subsided.
I heaved in a breath and met a pair of turbulent obsidian irises.
“Are you okay?” Reign’s hold on my leg tightened, his thumb stroking gently across my inner thigh.
“Yes, I’m fine,” I hissed, then turned that flare of irritation toward my adoptive father. “Or at least, I will be once you’ve told me the truth, Aidan. Once and for all. After everything I’ve been through, I deserve to know. I’ve suffered at the hands of the Night King, my powers have been unbound, and it’s only a matter of time until the other royals discover that I am the child of the prophecy. The time for hiding is over.”
“Oh, Aelia, I agree with you wholeheartedly, but I physically cannot tell you the truth of your past.”
“You took a vow,” Reign interjected.
Aidan nodded, lips pressed into a tight line.
“But you told me Aelia was born of Light and Shadow all those months ago.”
“It is all about the wording of the vow. The devil is in the details as they say. You should know that, professor.”
“Mmm.” His expression darkened as he rubbed at the scruff on his jaw. “Luckily, I have a solution.” A wicked smirk kicked up the corners of his mouth.
I swung my wary gaze in his direction. “What are you going to do?”
“If my shadows seek out the memories from his mind, then he is not breaking his vow. I’m simply stealing the answers we require.”
My pulse quickened, anticipation taking wings and battering my rib cage. Finally, I would know the truth. Only, I couldn’t let Reign be the one to do it. “I need to do this myself.”
Reign’s brows twisted as he regarded me. “Are you certain? Memory retrieval is no easy task, and it doesn’t come without risks.”
I glanced between Aidan and Reign, determination settling across the hard line of my jaw. “If Aidan approves, I would like to be the one to try.”
“Of course, estellira.” He leaned across the table, offering his hand. “My trust in you is unequivocal.”
“Good.” Steeling my nerves, I closed my fingers around his palm.
“Have you ever done this before?” Reign whispered.
“Yes, Helroth had me practice a few times on Kae.” I lowered my voice. “He said it worked best when I used both nox and zar to procure the memories.”
His dark brows furrowed for an instant, a hint of dread rushing our bond before the deep lines across his forehead receded once more.
“What?” I blurted.
“Nothing, just something you said, but it’s not important right now.” He shook his head. “We’ll deal with it later.”
Along with all the other things…
Closing my eyes to center my thoughts, I summoned the tendrils of power I’d tucked away in the tiny cottage. As always, the rais bloomed first, golden light sweeping to my fingertips. “I don’t understand why that always happens,” I blurted, my eyes snapping open.
“What’s that?” Reign asked.
“If I have no Light blood, why is it that my rais is always the quickest to respond?”
“No Light blood?” Aidan scoffed. “What would ever give you that idea?”
My head whipped in my adoptive father’s direction. “Not what, but whom. King Helroth said my parents were Night and Shadow Fae, and that I’d merely been marked by Raysa and imbued with her powers.”
“Well, I’m afraid he lied.”
A gasp escaped through my pinched lips, a whirlwind of emotions assaulting me all at once. I shouldn’t have been surprised—but still, I reeled from the confession. My grandsire had done nothing but weave falsehoods and twist my memories since the day he captured me.
The zar and nox flickered to the surface, eager beasts anxious to wreak havoc, a havoc that had taken permanent residence in my gut. I needed answers, and finally, I was strong enough to steal them for myself. Smoky tendrils of shadows extinguished the glittering rais, then inky streams of zar charged the air, slithering over my flesh. I guided the thick, oily vines of pure night toward Aidan, and a prickle of fear tightened my belly. Shoving the dread back, I reminded myself who I was, and more importantly, who I was destined to become.
My fingers trembled as the darkness of zar coiled around them like ravenous wraiths. The air between us thickened, charged with the weight of what I was about to do. My stomach churned, but I forced the doubt away. There was no turning back now.
“Hold still,” I murmured, though he had no choice. The shadows had already taken root, winding through his limbs, pinning him to the chair. His pale gray eyes locked onto mine, a reluctant trust flickering in their depths. “This might hurt a little.”
Aidan clenched his jaw, but he didn't fight me, simply gave me a nod.
I exhaled and let the nox unravel fully, sinking into his mind like ink spilled into water. A sharp breath caught in my throat as my consciousness slipped beneath the surface of his thoughts, plunging into the abyss of his memories.
For a moment, all was silent. Still.
Then… chaos.
A deluge of images assaulted me at once, jagged pieces of time tumbling into my grasp like shards of broken glass. Faces flickered in and out of view, voices echoing in distorted whispers. My head pounded with the force of it, but I pushed deeper, twisting the nox around each memory, pulling at the ones I needed.
Show me. Show me the truth.
Zar burned through my veins, raw and volatile, fusing with the nox to tear open the barriers no one was meant to cross. Aidan let out a strangled gasp, his body jerking against the invisible grip of my power.
A vision ripped through the murk. A younger Aidan, cradling a wailing infant wrapped in threadbare cloth. A male bathed in radiant splendor with a gilded crown perched atop his head peering down at the babe, anguish layered over the hard mask of stoicism. A dark-haired female at his side, wisps of shadow coiling around her form. Her lips were pursed, tears trailing down her cheeks as she regarded the child.
Me.
Another image. A meeting in the shadows, a whispered exchange of secrets, a warning spoken through gritted teeth.
Then—flashes of pain. Blood. Chains. The smoky scent of dark magic.
I lurched back, my body shaking, my breathing ragged. The bond of my power snapped, and Aidan slumped forward, gasping. My mind reeled, heart hammering against my ribs.
It couldn’t be… And yet, it was all there, a truth I could never unsee.
Aidan lifted his head, sweat glistening at his brow as he regarded me with a sliver of fear. “Gods,” he rasped, his voice hoarse, “protect us all.”
I swallowed hard, my hands still trembling. “I saw everything.”
His expression darkened. “Then you finally know the truth.”
I nodded, but the weight of it was suffocating. Because knowing the truth was one thing. Accepting it? That was something else entirely.
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Chapter Forty-Seven
A elia
My mind spun with the images as I slumped back into the chair, a torrent of emotions like a battering ram in my ribcage. My parents… I’d seen them as clearly as if they’d stood right there in that moonlit chamber with me. My mother, Sable of Inferna, stood tall and proud with hair like spilled ink, unlike the shadowy specter I’d seen in the trials, and yet their voices were one in the same. How was it possible? How had she appeared to me?
But my father… I never in a million seasons had imagined recognizing him. Not from my memories, but from a history book, from the images portrayed in our scant Kin educational system. Gods, no wonder Aidan had balked when I told him my veins held no Light blood. My father was the great King Alaric, Elian’s brother, the one felled in the Two Hundred Years’ War.
Which meant I was a princess of two courts.
My heart tapped out a manic beat, the assault of revelations simply too much to bear all at once. And the ramifications of the truth? My father, the King of the Court of Ethereal Light, had wed a Night Fae princess in secret—worse, she was of mixed origins, with Shadow blood also coursing through her veins. How had any of this happened? How had it been allowed to happen?
No wonder I had been kept a secret.
And Aidan, my father’s general and faithful second in command, had sworn an oath to keep me safe long before the king died. My parents had handed me over to him well before, according to the memories I’d stolen. His loyal friend had gone to tremendous lengths to follow through on his word.
And Sol…
“Aelia.” Reign’s steadying voice drew me from the turmoil of my jumbled thoughts. “I’m right here when you’re ready.”
Oh, right. I had to tell him. He had no idea who I really was. Would he still love me when he discovered the truth?
“We both are.” Aidan’s face coalesced across the table, the depth of emotion carved into his face siphoning the remaining air from my lungs.
He’d known everything all along. Had kept it from me for twenty long years. I wanted to resent him for it, but after catching glimpses of all he’d endured, I simply couldn’t. He had loved my parents deeply, both of them, that much had been clear. He had made so many sacrifices for me, changing the very essence of who he was to keep me safe.
Hidden from Helroth, from the other bloodthirsty royals, from all the Fae.
Then why had Raysa in her infinite wisdom marked me, thereby setting everything else in motion?
Fate weaves her own plans for us, little Kin. Sol’s words flitted across my mind from months ago.
He had been right. We had always been powerless to stop it. It didn’t matter what we did, fate was a fickle bitch and would always have her way. Had my dragon known all my secrets too? Was that what he’d been about to tell me before Aidan arrived? I resolved to ask him as soon as I had a moment to process it all.
“Aelia, you must know that everything we did was out of love.” Aidan slid his chair closer to mine, reaching to cup my cheek. The touch was gentle, kind, everything that made my guardian who he was. Still, a tiny hint of resentment surged to the surface. I fully realized none of this was his fault, but I simply couldn’t stop the influx of emotions.
“Did you know the Night King was alive?”
“No, I swear it. Had I known, I would have doubled my efforts in keeping you hidden. I never would have allowed Reign to cart you off to Luce unprotected.”
My gaze slid to my cuoré’s, and the shame of regret spread through our bond like wildfire. None of this was his fault either. Reign was as much a pawn in this as I was. I attempted to convey the thought with a reassuring smile in his direction, but I only received a tight grin in return.
Aidan followed my line of sight, then turned those pale gray eyes on me. His jaw trembled, as if opening it caused extreme effort. Finally, his lips moved, and the words dribbled out. “Your parents were cuoré.”
“They were?”
How was it possible if they hailed from different courts? Their cuorem bond had been even more rare than ours…
Reign watched our exchange, his eager gaze bouncing between us. Realms, I had to tell him. He stood by quietly, patiently observing our veiled conversation. He didn’t demand answers, only stood there resolutely beside me, instilling his strength and steadfastness with an occasional reassuring touch.
“It was highly unusual, considering their situation.”
It was clear there was more Aidan wished to say but the damned blood vow prohibited him from explaining further.
“I can only imagine,” I murmured. Had they tried to fight their attraction as Reign and I had? Another whisper of a memory dredged up from the dark recesses of my mind. Reign’s pitch orbs locked on mine, glancing up from between my legs. Everything I’d felt in that moment came rushing to the surface.
I’d tried and failed to fight this unnamable thing between us, but try as I might, we seemed inescapable. Every touch, every heated glance only tightened the grip he had on me, pulling me deeper into a web of dangerous desire and unavoidable fate. No matter how fiercely I resisted, it was clear—this connection between us was unbreakable, as undeniable as the stars in the night sky.
Oh, gods. How could I have forgotten that?
Heat swirled from below surging upward to the tips of my pointed ears. As if Reign had felt the sudden rush, his eyes chased to mine, darkening. His nostrils flared, the familiar motion triggering more recollections. He could scent my arousal, even at the vivid memories. Oh, gods, what if Aidan could too?
This was not what I should be focused on right now.
“Aelia?” Reign’s fingertips brushed across my knuckles, need burning through those midnight orbs. Was my desire spilling through the bond spurring his own?
It didn’t matter. There were many more pressing issues at hand. Tamping down on the unwanted sensations, I squeezed my thighs together to keep the blossoming ache at bay.
“I need a moment to myself,” I blurted, leaping up from the seat, my feet moving of their own accord. A thousand questions spun in my mind, an endless volley I knew would never be satiated. Even if Aidan hadn’t been bound by the vow, he had no memories of my parents’ actual deaths. Or, at least, none that I could find. All that he knew had been recounted to him by others.
The last clear memory he had of my father was in battle. Dozens of winged creatures soared through the air, metal crashing against bone, the crack of destruction reverberating through the sky. A tangle of rais, nox and zar muddied the air, bathing the melee in their cloying scents. From across the mid-air battlefield, a regal figure with a crown nestled atop flowing golden locks sat astride a gilded dragon, whose scales shimmered with the glory of Raysa’s blessed light.
Solanthus, the Sun Chaser.
    
When I reached the cobblestone courtyard, I heaved in a breath of fresh, salty night air. My lungs burned, my throat too thick to swallow, and tears stung at the corners of my eyes. I streaked across the quiet pathway to the stone wall that encircled the yard, perched atop the promontory. The Shadowmere Sea churned below, white caps flecking the dark waves. Twisting my fingers, I watched the tumultuous sea, searching for a calm that would never come.
I had put off this moment for long enough. It was time.
Solanthus… I reached for the shimmering strands that wrapped around my heart, connecting me to my skyrider.
Yes, princess. His response was nearly instantaneous.
Don’t call me that.
But that is what you are, is it not? His presence grew closer, the tether between us growing more taut.
Tipping my head back, I searched the velvety sky for his immense form. So, you did know?
As I was attempting to explain before, I only recently remembered the details of my past life. In your absence, I spent more time with Phantom, and she helped me put together the pieces. His form finally coalesced through the darkness, a shimmering beacon against the endless night. I followed his form as he alighted in the center of the courtyard, a tremor rippling across the cliffside in his wake. Those smoldering, golden eyes lowered to mine, his pupils nothing more than dark slits.
So, you belonged to my father, King Alaric? He was the rider you spoke of during the Two Hundred Years’ War?
First of all, little Kin, dragons do not belong to Fae…
“Sol!” I hissed.
He lowered his gaze, a motion I’d never seen the powerful beast employ, or ever even thought him capable of. Yes. His voice thundered through our bond. King Alaric was my rider. He was bound to me as I am to you. And I failed him…
Because of your mate bond with Phantom.
Yes, he ground out. I was so distracted by her, driven to the point of insanity because of the damned dragon bond, that I let my guard down for only an instant. And that was all it took for him to make his move.
“Who?”
Mordrin.
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Chapter Forty-Eight
R eign
From the upper terrace of the manor, Aidan and I stood shoulder to shoulder, gazes intent on Aelia and Solanthus in the courtyard below. It was difficult only being able to hear one side of the conversation. Every once in a while, Aelia would reply aloud, the burst of emotion giving us a hint of their mental discussion.
Since Aelia managed to tear the truth out of her guardian’s mind, the male had been oddly quiet. I was overcome with the most overwhelming urge to steal into his mind myself and discover the truth which Aelia had yet to share. The only thing I’d gleaned from Aidan all those months ago was that her parents were of Light and Shadow, but clearly there was so much more. So, I attempted to be patient, waiting for her to share the story when she was ready. I couldn’t imagine the hefty weight of the knowledge Aidan had borne all these years. In some respects, he must have been relieved for her to finally know.
“What do you suppose they’re talking about?” I murmured without averting my gaze from Aelia.
“I imagine Solanthus is filling in the blanks my memories couldn’t provide.”
Curiosity piqued my interest, and my head swung toward the male. “Such as?”
A tendon in his jaw strained, a crimson hue blossoming across his cheeks, then a vein across his forehead feathered. He was trying to find a way around the blood vow. I easily recognized the signs, having done the same countless times. Ever since I discovered Aelia was the child of the prophecy.
“Solanthus and Phantom played a role in Aelia’s past,” Aidan finally blurted.
“Her past?” My brow arched as I opened up the mental passageways that connected me to my skyrider.
Aidan nodded. “I believe Noxus guided Phantom to you so that somehow she could lead you to Aelia.”
My mind whirred with the possibilities, of some way of entangling his obscure remark. Phantom fought in the Two Hundred Years’ War, that much I knew, but to whom did she belong?
Phantom, you’ve been withholding essential information all these years?
A long moment of silence pervaded. I barely noticed the shuffle of Aidan’s footfalls as he disappeared back into the manor, presumably to grant me the privacy to speak with my skyrider.
It was not my secret to share. Phantom’s response trickled through gruffly. We are bound by dragon law, Reign, rules set in place by the gods millennia ago. There are ramifications that would ripple across Fae-kind if we shared everything we learned from past reincarnations. As such, we are sworn to keep matters of the past in the past. Now, if that information were to become common knowledge, only then are we free to discuss it.
Gods, it suddenly struck me how little we all knew about dragon kind.
What common past did you share with Aelia?
It was not with your cuoré, but rather her mother, Sable of Inferna.
My breaths came fast and uneven, as if I’d hiked up the entirety of the Alucian Mountain Range. You flew for the Night Court during the war?
I had no choice. When I became bound to Aelia’s mother, she was a slave of your father’s court. She’d been taken as a prisoner of war. I had no idea she was a Night Court princess until after we’d been bonded. Neither did he…
He who?
Aelia’s father, King Alaric of the Court of Ethereal Light.
Oh, Noxus… it couldn’t be. And yet it made complete sense. The scope of Aelia’s abilities, the powerful rais used to bind the spell. I wouldn’t be surprised if Sable’s Shadow-half was of a royal lineage as well. It explained so much. A twist of fear wrenched my gut, snapping my spine straight. Oh, gods, Aelia and I weren’t related somehow, were we?
A light chuckle sprinkled through my thoughts. I don’t believe so, Reign, though I am not privy to the intricacies of your bloodline. The gods may be cruel at times, but I do believe tethering relatives with a cuorem bond would be beyond even their scope of brutality.
I scoffed. I didn’t think there was much beyond the gods’ capacity for inflicting pain. Returning my thoughts to Aelia, however, I glanced across the courtyard to where she stood in front of her enormous dragon. How had she taken the news so well? Realms, that meant King Elian was her uncle. Did the royal have any idea?
There’s one more thing, Reign. Solanthus recently discovered the truth and is revealing it to Aelia as we speak. I worry he will not be able to temper his rage during their next encounter. It will fall upon you to protect your brother from Solanthus’s wrath.
My brother?
Her voice lowered, the deep rumble growing more faint. During the battle of Hell’s Peak, the one that arguably began the end of the war, it was Mordrin who dealt Solanthus the final, fatal blow.
I drew in a sharp breath as the pieces of the puzzle finally fit together. The simmering hatred between the three dragons was crystal clear now. Phantom had attacked Solanthus during the heat of battle, then Mordrin had seized the opportunity to kill him…
A wave of pain bowled over me, the intensity stealing all the air from my lungs. I struggled against the weight of it, my hands curling around the stone balustrade for purchase. It was my fault. Phantom’s words were nothing more than a strained whisper. Sable was injured, and I’d called for Solanthus’s help through our bond. Even after I’d attacked him, he came. His wing was badly torn, and King Alaric was in no better shape, but both males were bound to us by fate, by damned mystical bonds created by the gods. While Solanthus was distracted, Mordrin lunged for me. Another surge of pain rushed our bond, and only my steadying grip on the stone balustrade kept me upright. He took the hit meant for me at the last moment, and it cost not only his life, but that of King Alaric only a few weeks later. The bond that had been forged between dragon and rider had been so strong that once broken, I believe it eventually felled the king.
I thought it was an injury during battle that led to Alaric’s demise? That was how the history books told the tale. Countless stories regaled his brother, Elian, for his valiant attempts at saving the king.
Solanthus believes otherwise. And that’s all that matters.
My thoughts churned, attempting to piece together all this new information. Wait, who was Mordrin’s rider in the war?
Your father, King Tenebris.
Icy tendrils shot up my spine as Phantom’s words echoed through my skull, the clang reverberating like the clash of swords. Of course it was my father. And after Mordrin died in the war, he was reborn to the Shadow heir.
And what of Sable? How did she perish?
According to the ancient Fae myths, the cuorem bond is even more powerful than that of a dragon and its rider.
So, she died because of Alaric?
That is what the books of legend suggest. According to folklore, the bodies of the ill-fated lovers were ferried to the afterlife by Noxus and Raysa themselves. If you recall, according to official manuscripts, the king never married and had no heirs. No mention was ever made of a child.
Of course not. They had to keep Aelia a secret because of the prophecy…
As I mulled over all that I’d learned, a sudden sharp pang speared my chest, the strands of the cuorem throbbing furiously. Pressing my hand to my heart, my gaze jumped to Aelia across the courtyard.
Had Solanthus finished recounting the heart wrenching tale of her parents?
With her dragon gone, my feet compelled me forward, no longer willing to wait for her summons. Shadows curled around my shoulders and my wings emerged, propelling me up and over the terrace’s stone barrier. I descended swiftly, sweeping across the courtyard and landing at Aelia’s side. That ache that churned just beneath my ribcage was mirrored in her gaze as she stared up at her dragon.
“Are you all right?” I closed my hand around her shoulder, squeezing gently.
Her eyes pivoted to mine, swollen and tear stained. “I’m not sure I’ll ever be all right again.”
I reached for her face, framing her rosy cheeks with my hands. “Of course you will, starlight. Knowledge is power, and now that you wield it in your arsenal, you will truly be unstoppable.”
“I don’t feel unstoppable. I feel adrift in a sea of shadows with no shore in sight.” Her voice wavered, barely more than a whisper, but the anguish in it struck like a blade to my chest.
I brushed my thumbs over her damp cheeks, tilting her face toward mine. “Then let me be your anchor.”
Her breath hitched. “Reign…”
“I mean it, Aelia. No matter how lost you feel, no matter how dark the waters get, I will always find you. I will bring you back.” My forehead rested against hers, my shadows coiling protectively around us both. “You are not alone in this. You never will be.”
She exhaled a shaky breath, and for a fleeting moment, the storm in her silver-blue eyes calmed. But I could still feel the weight pressing down on her, the war waging inside her soul.
“Then don’t let go,” she murmured, clutching my wrists, holding them fast against her face.
“Never.”
The air prickled between us, our gazes locked until everything else faded. I leaned in, barely an inch at a time to give her plenty of time to deny me. She’d initiated the kiss last night in a moment of turmoil, and again we found ourselves in an equally emotionally charged state. I shouldn’t take advantage of her… When her breath skated across my lips and only a heartbeat remained between us, I brushed my mouth over hers, tentatively.
A terrified part of me fully expected her to pull away, but when she didn’t, hope greater than any I’d felt thus far flared brighter than Raysa’s blessed sun. I grew bolder, parting her lips with my tongue and tangling it with hers. The kiss started as a vow, soft, steady, unyielding, a promise of my commitment to her. But with every sweep of my tongue, it grew more demanding, morphing into a smoldering inferno.
The cuorem bond pulsed frantically, desperate to bind, to tether us for life. I was more than willing to give into its demands. But would Aelia? I hadn’t dared bringing it up with all the chaos since her return. Instead, I closed my eyes, allowing myself to revel in her touch, in this moment of pure bliss, entangled with the female I loved. Tomorrow, I’d resolve the rest.
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Chapter Forty-Nine
R eign
Streaks of moonlight drifted through the curtains of the open window, illuminating the chamber in a pale blue glow. Morning already. After years spent in Light lands, not waking to the radiant sunlight was still odd. I drew in a tentative breath, afraid to jostle Aelia’s head which still rested on my bare chest. Her eyelids were closed, dark lashes fanned across porcelain skin. My heart stuttered at the mere sight of her. Three days of waking with Aelia in my arms, and I was certain I could never go back to sleeping alone again.
She claimed my presence was the only thing that kept the nightmares at bay, and I was more than happy to oblige her—especially since Gideon still hadn’t been able to confirm if those particular battles had occurred and Ruhl had yet to speak to our Father as he’d cancelled their meeting without explanation.
So, I would continue spending every evening with her in my arms in whatever capacity she willed. Even if restraining the ravenous urges of the cuorem bond would be the death of me. As it was, I’d been waging a constant war with myself, with the unquenchable desire to claim her as mine. Despite vowing to take my time and go slowly with her, I wasn’t certain how much longer I could hold out.
And it wasn’t only me.
I could feel the desire pulsing through our strengthening bond, though she still hadn’t confessed those three words I never thought I’d be so desperate to hear again. Realms, when had I become this lovesick puddle of a male? Aelia consumed my every waking thought, had become my reason to live, to breathe, to fight. Returning her lost memories and protecting her from Helroth were my driving force. I hadn’t given more than a moment’s thought about the threat of the prophecy to the realm, or to the looming war other than how it would affect her, us.
Thank the gods I was never destined to be King of the Shadow Court. Ruhl was much more suited for the role. I would’ve made a terrible ruler when thoughts of my cuoré came before the welfare of the kingdom.
Aelia stirred beside me, a soft sigh pursing her lips. Waves of dark hair cascaded across her bare shoulder, a strand of golden blonde strewn across her forehead. Gently, I swept it aside, pinning it behind her ear. I still couldn’t help but marvel at the pointed tip. It was so strange to see her as fully Fae. Not only Fae, but Light, Shadow and Night Fae at that. She was the first of her kind, that was for certain.
In the quiet of night, she’d recounted all the details of the memories she’d snatched from Aidan and the extra details Solanthus had provided. I, too, shared Phantom’s story and all the facts matched up perfectly.
I still couldn’t believe the skyriders her parents had bonded had been gifted to us by the gods. Did it have something to do with the cuorem bond? It seemed quite a coincidence that the gods had bestowed the same dragon duo to another pair of cuoré so soon after the first.
Aelia’s lids slowly opened, her arm stretching out and fingers easily finding their way to my chest. Her palm flattened against my heart, and the eager thing nearly punched its way straight through my ribcage at the touch. She lifted a sleepy gaze up to meet mine. “Good morning, professor.”
A grin twitched at my lips. “You haven’t called me that in a while.”
Her finger drew lazy circles across the banished mark, her lips puckering with each pass.
“Did you remember more?”
Aelia nodded. “I remember you telling me about this mark, about how Tenebris ruthlessly engraved it into your chest as part of the ruse that enabled your mission to destroy the child of twilight.”
A whisper of unease settled low in my gut, dispelling the quiet calm of the morning. I’d feared that knowing Tenebris had wielded Mordrin as the weapon to cause her father’s death would drive another wedge between us, but she’d surprised me by taking it all in stride. I supposed after everything she’d learned in the past few weeks, there wasn’t much more that would shock her.
“I remember bits and pieces of our time at the Conservatory, and our trip to Mysthallia...” She rolled on top of me, eyes darkening, and the sudden quickening of her pulse vibrated through my bare skin.
Her lips hovered only a hairsbreadth from my own, and every muscle in my body tensed in anticipation. We had yet to do anything more than kiss. I feared I wouldn’t be able to control myself if we went any further. She swept her mouth against mine, closing the space between us, unaware of the battle waging inside.
Kissing in bed was dangerous. Especially with both of us only partially clothed. As she deepened the kiss, the linen restraints of my undershorts grew terribly uncomfortable. My hands closed around her hips in a feeble attempt to keep her body from stoking the ever-building flames.
“Princess…” I growled. “My gentleFae restraint has nearly reached its bounds, and if you continue to wriggle against me like that, I will lose my mind.”
A pleased giggle escaped her lips as she regarded me with a devious smile. “What if I want you to stop fighting it?”
A deep, throaty growl vibrated the air between us. “You don’t know what you’re asking of me, Aelia.”
She sat up straighter, straddling me and increasing the devastating pressure building below my navel.
“Oh, for Fae’s sake, Aelia,” I groaned as she rubbed against me.
Her eyes pierced mine, the silvery-blue smoldering. “What if I said I know exactly what I’m asking.”
“I don’t know that you do… Do you remember how the cuorem bond works?”
She nodded slowly, a flicker of heat brushing her cheeks and setting them aflame.
Wait a moment, was she implying what I think? Was she asking me to…?
Her lips claimed mine before I mustered the nerve to ask the question I wasn’t certain I wanted the answer to. Because if I asked her if she was ready to complete the bond and she said no, I wasn’t certain I could handle the rejection again. And if she said yes, I knew I wouldn’t be selfless enough to keep from claiming what was mine. Despite knowing full well that sealing the bond right now would be taking advantage of her mentally volatile state.
As her kisses became more ravenous, her hand slipped between us, cupping my arousal. Scorching fire kindled through my veins, narrowing my scope of vision to the onslaught of sensations coursing between us. The cuorem bond hammered across my ears like a relentless drum. All thoughts of selflessness vanished.
Fuck it.
I never claimed to be a good male. In fact, I was fairly certain I warned Aelia away from me long ago. My hips lifted to meet her touch, shamelessly grinding against her palm. If this was what she wanted who was I to deny her?
Her lips released mine, skimming the stubble along my jaw before her tongue snuck out, drawing a scorching trail toward my ear. She ran it along the sensitive shell, and her name spilled out on a moan. “Oh, Noxus, Aelia…”
“Do you like that?”
“Yes,” I groaned. We’d never gotten the chance to explore the sensual pointed tip of a Fae’s ear. And I wagered she had no idea of its effects on a male. A few more sweeps of that tongue across my flesh and I’d explode. She licked and nibbled, teasing the pointy tip as her hand continued to rub me. “Slow down, starlight,” I rasped. “You have no idea what you’re doing to me.”
Her eyes were bright, pupils blown out. “I think I do.” She smiled, that rosy hue tingeing her cheeks as she glanced between our bodies, the radiant sight of her setting my heart ablaze. “I want you, Reign.”
“…Want?” The word frosted the heat coating my veins.
Her head bobbed up and down as she sucked her bottom lip between her teeth.
“But you don’t love me?” My hand curled around her wrist, snatching it away from my hard length. I guided her off my lap, gently depositing her on the mattress beside me, despite the sudden irritation spurring me to be anything but gentle.
Her smile fell. “What’s wrong?”
I sat up, icy disappointment swirling through every inch of me. How could I have been so stupid? Clearly, Helroth’s hold on her still remained. Was she still in love with Ruhl? Then what did she feel for me? Only lust instigated by the relentless cuorem bond?
“Reign?” Her eyes met mine, confusion, and maybe a little hurt, flickering across her face.
“Do you love me?” I blurted. Curses, who’d taken possession of my tongue?
“I—I…” She wavered for an endless moment, every passing second more excruciating than the last.
“I believe I have my answer.” I leapt off the bed, pure agony tearing at my insides.
“Reign, wait!” Aelia shot up after me, her hand curling around my biceps, halting me midstride. Not just halting me but spinning me toward her in a whirlwind. Noxus, when had she gotten so strong?
The pungent odor of zar filled the chamber, as if it dripped from her pores. Her aura darkened, the typical golden flare eclipsed by something murkier. Thunder clapped across the sky, and the pitter-patter of rain echoed through the open window.
“Please, Reign.” She lifted to her tiptoes, cradling my face in her soft palms. “I’m so sorry. Everything is still a mess in my head, and I feel like I can’t even trust myself anymore.” She pressed a kiss to my lips, and I was so completely powerless to her touch that I let her.
There was nothing I wanted more than to give in, to sink into her familiar feel. But could I do that and live with myself knowing she was still unsure of her feelings for me?
“Then trust in me,” I whispered, the agony consuming me echoing in every word.
“I do.” Her arms encircled my neck, drawing our bodies flush once again. “This has nothing to do with my trust in you, but everything to do with my inability to trust myself. But you’re right, I shouldn’t have pushed. I was only hoping that maybe if we did that, it would help reclaim my lost memories.”
A slow grin spread across my lips, despite the lingering disappointment. The fire that had burned out a moment ago quickly rekindling as she pressed her body to mine. “Oh, princess,” I rasped, my voice rough with desire, “there are so many other things we can do to help trigger those memories.”
Aelia’s fingers laced through mine, and she gently tugged me back toward the bed. Before the backs of her legs hit the mattress, a deafening roar split the night sky. From the corner of my eye, through the open window, I could just make out a slate dragon soaring over the white capped sea before a flash of gold streaked by.
Curses, Mordrin!
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Chapter Fifty
A elia
“No!” The scream tore from my lips as I raced to the window and caught a glimpse of Sol streaking through the darkness, seemingly out of nowhere. Red-hot fury surged through our bond, the frenzied sensation swelling in my chest. Reign was at my side an instant later, gaze sweeping toward the approaching dragon. Lightning struck across the midnight sky, illuminating their monstrous forms. Sol, no! I screeched through our mental link, but I hit a wall of impenetrable black.
“What is he doing?” I shouted.
“Getting his revenge.” Reign’s resigned gaze remained locked on his quickly approaching brother.
Sol’s golden wings cut through the thick air, his powerful muscles coiling in preparation to strike. Across the open sky, Mordrin roared, his slate-gray scales glinting like tempered steel beneath the flashes of lightning fracturing the heavens. His massive tail lashed, slicing through the wind with enough force to rattle the trees below.
“Stand down, Mordrin!” Ruhl's shout carried across the distance, raw and desperate. Tracing my glowing finger in the air, the celestial glyph flickered to life, amplifying my vision and hearing. I could see the strain in Ruhl’s grip, the way his body rocked against the dragon's erratic flight. But Mordrin refused to obey.
Fear struck my chest, a slice so quick I gasped from the impact. No. No. No. Sol’s quest for vengeance would get Ruhl killed. And cuoré or not, I didn’t want him dead.
Sol snarled and snapped his wings tight to his back, rocketing toward the Shadow Fae’s beast like a bolt of molten gold.
"Sol, no!" I shouted again, but the words were torn away by the wind. Gods, if Ruhl died I’d… A flurry of wild emotions struck my chest, a twist of mine and my skyrider’s. Whether it was the false memories Helroth had planted or something else, I was certain of one thing, if Ruhl died, I would never forgive myself.
Reign’s face flashed across my vision next, the idea of losing him taking a firm hold. All the air fled my lungs, and I was left gasping for oxygen.
The dragons collided with a thunderous crash, tearing my attention to the sky once more. Mordrin's talons raked across Sol’s hide, scales cracking beneath the pressure. Sol retaliated, his jaws clamping onto Mordrin’s shoulder, fangs piercing deep. The gray dragon let out an ear-splitting screech, writhing midair in an attempt to break free, but Sol refused to let go.
Ruhl struggled to control his dragon, digging his heels into Mordrin’s thick neck and shouting curses. “Stop! Damn you, stop!”
Mordrin twisted, his sheer force throwing Ruhl sideways. For a terrifying second, I thought he would plummet from the sky, but somehow, he managed to keep hold.
“Reign, we have to do something! Sol is blocking our bond; he won’t let me in. He’s going to kill Mordrin, and Ruhl in the process.”
Another crack of thunder sounded as Sol released his grip and raked his claws across Mordrin’s side, sending dark blood cascading in a mist through the air. Mordrin roared and lashed out with his spiked tail, the impact catching Sol’s wing and throwing him off balance. My dragon reeled, wings snapping open to catch himself before he spiraled out of control.
The sky burned with fury, and I could do nothing but watch.
Mordrin dove, aiming straight for Sol’s exposed underside. My stomach clenched. “Reign!” My voice trembled, but he was already moving.
A shadow shot across the room—Reign, a dark blur against the walls as he leapt for the window already fully dressed, his shadows whipping around him, stretched across his shoulders.
“Wait! You have to take me with you.” I raced across the room, pulling my leathers on over my nightgown and stepped into my boots.
“It’s too dangerous.”
“He’s my dragon, my responsibility.”
Reign’s dark brows twisted, a tendon in his jaw feathering. “And Ruhl’s your what?”
“Raysa! What does that matter right now? We just have to save him!”
His mouth hardened into a tight line, and his head dipped. “Yes, of course, you’re right.” He held out his arms and I leapt into them, curling my arms around the back of his neck.
Reign’s shadow wings extended, his powerful thighs thrusting us out the window and into the wild night. Rain pelted my face, the pungent scent of smoke and ash filling the air.
The dragons were locked in battle, shrieks and growls renting the rain-laden air. I could just make out Ruhl’s form pressed against Mordrin’s back.
“Sol won’t stop,” I gasped, my heart slamming against my ribs as we drew closer. “And Ruhl can’t control Mordrin. We have to get closer.”
Reign’s shadows flickered in the wind, his jaw clenched tight. I could feel his fear for me surging through the cuorem, icy and insistent.
“Get us closer to Sol.”
Reign’s entire body tensed, muscles taut as a bowstring, but he didn’t fight me. Shockingly. His shadow wings pumped harder, instead, struggling to keep up with the enormous dragons.
Just ahead, Sol unleashed a brilliant column of white-hot flame, the light so intense it cast flickering shadows across the rocky clearing below. Mordrin veered sharply, but not before the fire scorched the edge of his wing, sending up another agonized shriek.
Then Sol lunged.
The force of impact cracked through my bones as their massive forms crashed against one another, tumbling toward the earth below. His fangs clamped down on Mordrin’s throat, driving both dragons into a brutal downward spiral.
“Sol, no!” I screamed, for what seemed like the hundredth time, my nails digging into the back of Reign’s shirt as I watched in horror. We weren’t going to make it in time. “Please, don’t!”
Mordrin thrashed wildly, his tail coiling, his limbs weakening. His powerful gray body bucked beneath Sol’s grasp, but the golden beast held firm, keeping them hovering in mid-air.
“Ruhl!” I screamed, a rush of images streaking across my mind. That familiar quirk of his lips, the way he held me in bed, his lips on mine. Real or not real?
Ruhl’s cry rang out through the night, raw with desperation. “Mordrin, yield! Gods, yield!”
“Why doesn’t he shadowtravel off his dragon?” I cried out against the wind.
“It’s not our way. You never abandon your skyrider. Would you leave Sol?”
Of course not.
But that wasn’t what I wanted to hear right then…
Reign’s wings snapped against his body, hurling us after the plummeting dragons in a steep dive. But we would never reach Ruhl in time, and the realization hit me hard. They would crash into the ground, and Ruhl would be crushed between the brawling giants. “Change of plans,” I shouted into Reign’s ear over the rushing wind. “Then it’s up to us to get your brother off Mordrin now.”
“I’m trying, princess.”
“We have to shadowtravel. Onto Mordrin’s back.”
“Have you lost your sun-loving mind?”
I gritted my teeth, throwing him my steeliest glare. “It’s the only way to save him.”
“And if Solanthus can’t control himself? If he’s given into the bloodlust, the craze of battle, it could be too late. He could kill us all.”
“He won’t hurt me. I’m certain, Reign. Now, please, we’re running out of time.”
With a growl, Reign’s shadows wrapped tighter around us, and in an instant, we plummeted into inky darkness. In a heartbeat, the shrieks and roars all fell away, giving way to nothing but black. Then, what felt like an instant later, everything sped up again, the sights, the sounds of battling beasts, crashed into me as we emerged from the shadows.
My feet hit shaky ground as we landed. No, not ground, Mordrin’s scaled flesh. Reign and I teetered along Mordrin’s spine, his hands clasped around my hips, guiding me across the dragon’s slanting back. Sol’s jaw was still clenched around Mordrin’s throat, blood spurting from the wound.
Ruhl stood between Mordrin’s wing bones, oblivious to our arrival, his arms thrown out for balance as he attempted to dislodge Sol’s teeth from his skyrider’s neck with his boot.
“Solanthus!” I bellowed, the force of my words ricocheting over the chaos. “Solanthus, the Sun Chaser, release Mordrin immediately.” Power surged through my veins as I opened the door of that little cottage, and the trio of energies flooded my voice.
Ruhl glanced my way, eyes wide with shock, before pivoting his focus back to his dragon. For a terrible moment, I feared it was too late. That Sol wouldn’t stop. That his uncontrollable fury would drown out all reason.
I summoned more power, allowing it to bleed through every inch of me. “Solanthus, I command you to release him now.” Thunder boomed across the sky, a crackle of lightning illuminating the mid-air battle.
Sol’s smoldering golden eyes lifted to meet mine without releasing his enemy.
But he deserves to die for what he did…
I don’t disagree with you on that, but Ruhl does not.
He huffed, his chest heaving with ragged breaths. Fine, as you wish, little Kin. Slowly, his golden jaws parted, releasing Mordrin’s throat, then his talons loosened their hold on his wings. With a guttural, defeated growl, Mordrin hovered in the air, his torn wings sagging.
I whirled around, eyes meeting Ruhl’s. “Can he get us to the ground?”
Ruhl’s expression blanked for an instant before he nodded. “He’s lost a lot of blood, but he should survive.”
The gray dragon angled his wings toward the earth, bowing his head in submission.
Reign exhaled sharply beside me, his grip still firm at my waist. “I’ll get us to the ground.”
Tugging me into his arms before I could argue, his wings extended and he leapt off the dragon’s back. We followed the big beasts toward the clearing in front of the manor. I could just make out Aidan’s form perched in the doorway with Kaelith beside him. The rumble of battle must have woken them. Turning my gaze to Ruhl as we descended, his face blurred, replaced by Reign’s, and the strangling fear of losing him returned. I blinked quickly, chasing away the image. Not Reign. It’s Ruhl.
As soon as Reign’s boots hit the ground, I jumped from his arms and raced toward Mordrin. Deep bloody gouges raced along the gray dragon’s scales, from his underbelly, across his wings, the deadliest being at his neck. Gods, Sol had nearly torn his head clean off.
Ruhl leapt off Mordrin’s back, his chest heaving, but with not a scratch on him from what I could tell.
I erased the distance between us and yanked him into my arms. “Thank the goddess you’re all right,” I whispered against his ear. My nostrils flared at the sharp odor of blood and smoke clinging to his clothes.
He shuddered beneath my touch as I squeezed. “If I knew all I had to do was nearly die to get your attention, I would have attempted it long ago.” A lopsided grin flashed across his face as I pulled back, holding him out to arm’s length to confirm he was whole.
Once I was certain he was unharmed, I pulled my arm back and landed a firm punch to his shoulder. “Don’t even joke about that.”
Reign appeared beside me a moment later, his shadows receding into his tense form. “I’m glad to see you’re alive.”
“Yes, well, I appreciate the save, brother.”
“I can’t take the credit; it was all Aelia.” He ticked his head at me, a frigid mask descending over his handsome features.
Oh, realms. As if what happened in my bedchamber wasn’t bad enough, now he was surely questioning my feelings even more so.
“Why didn’t you abandon your damned mount?” Reign snapped at his brother.
“You know I couldn’t,” he replied casually before swinging his head over his shoulder, eyeing the wounded dragon. “Besides, I was fairly certain I was the only thing standing between Mordrin and certain death.”
“You’re not wrong,” I responded. If Ruhl hadn’t been aboard his dragon when Sol attacked, I doubted I would have even attempted to stop him after hearing the story of their past. Glancing across the rocky landscape, I caught sight of Sol perched on the cliff, gaze intent on the sea. Or perhaps it was on the dark form flying closer. Phantom.
“Someone arrived conveniently late,” I muttered. Though I wasn’t sure she would have been a help or more of a hindrance.
“I called for her the moment it started,” Reign answered, “but she was hunting in the north.” His shoulders slowly lifted before falling in defeat.
“Now, can someone kindly explain why Solanthus attacked my skyrider unprovoked?” Ruhl’s questioning gaze bounced between us.
It was time to fill in Ruhl on all that we’d learned in the past few days.
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Chapter Fifty-One
R eign
Aelia’s radiant healing light warmed the salty air whipping over the cliff. After explaining to Ruhl all that Aidan and the dragons had revealed, she’d spent the past hour bent over Mordrin pouring rais across the enormous beast. Solanthus hadn’t been pleased, but Aelia’s ministrations had little to do with concern over the dragon but rather his rider. The blood had stopped flowing so freely, and the worst gashes across his silvery scales were beginning to mend. The sheer magnitude of Aelia’s power was impressive. Ruhl stood behind her, the arm wrapped across her shoulders keeping her steady.
It took all my restraint to allow it, but my brother’s actions had proven surprisingly noble in the past few weeks, and I supposed I owed him the same courtesy.
Aelia’s shoulders sagged, her entire body weakened by the intense expenditure of energy. Healing a dragon was no easy feat, especially not one with such extensive wounds. Despite my warnings that she’d overexert herself, she refused to give up until Mordrin was stable.
Not that I wanted Ruhl to remain here any longer than possible, but I also didn’t want to see Aelia pushed to her limit. My brother canted his head over his shoulder to where I stood a few yards back. It was my best effort at giving them a hint of privacy.
As much as I hated the idea of Aelia spending time with Ruhl, perhaps she could find some closure in it. I still didn’t understand the extent of Helroth’s false memories in her mind. For a few days there, I was certain she was finding her way back to me, but after today, I wasn’t so sure. The pain in her eyes at the idea of losing my brother had been palpable.
She clearly still felt something for him.
The faint flapping of wings turned my head across the horizon toward Light territory. From this distance, I could just make out our dragons’ forms. Solanthus had left with Phantom, his former mate urging him into a leisurely flight to cool his temper. I couldn’t blame Aelia’s dragon really. If the roles had been reversed and someone had killed me in a previous life, I would’ve been eager for revenge as well.
A gasp jerked my attention from the sky to Aelia hunched over Mordrin. Ruhl’s arm wrapped tight around her waist now, the only thing keeping her from buckling over.
“That’s it,” I hissed and stalked toward the pair. Lifting Aelia up, I dragged her to my side. It was like standing too close to the sun, heat emanated off her in waves. “No more. You need to rest.”
Dark smudges darkened the fine skin beneath her eyes and her flesh was much too warm. “I just need to finish⁠—”
“No,” I growled. “You’re done.”
“I’ve been trying to tell her,” Ruhl cut in.
“Well, you failed, clearly. You never should have let her push herself like this. Can’t you see how drained she is?”
Ruhl glared up at me, his fists clenching at his sides and coils of shadows leeching from his form. “Perhaps you’ve forgotten how stubborn your cuoré is?”
“I haven’t forgotten anything,” I snapped. “I remember every tiny, seemingly insignificant detail about her.”
Aelia’s gaze cast down to the ground, her body finally leaning into me.
Her exhaustion seeped through our bond, heavy and overpowering. “That’s enough, I’m taking you to bed, princess.” I bent down and scooped her into my arms. Her head immediately dropped against my chest.
Ruhl opened his mouth, undoubtedly, to make a snarky comment, but I silenced him with a glare. I was in no mood to deal with my brother right now. Marching past him, I headed toward the stone staircase that led up to the manor. The heat of her body leeched into my own as I traversed the steps. Gods, she was burning up. My shadows whirled around her body, cooling her heated skin before my wings unfurled, flying us up the cliff, avoiding the multiple sets of stairs leading to the manor.
Aidan met us at the entryway, his light brows furrowed in concern. “Is she alright?”
“Just burnt out from using too much rais trying to heal that damned dragon,” I muttered as I shot past him.
Seconds later, we were back in her bedroom. Striding past the bed, I brought her straight into the bathing chamber. I held her with one arm as I bent to fill the basin with cool water. Her unfocused gaze lifted to mine, and the hint of a smile tipped up her lips.
“You’ve always taken such good care of me, Reign. Even when I was just your acquisition.”
“You were never just my anything.” I pressed a quick kiss to her forehead, my lips scalding from the faint contact, and I silently urged the tub to fill faster. “But I am glad you remembered that.”
As the basin filled, I propped her on the stone vanity and dropped to my knees to remove her boots. Memories surged across my mind to the last time I’d found myself in a similar position, undressing her when she was unable to do it herself. The healing pond.
A swirl of heat that had nothing to do with the energy radiating from her body kindled low in my belly. Images of her bare skin pressed against mine as I held her in the murky water blazed to the forefront of my mind. Shaking my head of the heated memories, I focused on the task at hand. Removing her clothes while pretending to be unaffected by each yard of perfect, porcelain skin I exposed.
Aelia’s breath hitched when my fingers latched onto the laces of her breeches. She squirmed as I pulled the suede down her thighs. Kneeling between her legs, my nostrils flared at her familiar, tantalizing scent, and my pants grew tighter than was comfortable. Curses, this female would be my ruin.
“Almost done, princess,” I whispered, the husky edge to my tone growing more pronounced with each layer of clothing I peeled off.
She lifted her arms as I stood, a mischievous smile stretched across her face.
“You can’t take off your own nightshirt?” I countered.
“No,” she whined. “My arms feel like dead weight.”
I smirked and moved closer, wrapping my fingers around the hem of her nightgown, then tugging it over her head. Towering over her in nothing but her scant underclothes, that burgeoning heat threatened to overpower me.
As if she could sense my desire, Aelia’s head tipped back, eyes latching onto mine. Her hands found their way beneath my tunic to my bare chest, palm pressing against my hammering heart. “I realized something today,” she whispered, her lips mere seconds from my own.
A trickle of apprehension raced through me. “What’s that?”
“I’m starting to learn how to decipher between real memories and those planted by the Night King.”
Excitement blazed through the dark recesses of my heart. “How?”
“The false ones have a certain shiny quality about them. They’re a little too bright, too perfect.” She paused and drew her bottom lip between her teeth before finally releasing it and continuing. “A moment ago, when you were taking off my boots, I remembered something. And it felt real.”
“What was it?” I barely breathed as I forced out the question.
“The time at the pond by Arcanum. When you saved my life…”
Gods, what were the chances we’d both been thinking about the same moment in time?
“That was real, right?”
I nodded slowly.
“Some of the details are fuzzy, but I remember how I felt in your arms. Like I was safe. Safer than I’d ever been.” Her hand lifted to my face, her soft thumb sweeping across my cheek. “I also realized something earlier today, in the chaos of the warring dragons.”
“Go on…”
“For a moment, I considered the very real possibility of losing Ruhl forever.” She paused, and my heart sank.
Noxus, she was going to tell me she still loved him. Steeling my jaw, awaiting the fatal blow, I kept my gaze fixed to hers, refusing to lower it as she delivered my fate.
“It hurt. A lot. I care about Ruhl in a way I can’t quite explain. I’m not certain if it’s the false memories, or the real ones we shared, or simply the fact that he’s your brother.” She paused, worrying her lip between her teeth again. “But when I considered the roles reversed, and for a split second, imagined it was you on Mordrin instead of Ruhl, the pain was suffocating. The idea of losing you was so agonizing I couldn’t draw in a steadying breath. My entire body recoiled at the thought, a visceral, unbearable ache blooming in my chest. I would have razed the skies, torn through the very fabric of existence itself to reach you. Just to save you. The thought of a world without you in it is a future I could never bear.”
Now, I was the one suffocating, the one gasping in the wake of her confession. Shadows coiled around my arms, restless and frantic, feeding off the raw emotion pouring from my Aelia. “Gods, you have no idea how long I’ve yearned for you to say that.” It wasn’t the declaration of love I’d been eagerly awaiting to hear, but it was a start. And right now, I would take it. I preferred a tiny sliver of Aelia than none at all. I captured her mouth, reveling in her familiar taste, but the elevated heat of her skin reminded me of the cool bath I’d drawn.
She groaned her disapproval as I pulled away, wrenching my lips free of hers only to drag my own tunic over my head. The growing heat in the bathing chamber had grown insufferable.
“Perhaps, we should continue this in the bath before your rais sets me ablaze.”
A devious smile flashed across her perfect mouth as sparkling irises danced over my bare chest. “I thought I already did that anyway.”
A deep chuckle squeezed through my lips. “Oh, princess, you have no idea.”
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Chapter Fifty-Two
A elia
Reign averted his smoldering gaze as I stepped into the ceramic basin, adorned with ornate silver trappings. I dipped my foot in, then glanced over my bare shoulder finding myself wanting him to look. Perhaps, after all this time, I’d finally begun to shed my delicate mortal sensibilities.
Or, maybe, the stirrings in my chest that had kindled over the past few nights spent sleeping in Reign’s arms had emboldened me, reminding me what it felt like to be loved by the powerful Shadow Fae, and how it felt to love him in return.
I’d faltered earlier this morning when he’d asked, my nerves getting the best of me. After the time spent in Helroth’s clutches, I’d forgotten how to trust myself, trust my instincts… trust my own heart. But after the chaos of today, I’d come to a realization: I was falling in love with Reign all over again.
There was a brief instant when I’d watched Ruhl atop Mordrin plummeting to the earth, that I was certain it was Reign instead. I’d blinked and the brothers had switched positions. It had lasted for only an instant, a side effect of Helroth’s cursed illusions, perhaps. When the image righted itself, though, and Reign was still beside me, the flood of relief I’d felt was like being dragged from the depths of the Shadowmere Sea, gasping for breath just as my lungs were about to give out. The crushing weight of despair lifted, leaving me weak, trembling, and desperate to touch him, to confirm he was real.
That he was still mine.
And now I desperately needed the physical confirmation.
Fully immersed beneath the tepid waters, I leaned my head back against the ledge and allowed my gaze to leisurely rake over the beautifully savage male. Tracing the sharp lines of his bare back, I drew in a breath as I took in every muscle honed to lethal perfection.
As if he’d felt my roving gaze, he canted his head over his shoulder and smoldering midnight orbs met mine. “You’re going to have to control your wandering thoughts, princess, or I’ll need that cold bath more than you.”
Oh, Raysa, he’d felt me ogling him through the bond. Surely, the rush of desire must have been overwhelming. The heat kindling low in my core flushed my cheeks, and I barely resisted the urge to sink beneath the water to hide. No, I wouldn’t hide from this anymore. Helroth had kept us apart for long enough. I wanted Reign, I loved him. So, I summoned a courage I didn’t know I possessed and lifted my arm out of the tub, beckoning him with an outstretched hand.
“Why don’t you join me?”
His eyes widened, and a tidal wave of lust flooded our bond, only further emboldening me. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one affected by the steamy bath. He remained perfectly still, unnaturally so, for an endless moment.
“Please,” I finally whispered, embarrassment still tingeing my cheeks.
As if that one word shattered his final defenses, a swirl of shadows exploded from his form, the dark tendrils making quick work of his boots, then the laces of his breeches, and within seconds, he stood completely bare before me.
Reign’s body was forged for battle—broad shoulders brimming with power, a chiseled chest sculpted from years of training, and arms thick with muscle, carved by wielding broadswords and shadows alike. His torso tapered into a lean waist, each ridge of his abdomen hard as honed obsidian, a testament to his relentless discipline.
Reign’s strength wasn’t just in bulk but also in his lethal grace—fluid, controlled, like a predator forever coiled to strike. Dark runes traced his forearms, a roadmap of raw power beneath sun-kissed skin, while every shift of his stance sent a ripple through taut muscle, a promise of force barely restrained.
My cuoré was a warrior, a weapon, a Fae god draped in darkness.
And he was stalking toward me with a feral gaze that had nerve endings I didn’t even know existed flaring in anticipation. He leaned over the basin, piercing gaze locked to mine, a bittersweet twist to his lips. “This will be the ultimate test of my self-restraint.”
“I have the utmost confidence in you.” I held out my hand, the slight tremble embarrassing. He didn’t seem to notice, or maybe the strength of his grip chased it away. I scooted forward in the basin, making room for him.
“Noxus, help me,” he whispered as he stepped into the tub and settled in behind me, wrapping his long legs around my hips.
A hiss escaped as his hard planes met my soft ones, and I could feel every inch of him pressed against me. I searched my fragmented thoughts for memories of any other time we’d been this naked together. I doubted I’d forget that—but then again who knew the depths of Helroth’s abilities?
Again, flashes of a dark pond, fear and pain lancing through my skull, each one fleeting yet powerful in the same instant. I blinked and they evaporated, buried in the dark recesses of my muddled mind.
Reign’s arms sank beneath the surface, curling around my waist, and all other thoughts vanished. I leaned into him, his firm chest somehow still the best pillow I’d ever encountered. Despite the cool water, heat thrummed through my veins at his proximity, at the feel of him everywhere. Our skin met in dozens of places, and I could feel each and every one acutely. His chin resting on my shoulder, his inner thighs cradling my behind, his hand drifting across my stomach, just inches above my aching center.
Stars, perhaps Reign wasn’t the only one who would need to practice restraint this evening.
“This feels new,” I blurted, my voice rough with desire. “Have we ever done this before?”
“Enjoyed a bath together?” Reign asked, his lips skimming the sensitive shell of my pointy ear. “No, we have not.”
“Why the realms not?” I squealed, cocking my head over my shoulder.
A deep chuckle vibrated his chest, the warm tremor soaking through my skin and settling into my bones. “Since your memories are still muddled, I will remind you that our relationship was forbidden upon campus grounds. It wasn’t as simple as it seems to indulge in a bath together. Plus, there was the prophecy, the blood vow, the cuorem, Ruhl…” A wry grin curled the corners of his lips as he glanced down at me. “Honestly, I’m surprised we made it this far.”
“It sounds like our relationship has been fraught with quite a few ups and downs.”
“That would be putting it mildly.” He paused, his nose brushing the shell of my ear. “There was the time I held you beneath the waters of the healing pond. Perhaps more memories of the incident are resurfacing?”
“Maybe…” There was something familiar about the feel of the water and his slick body against mine.
“Then again, you’d been poisoned, and I feared you would die in my arms.”
“Realms, that sounds dreadful.”
“It was. Like you said, we’ve endured quite a few ups and down.”
I settled deeper into his hold, my entire body relaxing against the familiarity of his, because even if my mind couldn’t remember him, my body certainly did. “And yet, here we are. Somehow, we’ve found our way back to each other again.”
“And we will keep doing so, even if it takes an eternity to complete the cuorem bond. Because you are mine, starlight, and there is nowhere you could go where I wouldn’t follow, no offense too unforgiveable, no future without you in it.”
Twisting my head to meet his smoldering gaze full on, I murmured, “I may not remember all the details of our tumultuous past, nor do I feel exactly as I once did—but, gods help me, Reign, you’re unraveling me all the same. And despite everything, I am certain of one critical fact: Prince Reign of Umbra, you are making me fall in love with you all over again.”
He remained perfectly still for another moment before a slow smile melted across his face. “Oh, Noxus, starlight, you have no idea how long I’ve waited to hear that,” he whispered, a tremor in his deep voice. In the next instant, his lips claimed mine with the force of a tempest, wild and unrelenting, as if he were a drowning man and I was the only breath of air he’d ever need. I knew this with utter confidence, because I felt it through every cell in my body. The bond buzzed in eager anticipation, the heat growing between my legs with each sweep of his tongue.
As if he’d sensed my mounting desire, his fingers danced down my torso, disappearing beneath the tepid waters, which were growing more heated with every passing second. A groan parted my lips when he found my aching core.
My hips rocked into his palm, and his fingers stroked and teased. How he knew exactly what I needed when I barely had any notion was beyond me. I may not have remembered much, but I knew my experience with males was limited. With his free hand, he cupped my breast, drawing my thoughts to nothing else but the tingling across my flesh. He caressed my sensitive skin, toyed with my nipple, intensifying the burning flames lighting up every inch of my body.
Oh, Raysa, his touch was driving me wild. The cuorem hummed happily, the typical agitation that flooded the shimmery strands quieted. Pleasure built, blossoming to uncontrollable levels, and my body took over, hips rolling, back arching. A flurry of desire, a tangle of his and mine, burned so brightly it bloated my chest, surging through my veins like wildfire. Just when I was certain I couldn’t withstand another moment of bliss, Reign’s icy shadows traced my exposed flesh, scurrying across my neck, dropping to swirl around my breasts and diving deeper, below the surface.
With his hands freed to tangle in my hair, and frosty shadows licking over my heated core, a groan spilled free. “Oh, gods, Reign.” The onslaught of emotions and sensations was completely overpowering, crashing through me like a tidal wave, dragging me under with the weight of longing, desire, and something deeper—something I couldn’t name but felt down to my very soul.
“I’m right here, starlight,” he whispered against my ear, his arousal pressing against my back. “Come apart for me, unravel for me and only me.”
Those words, uttered with so much yearning and hunger broke through my final barriers of restraint. The sun, moon and stars exploded across my vision, a luminous spectacle filling my vision as fiery pleasure stole my breath, scorched my veins, and consumed me in utter ecstasy.
My head fell back on Reign’s shoulder as the sensations finally ebbed, my entire body satiated and boneless. A breathy sigh escaped as I drew in a breath and attempted to slow the thundering beats of my heart and wild pumping of my lungs. “Oh, Reign, that was⁠—”
“Incredible?” he purred against my ear.
“I was going to say heart-stopping, spellbinding, epic…”
He chuckled again, the warm sound seeping deep within my bones. “I’m glad you approve. My shadows have always had a weakness for you.”
“A weakness? They were relentless,” I laughed, the sound of my own voice startling. My body still tingled, vibrations of my release still echoing through my core. Gods, I could spend the rest of my life doing that.
He brushed his lips against my shoulder, up the delicate skin of my neck, then nipped at my collarbone. He shifted behind me, and I could feel him still hard against my back. Oh, goddess, how could I have been so selfish? Here I was reveling in bliss, and he must have been miserable, his own desire left unsatisfied.
I turned around, eager to return the favor when sharp knocks on the door sent me scrambling back beneath the water.
“What?” Reign barked.
A familiar voice seeped through the closed door. “Was I mistaken to believe the two of you were returning?”
“Oh, curses,” I murmured into Reign’s chest. I’d completely forgotten all about Ruhl and Mordrin.
“We’ll be out in a moment, brother,” Reign called out, irritation sharpening his tone.
“Just finishing up a cold bath,” I added. “By myself.”
Reign shot me a scowl, shaking his head.
“What? There’s no need to rub his nose in our reunion,” I whisper-hissed.
The jealous look in his eyes said otherwise. Dismissing his overreaction, I tried to stand but Reign’s arms only tightened around me. Realizing I was leaving him yet again unsated, I pressed a quick kiss to his cheek. “We will continue this tonight.”
A wicked gleam sparked in those beautiful midnight orbs. “I will hold you to that promise, princess. I've been dreaming about feasting on you for months now, and I will not be easily satiated.”
Another tremor of desire coursed through my body, rekindling the spark in my core. I couldn’t tell if it was mine or Reign’s, but I couldn’t wait to indulge in him all over again.
“Not to rush this,” Ruhl shouted through the thick timber, “but before my dragon was assaulted by Solanthus, I’d come with rather important news.”
Reign stiffened behind me, lifting me up and out of the tub in a whirlwind of shadows.
“Reign!” I squealed.
Reaching for towels for each of us, he wrapped the soft fabric around my shoulders and quickly patted me dry before turning his attention to himself. Once he was sufficiently dry, he pressed a kiss to my forehead and whirled toward the door. “Rest, starlight, as you were supposed to do. I will see what news my brother has brought, and I’ll update you after your nap.”
“I’m fine…”
“Please, for me?” His velvety eyes smoldered as they regarded me, hands framing my face. “I need you in tip-top shape for what I have planned for this evening.”
A silly grin crawled across my face, and I found myself nodding. I couldn’t deny the exhaustion seeping into my bones after the intense expenditure of power and the equally intense release in the tub. “Okay,” I murmured. “But wake me if it’s anything urgent.”
“Of course.” He kissed my forehead before stepping into his breeches and slipping out the door.
I found myself staring at the spot from which he’d disappeared for an endless moment, my heart a rapid staccato beneath my breastbone. I pressed my hand to my chest, counting the manic beats. This was real. It had to be.
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Chapter Fifty-Three
R eign
“Apologies for the delay.” The words spilled out before I could stop them as I joined Ruhl by the hearth in the sitting room. A chill frosted the air of the grand chamber, or perhaps it was merely the absence of Aelia’s body beside mine. Gods, that moment in the bath with Aelia had been everything I’d been waiting for and more. Helroth may have stolen her memories, but he couldn’t prevent new feelings from arising. And I would do everything in my power to remind her of all the reasons she loved me, starting tonight.
The anticipation ignited a flicker of heat below, the fire from earlier that I’d sought so hard to extinguish beginning to burn anew.
Aidan cleared his throat, returning my thoughts to the present. Aelia’s guardian stood on the opposite side of the sprawling chamber by the window overlooking the churning sea beyond.
“Apologize?” Ruhl’s sharp gaze met mine. “That’s highly unusual for you, brother. Is there something you’re feeling guilty about, perhaps?” His dark eyes flickered to the droplets of water dribbling down my tunic from the strands of wet hair.
I cut him a narrowed glare. “Why would I feel guilty about spending time with my cuoré?”
“Oh, I don’t know, maybe because in her current confused state of mind, you’d be taking advantage of her?”
Aidan’s head twisted over his shoulder, wary gaze darting between us.
A twinge of anger bubbled low in my gut, inciting my nox, and tendrils of shadow curled around my form. “I would never take advantage of Aelia,” I hissed.
“You said it yourself, she’s confused about her feelings.”
“She’s not confused!” I barked. “Helroth erased me from her memories and planted you in my place. I just can’t comprehend why. For the sake of a betrothal to the Shadow Prince? To guarantee a place for his Night Court when they rise from the ashes?”
“I don’t know,” Ruhl growled.
“No?” Fury bled through my vision, the corners darkening as a surge of zar rose to the surface as well. “How do I know you’re not working with the Night King? You’ve always wanted Aelia for yourself. This would be the perfect way to get her.”
“Gods, Reign, how could you seriously believe that?” His nostrils flared, irises a turbulent storm of emotion. “I would never…”
Aidan’s footsteps cracked across the stone as he marched toward us. “Now is not the time for this,” he snarled. “Ruhl, tell your brother what you’ve discovered.”
My gaze darted back and forth between the two males before settling on my half-brother. “You told him?”
“I had to. He deserves to know as much as Aelia does. And the two of you disappeared for so long, doing only the gods know what⁠—”
“Enough,” I snapped. “What did you discover?”
“The battles are real. The timing of each one of Aelia’s nightmares coincided with a real skirmish along the borders.”
“But I don’t understand… Light and Shadow Fae aren’t at war with each other.”
“Maybe not yet. But perhaps it’s been Helroth’s plan all along.”
“To use Aelia to incite a war?”
Ruhl’s head dipped, and Aidan’s expression grew darker by the moment.
“He wants to bring about the prophecy,” I murmured.
“That would be my guess,” Aidan interjected.
“Then we just have to stop her.”
“From sleeping?” Ruhl arched a brow.
“No, from accessing her zar.” My thoughts flew back to the silver bangles I was forced to wear for years. It would be miserable for Aelia, but what other choice did we have? At least for now it would tamp down on that uncontrollable zar. “We fashion a siphoning device, much like the one Draven had made for me. Then once she’s able to control her powers, we can remove them.”
“That toxic buildup of zar, though… it could be too much,” Aidan added.
Again, I allowed my thoughts to return to the past, to my first months at the Conservatory. Gods, it had been hellish. Suppressing my nox had nearly cost me my sanity. But it would be different for Aelia, I would be beside her the entire way. I could help her…
“We have no other choice,” I gritted out. “We cannot allow a war to break out between the Courts. The last one nearly killed us all.”
Both males’ heads dipped in unison, somber expressions mirrored in their faces.
“Where is Kaelith?” I snapped. “It’s time I had another talk with the Night King’s guard.”
“I’ll go with you.” Ruhl moved to my side. “Someone has to ensure you don’t kill the male.”
“I’ll accompany you as well.” Aidan’s pale gray eyes darted between us. “Someone has to ensure you two don’t kill each other.”
The ghost of a smile twitched across my lips. I’d never gotten the opportunity to get to know Aidan, but I had a feeling I’d like the old Light Fae if given the chance. He’d raised Aelia after all, and she was the most incredible female I’d ever encountered. “Fine, follow me.”
We found Kaelith upon the sandy shore below the cliffs. When he wasn’t spending his time training Aelia, he often sat upon the outcropping of rocks staring across the Shadowmere Sea. Was Helroth’s hidden kingdom hiding somewhere in Lunaris or Vesperis?
I often wondered if the king could somehow communicate with his loyal guard through his cursed illusions, or even using astral possessions. There was so much more of the Night Fae powers that weren’t clear. Perhaps, I’d have Gideon perform a more thorough study on our enemies.
“Kaelith!” I called out over the blustering winds.
The big beast cocked his head over his shoulder but didn’t move from his rocky perch.
“Control yourself,” Ruhl whisper-hissed over the roar of the crashing waves. “A dead Night Fae will not reveal the information we need.”
“Right.” I marched closer to the male with Ruhl and Aidan flanking me. Only when we reached him, did he finally pivot his gaze to meet ours. “You’ve been holding back the truth from me, Kaelith.”
“And what truth is that Shadow bastard?” He sneered, showcasing pointy fangs.
Red-hot rage boiled up, but I shoved it down, reminding myself he was only trying to provoke me, and Ruhl was right. Dead Fae told no tales. “What is Helroth doing to Aelia in her sleep? Her nightmares aren’t simply terrifying dreams, they’re real.”
His lips pressed into a tight line, his natural ruddy hue growing a deeper shade of crimson. “I have no idea what you speak of.”
“No?” I spat, surging closer, slivers of shadows peeling away from my form to hover inches from his. “You didn’t know that she was using her powers of astral possession to take over other Fae mid-battle?”
His eyes narrowed, lips puckering as he regarded me.
Did he truly not know?
“Helroth is using her to incite a war, and I need you to tell me how to stop it.”
“I have no idea,” he growled.
“Wrong answer, Kae.” My shadow shot toward him, curling around his massive form. Hellfire appeared in his palm, ruby flames chasing after the tendrils of night, but my shadows were faster. They wrapped around his neck, lifting him off the ground until he choked and wheezed.
Tendrils of fury coiled tight in my core, awakening a torrent of not only nox but the deeper buried zar. I had no time to consider where the foreign energy came from before it struck out in a wave of inky night, surrounding the Demon Fae.
“Tell me!” I shouted against the onslaught of power.
“I don’t know,” he rasped, legs kicking.
Citrine flashed across his wide eyes as the mix of zar and nox leeched into every orifice. His jaw unhinged, flooded by the darkness, eyes blurring over in the interminable black. I guided my shadows through his thoughts, eager to tear out every bit of knowledge the male held about my Aelia.
My dark minions hunted and scavenged, rushing through Kaelith’s mind in search of Helroth’s grand scheme and what role Aelia was to play in it. Screams ricocheted through the air, the Night Fae’s shouts of pain echoing on the breeze. Power blistered my skin, beads of sweat forming across my brow as I pushed deeper still.
And came up empty.
All the air squeezed from my lungs as I reluctantly called back my shadows and tamped down on the burgeoning zar. It was a wild thing, brutal and savage, unwilling to be tamed. Still, I wrangled it down beneath the nox until its violent lashing finally simmered.
My shoulders sagged, my own breath coming in ragged pants from the intensity of the powers ravaging my system. “He doesn’t know,” I gritted out.
“He doesn’t know anything?” Ruhl moved beside me, his presence a steadying force amidst the chaos pummeling my torso.
“Nothing about Helroth’s grand plan.”
“But he can teach Aelia how to control the astral possession?” Aidan asked.
“He was supposed to be doing that already.”
Kaelith regarded me with a narrowed glare.
“Do you have any idea what will happen to Aetheria if there is another war?” My hands snaked out, fingers curling around the collar of his tunic. “However few Night Fae remain, there will be no more. And then the Shadow and Light Fae will follow suit. We barely survived the Two Hundred Years’ War. There will be no more chances for any of us.”
“You know nothing, Shadow bastard,” he spat.
“You’re wrong about that, Kaelith. I know that if you cannot help Aelia tame her zar, I will loose my shadows on you, and when they’re finished, nothing but soot and ash will remain of your carcass. Then I’ll scatter your wretched remnants across the Shadowmere Sea and even Zaroth himself will be unable to piece them together in the afterlife.”
“Reign…” Aidan appeared beside me, an icy calm settling over his features. “He doesn’t know.”
Just like that, I was transported to Aelia’s cottage in Feywood, to the way Aidan had ripped the truth from me with his illumination sight. Releasing my grip on Kaelith’s tunic, I shoved him back.
His lip curled into a snarl as he regarded me, shards of citrine surging across his dark pupils.
“Now will you help Aelia?” I adjusted my tone to my most polite timbre.
“I’ve been trying,” he barked back. “I’ve never encountered power like hers before.”
“Do you believe Helroth is manipulating her through her dreams?” Aidan asked.
“It’s certainly possible. And if the nightmares she’s having are real, as you claim they are, then she could be responsible for dozens of Fae lives along the borders.”
A gasp ricocheted overhead, drawing all of our gazes up to the promontory above. Aelia peered over the ledge, her expression horror-stricken.
Curses.
“Aelia, wait!”
Before the final word fled my lips, a tornado of shadows coiled around her form, and she disappeared.
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Chapter Fifty-Four
A elia
No, no, no! It wasn’t possible. As I stood over the cliff listening to Reign and Kaelith, each word sliced through my chest. It had been real… all of it. I’d killed countless Fae. My stomach roiled, nausea clawing its way up my throat.
But it couldn’t be… Rue, and even Heaton, had made appearances in some of those nightmares. They hadn’t been there, had they? Was I losing my mind?
Reign’s eyes drifted upward, latching onto my own and a flood of shame rushed over me. Goddess, Helroth had turned me into a monster by unbinding my powers. He’d honed me into his own personal weapon, and now he’d set me free on innocent Fae.
The realization cut deep, igniting a storm of humiliation and fury. He was still using me, after all this time. I thought I’d escaped, but it was all a ruse. The trio of energies swelled, coursing like the mighty Luminoc, and before I blinked, shadows curled around me and the earth beneath my feet fell away.
Reign’s cry echoed in the distance, blurred by the roar of winds across my eardrums. The murky black consumed me, my head spinning. It wasn’t until a pinprick of light appeared at the end of a vast tunnel of darkness that I realized what I’d done.
Blinding light bled through the endless night, and I lifted my arm over my face and squeezed my eyes shut to combat the ethereal glow. Blinking quickly until my pupils readjusted to the brilliance, I drew in a steadying breath as the memorable scene coalesced.
Row upon row of students danced across the training field, wielding a variety of luminous weapons. Beyond the verdant grass stood the Hall of Glory, its alabaster peaks gleaming beneath the sun’s blessed rays.
“Aelia!” A familiar voice squealed. “What in the realms are you doing here?”
My head spun over my shoulder, and Liora padded closer, her light lavender eyes wide in confusion.
Certainly not the first Fae I’d hoped to see upon my return to Luce, but at least it wasn’t Belmore.
“You can’t be here,” she cried, rushing toward me. She peeled her cloak from her shoulders and tossed it over my head. “Everyone believes you’re dead.” Curling her arm around me, she ushered me toward the woods that encircled the training field. A few curious gazes whirled in our direction, but I kept my head down, praying no one would notice the dark tendrils spilling from beneath the hood.
Once we were safely concealed beneath the canopy of deep greens, Liora spun me to face her, bright pink lips pinched. “Why did you come? Has something happened? Where’s Reign?”
“Everything’s fine,” I muttered. A bigger lie had never been uttered.
“Then why are you here?”
“An attempt at shadowtraveling gone wrong,” I offered. It wasn’t a complete lie.
Her eyes grew wider still. “You can shadowtravel?”
I nodded slowly.
“So must you return right away?”
The idea of facing Reign, Aidan and the others after what they’d discovered was the last thing I wanted to do. The shame of what I’d done was a growing boulder in the pit of my stomach. “Not right away,” I murmured. A minute alone with Rue or Symon sounded like a heavenly distraction right now.
The question was, could I skulk across campus coated in shadows without being spotted?
With the comfortable feeling of nox buzzing across my skin, I was fairly certain I could. I would just have to lose Liora first. Not that I despised her quite as much as I used to—wait. Why did I dislike her?
Flickers of memories surged from the past, the sensation of overwhelming jealousy the brightest of the bunch. “Reign is your mentor, is he not?” I blurted.
Liora’s light brows furrowed as she regarded me. “Of course he is. Do you not remember? Are you not feeling well, Aelia?”
“No, not quite,” I whispered lamely. “I’m a bit lightheaded. Do you think you could find Rue and Sy and have them meet me back in my dormitory?”
“Are you sure you’ll be alright by yourself?”
I nodded quickly. That was why I hated her. I’d been jealous of her closeness to Reign. A swirl of joy seeped through the turmoil at the memory. My feelings for Reign had been real and true, and these lingering nasty sensations for the Light Fae female only served as further confirmation.
“Please hurry. I can’t stay for long.”
Liora dipped her head before she turned on her heel, winding her way back through the mass of lightwoods.
Little Kin, someone is very worried about you. Sol’s voice echoed across my skull, but before another thought snuck through my defenses, I slammed the wall down on the glistening strands that connected me to my skyrider.
Sorry, Sol, but I need a moment of privacy. I’d return to the manor soon enough to face Reign’s wrath, but right now, I needed my friends. Turning my attention to the cool shadows kissing my skin, I summoned more nox, until a thick cloak surrounded me. Remaining within the cover of the tree line, I rushed across campus toward my old dormitory.
As I crossed the threshold of my familiar chamber, a sense of calm I hadn’t felt in weeks descended over me. This. This was where I belonged. Would I ever be allowed to return here now that I was a princess? To finish my courses and become a Royal Guardian to the king… my uncle. Unlikely.
Gods, no wonder I’d felt something the very first time I’d met the male all those years ago when I was little more than a child in Feywood. Did Elian know I was alive? Or that I even existed? Had my father and uncle been close? An endless volley of questions raced through my jumbled thoughts.
It seemed as if the moment one truth was unraveled, another dozen queries appeared in its place. I crept across the quiet room and flopped down onto my bed. The tangle of curling vines overhead writhed, as if irritated at being disturbed. Releasing a sigh, I closed my eyes, exhaustion suddenly setting in.
Vivid, terrible images flooded the darkness—mangled, burned bodies, Shadow and Light Fae alike, littering a bloody field. My eyes snapped open, heart jolting up my throat. No, please, blessed Raysa. I couldn’t have been responsible for all that destruction. Could I?
The dormitory door swung open, hitting the wall with a sharp bang, and I lurched straight up.
“Aelia Ravenwood, what are you doing here?” Rue raced in, her blonde curls bouncing across her forehead.
Throwing myself at her open arms, I squeezed my friend tight. “Oh, Rue, I missed you.”
“I missed you too, A, but you can’t be here. It’s not safe.” She held me out to arm’s length, light eyes studying me.
“Who cares about safe, our little Kin is home!” Symon darted through the door, wrapping his long arms around both of us. After twirling us around in a few circles that had me dizzy, Sy released us just long enough so we could catch our breaths.
I dropped to the mattress again, my head spinning. “Realms, I needed that.” I tossed Symon a grin, then caught a glimpse of Liora standing in the corner. I couldn’t very well ask her to leave, not after she’d been kind enough to find my friends.
“Not that we’re not thrilled you’re here, A,” said Rue, lips screwing into a pout, “but why are you here?”
“I shadowtraveled!” I attempted my best smile.
“That’s incredible.” Rue folded down beside me, hand on my shoulder. “Does Reign know that?”
My lips pressed into a tight line. “Not exactly.”
Rue’s pinched expression had the dread returning in full force. “What’s happened?”
Hot tears stung my eyes, my throat tightening with every swallow. “Oh, Rue, I’ve done something terrible.” My bottom lip trembled, the reality of what I’d done now hitting me in full force with my best friend sitting beside me.
There had been so many nightmares. Many more than I’d admitted to even Reign. I’d been responsible for the deaths of more than just dozens of Fae, there could have been hundreds.
“What is it?” Her hands wrapped around mine, firm and reassuring.
Symon flopped down on the mattress beside me, on my opposite side. “You can tell us, little Kin. We’ll always be here for you, no matter what.”
My gaze lifted to Liora, who still lingered in the far corner of the chamber. I hated admitting the truth in front of her, but it was only a matter of time until she learned of it anyway. Steeling my nerves, I recounted everything I’d overheard.
Once I’d finished describing every terrible detail, a heavy silence pervaded across the room. Even Liora seemed stunned at my confession. No one but Reign and Ruhl had known about my nightmares, the astral possession, any of it. Until now.
I wasn’t sure I would ever have the nerve to admit to my friend that I’d used her body to fulfill my inner desire for Reign. I’d been completely awful.
“I’m sorry,” Liora called out suddenly as she moved toward the door. “I have a private class with Professor Gleamer that I completely forgot about.” Her eyes drifted to mine before dropping between us. “I’m sure it’ll all work out, Aelia. You mustn’t lose hope.”
“Cheers,” I muttered at the fleeing female. Raysa, she’d been so horrified by what I’d done, she couldn’t even look at me.
“There must be a way to fix this, A,” said Rue, her usually bubbly tone, flat. “I have faith in you.”
“What if I can’t?”
Symon curled his arm around my shoulders and tucked me into his side. “Well, that’s simple, Aelia, we’ll just have to kill you.”
An unexpected chuckle bubbled out as my friend smirked down at me. “You promise?”
“Of course not!” His hands closed around my shoulders, and he gave me a good shake. “This isn’t your fault. Helroth did this, not you.”
“But all those Fae, their blood is on my hands.”
Rue shook her head, resolutely. “You had no idea what you were doing. And now that you do, you can stop it. I’m sure Reign is trying to figure out a way as we speak.”
My heart fluttered at the mere mention of his name. Less than an hour apart and already, I felt his absence acutely. The cuorem bond flickered impatiently, desperate to be near him once more.
Another presence stirred in my core, surges of power beating across the wall I’d erected between us. I wouldn’t be able to keep my dragon out forever. And I hated the idea of worrying him and all the others. Reign must have been losing his mind.
Slowly, I peeled back my defenses, allowing Sol’s presence back in my mind. I’m safe, Sol.
Not for long. Once Reign gets his hands on you, you’ll be spending the rest of your days locked in your chamber. And I cannot say I blame him.
I’m sorry.
You forget the torture we went through while you were missing for months, Aelia.
I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to shadowtravel. My emotions were just so out of control.
Which is exactly why you must return, so that we can work on controlling them together. Our connection is two ways. You must learn to share that overwhelming energy with me as I share mine with you.
For a moment I’d forgotten Reign wasn’t the only one I was mystically bonded to. Perhaps, I should begin siphoning some of the that explosive energy toward my skyrider. Then again⁠—
You weren’t exactly the picture of calm earlier today, Sol.
Fair enough, Little Kin, but you can hardly blame me after discovering the truth.
I don’t blame you. I would have done the same. I heaved out a breath, centering my thoughts. Tell Reign I’ll be back in a moment. Assuming I could figure out how to shadowtravel again, but I chose not to mention that to my overprotective skyrider. I’m just going to say goodbye to Rue and Symon.
Very well. But just know that if you do not return in the next few minutes, there will be a very angry Shadow Fae coming for you.
The connection went quiet, and I turned my focus on Rue and Symon, who still sat on either side of me. “I’m afraid I have to return to Shadowmere.”
“Already?” Symon pushed his bottom lip out into an irresistible pout.
“Unfortunately. But when can you visit again?”
“The final Infernal Trial is next week,” Rue replied. “We’ll have a week off after for the end of the term.”
Good gods, I couldn’t believe I’d missed an entire term. Would they ever allow the lost Light Princess to resume classes? If Ruhl was permitted to attend Arcanum, perhaps there was hope. If only there wasn’t the pesky prophecy to contend with. And Reign’s blood vow.
Noxus, it all seemed so hopeless.
Turning my attention to my friends, I drew in a steadying breath. Somehow, I had to stay strong. “I hope to see you both in a week then.”
Symon pressed us into a Kin sandwich, his favorite treat, and soon my heart felt lighter once again. When they released me, I offered each a quick wave and focused on summoning my shadows. The tangle of energies surged, but it only took a few moments to call upon the one I needed. The cool, dark whisps surrounded me, nox engulfing my veins. Closing my eyes, I envisioned Shadowmere, the manor, Reign, but as the darkness bled through, nightmarish images flooded in instead.
A battlefield, a chaotic blur of light and shadow, endless carnage, scorched earth and bloodshed. It was the last thing I saw before the looming shadows towed me under.
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Chapter Fifty-Five
A elia
A battlefield stretched endlessly before me, a ruined expanse of earth drenched in fire and shadow. The air reeked of charred flesh and molten iron, the stench of war curling into my lungs. Oh, gods, no. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. I appeared at the heart of it all, shadows swirling, the only sound my own ragged breathing—until the first luminous arrow whistled through the air.
I moved instinctively, dodging and twisting into the void, my nox pulling me into the shadows before the mystical projectile could strike. I reappeared behind an archer, a Light Fae with golden wings and a gleaming sword, driving my dagger into his side before he could even register my presence. The crystal at the end of my blade shimmered, the glow catching my eye through the chaos. It had never done that before, had it?
More warriors rushed toward me.
From the left, a Shadow Fae bared his teeth, his twin umbral blades slicing through the haze. From the right, a golden-clad Royal Guardian launched a burst of rais in my direction. Two courts. Two enemies. Both coming for me.
A wicked smile curled my lips, the muscles in my jaw twisting without my control. Why was I smiling? I didn’t enjoy all this death, this terrible destruction.
They have no idea who they’re facing. A sinister voice echoed through my darkest depths.
This was a nightmare; it couldn’t be real. Or was it? Reign said the battles in my nightmares were real, which meant so was this.
I flung out my hand, zar igniting at my fingertips, a scorching bolt of hellfire surging from my palm. The Shadow Fae barely had time to scream before the flames swallowed him whole, burning through his obsidian armor like paper.
The Royal Guardian shouted in triumph, thinking I was on his side, but I whirled on him next.
With a snap of my wrist, I sent tendrils of nox curling through the ground, the living darkness slithering up his legs, his arms, his throat. He thrashed against the bonds, his rais dimming as the shadows choked the life from him.
Goddess, no! Why was I doing this? It was as if I were a mere bystander, watching as my body performed without my approval. “Reign!” I shouted into the madness. “Reign, please, wake me up, get me out of here!”
More Fae flooded in, Light and Shadow both, and I let go.
A blast of pure rais erupted from my chest, a radiant inferno of raw energy that sent the entire battlefield reeling. The ground cracked. Trees ignited. Bodies flew back in every direction, screaming as their flesh burned. I felt nothing. No remorse. No regret.
Only power.
This is what I was meant to be. This is what I was always meant to be. The child of twilight. A storm of light and darkness, fire and fury.
Helroth, Elian and Tenebris all thought they could chain me, force me into servitude to one court or another. They thought they could claim me. But I belonged to no one.
No, that wasn’t true… I did belong to someone. Reign.
I walked through the wreckage, my boots leaving scorched footprints in the smoldering remains. My heartbeat was steady. My breathing even. I was untouchable.
And then…
Standing in the middle of the battlefield, a form appeared, blonde wisps of hair tangled across a blood-spattered face. A tall, radiant figure with familiar piercing blue eyes and a smile that warmed the battling chaos in my chest.
Heaton.
Real or not real?
He looked at me like he knew something I didn’t, like he’d been waiting for this moment all along. A dark voice inside me willed my body to attack, to burn him to cinders where he stood.
But I couldn’t move.
Raysa, it was Heaton. After all this time…
The battle raged on, twisting around us. The corpses, the fire, the ruin—all of it growing more vicious, more frenzied. Something snapped inside of me at the sight of my friend, the tether between my body and soul was once again whole. I was in control, not my power.
Heaton tilted his head. “Finally,” he murmured, voice curling around me like smoke. “You found me, princess.”
Princess? How did he know?
“Heaton?” My voice cracked on his name. “Is it really you?”
He stepped closer, the warmth in his eyes gone, the familiar blue shimmering like shards of ice. “It is.”
There was something about the frosty edge to his tone that kept my boots planted in place, despite the longing to throw myself into his arms. “Where have you been? We’ve been so worried about you. Rue will be so relieved you’re alive!”
The hiss of approaching umbral blades jerked my body into motion. I slid to the ground just as the projectiles flew over our heads. Heaton dropped down beside me, muttering a curse before throwing his hands out, and a radiant shield ballooned around us.
“Damned Shadow Fae bastards,” he snarled.
I glanced across the battlefield, through the glittering veil, and a familiar form took shape, cutting across a line of Light Fae. Liora? Blinking quickly, my vision cleared, and a raven-haired female stood in her place, launching hellfire across the troop of Royal Guardians. Good gods, what was happening to me?
Reaching for Heaton’s hand, I stood, pulling him up with me. “We have to go.”
Heaton jerked free of my grasp, glacial gaze meeting mine. “I can’t. It is my sworn duty to fight the Umbral Guard.”
“But why? Have you ever stopped to consider why you’re fighting each other?”
His eyes glazed over, a blank expression settling across his features. “It is my duty to the king.”
Clutching his broad shoulders, I shook him, putting all my effort into moving the towering male. “Snap out of it, Heaton! You cannot die out here. There are worse enemies coming for all of us⁠—”
A harsh, bitter laugh curved his lips, icing the blood in my veins and cutting me off. “The Night Fae, you mean?”
“You know?” A gasp escaped.
“Of course I do. And you’re right, the worst is yet to come.”
An ear-piercing roar echoed overhead, lifting my gaze to the sky. Through the luminous shield that protected us, a streak of gold cut through the clouds of smoke, followed by a flash of gleaming onyx. Sol and Phantom.
Heaton tipped his eyes to the sky, following my line of sight. “Looks like the professor has found you.”
Reign. He came for me. Relief flooded my chest, my heart swelling at his mere proximity.
I reached for my friend, my team leader, my best friend’s brother once again. “You must come with us.”
“I cannot, princess.” He shrugged free of my hold, taking a step back into the chaos of battle. He lingered just inches from the edge of the shimmering protective shield.
“Why do you keep calling me that?” I hissed.
“It is your title, is it not, Princess Aelia of Inferna?”
Realms…
Helroth. He did this. Had he meddled with Heaton’s mind, too?
The earth rumbled beneath my feet, the tremor coursing up my legs. Screams and shouts ricocheted across the battlefield, heralding the arrival of the dragons.
“Aelia!” Reign’s anguished cry was like a spear to the heart.
You are in big trouble, young lady. Sol’s thoughts sailed through our bond, and I canted my head over my shoulder to find him and Phantom only a few yards away at the edge of the forest.
In all the turmoil, I hadn’t taken a moment to scan our surroundings beyond the battlefield. We were at the foot of the Feywood Forest, along the border of the Wilds. How had I not noticed earlier?
Thank the goddess Aidan was safe and sound in Shadowmere. My heart clenched at the thought of all the helpless Kin I’d grown up with living only a few miles away. Please, Raysa, keep them safe.
A storm of shadows approached, drawing my thoughts back to the present. I could barely make out Reign’s form through the interminable darkness, but I could feel him. Curses, he was furious.
The silky tendrils of night surged closer, piercing the radiant orb without issue, then wrapping around my body in a possessive hold. Reign appeared a moment later, his shadow wings propelling him toward me.
“I’m sorry,” I blurted before he had a chance to utter a sound.
“Gods, Aelia…” A torrent of emotions played across his handsome face, from red-hot fury to cool relief as his penetrating gaze razed over me, inspecting every inch of my body.
“You came for me.”
“Of course I did, starlight. I promised I would, didn’t I?” His lips claimed mine in a fierce, quick kiss that left me aching for more. As he held me out to arms’ length, that lethal gaze swept over me.
“I’m fine, I swear, not a scratch on me.” I wished I could say the same for the Fae I’d attacked. Remorse lanced through my chest, sharp and bitter.
The tendrils of shadow coiled around my form lifted me from the ground and carried me closer to their master once more. Reign’s hand curled around the back of my neck, pinning me to his unyielding chest. “Fuck, Aelia, I was so damned worried about you. Don’t you ever do that to me again. You have no idea⁠—”
“I’m so sorry,” I repeated, my lips pressed to the familiar fabric of his tunic. “I don’t know what happened. I overheard you and Kaelith, and I was so angry, so scared, I simply lost control.”
His hands skated across my back, drawing slow, comforting circles. “We’ll discuss your shadowtraveling once I have you safe and sound within the walls of Duskridge Manor.”
“Sure, just as soon as I convince Heaton—” I spun around, prepared to beg my team leader to return with us—but he was gone.
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Chapter Fifty-Six
R eign
Ice surged through my veins, a pit of dread firmly implanting itself in my bowels since we returned to the manor. Even the flickering flames of the grand hearth did nothing to chase away the chill.
“Do you honestly believe Helroth has been systematically infiltrating the minds of Royal Guardians for all these months?” Ruhl paced the length of the massive chamber that jutted over the Shadowmere Sea.
“Quiet,” I hissed. “Do you want Aelia to overhear us again?”
“Us?” Ruhl threw his thumb over his shoulder toward the courtyard below where Kaelith stood, eyes fixed to the sea as usual. “It was his fault she overheard our discussion.”
“It doesn’t matter whose fault it was,” Aidan interjected. “Clearly, we’ve wasted enough time hiding out on this island fortress while Helroth moved forward with his plans to resurrect his fallen court.”
In nearly perfect unison, our gazes swung toward Aelia’s adoptive father. Or rather, King Alaric’s most trusted general. Perhaps I’d been stupid not to consult the old Light Fae before.
“We weren’t hiding,” I growled, marching toward the male. “I was simply trying to protect Aelia. Isn’t that what you’ve done all these years?”
“Of course.” He dragged his hands across his face and heaved out a resigned sigh. “But that time has passed. Aelia has come into her full powers, and she’s become quite a weapon in her own right. Helroth is growing stronger, and the courts once again are on the brink of war.”
“What are you suggesting?” Ruhl asked.
“It’s time to reveal the princess as rightful heir to the Light throne.” His gaze swiveled to Ruhl. “And it is up to you, Prince Ruhl, to force your father to listen to reason and align his court with that of King Elian’s. Together, Shadow and Light can crush Helroth’s forces and put an end to his uprising before it begins.”
A dark chuckle erupted through my clenched teeth as I regarded Aidan. “Do you truly believe Tenebris will listen to Ruhl? Or that he would ever join forces with the King of Ethereal Light?”
“He must, if he wishes to save all the courts of Aetheria.”
“And what of my vow?” I snapped. “The moment Tenebris discovers Aelia lives, he’ll demand I fulfill my end of the bargain. For decades, the royal seer has drilled it into his head that her end is the key to avoiding our fall to ruin.”
“Then you must eliminate yourself as a factor.”
“…What are you saying, Aidan?”
“I think it’s very clear, son. At this point, you are only a risk to Aelia’s wellbeing. You must leave, go as far away as you can.”
“I cannot leave her,” I snarled, fury lashing across my escalating timbre. “I will not just abandon my cuoré to deal with three bloodthirsty kings and their courts on the verge of war.”
“She is not your cuoré yet, Reign. You have yet to complete the bond.”
“But we will!” I erased the distance between us, clenching my fingers into fists at my sides to keep from strangling the old Fae. How could he dare insinuate we were not meant to be? “She loves me, she only can’t remember because of that monster, Helroth. And already her memories have started to return. She told me only a few hours ago, that she was falling in love with me again.”
I felt Ruhl’s gaze flicker to mine, but I held my own steady, fixed to Aidan’s.
“I understand.” He drew in a breath, puffing his chest as I towered over him. “I do not doubt your love for Aelia, or your absolute devotion to her, but sometimes in life, there are difficult choices which must be made… Do you think Aelia’s parents wanted to abandon her? They did what they were forced to do for the good of all.”
“No…” I shook my head, realization hitting me like a slap in the face. “You want Aelia to go through with the betrothal to my brother, to bind the Light and Shadow Courts in marriage.”
“It is the only way to stand against the Night Court and win.” His pale gray eyes met mine, sadness mirrored in the cool depths. “The effects of the bond will fade in time, Reign. It will be difficult for both of you, but it will be for the survival of our kingdoms. Aelia will no longer be in danger because of you, and countless lives could be spared.”
“And you think my father will simply stop hunting her because I’m gone?”
“With her betrothal to Ruhl, we will make him see he has no other choice. And with you gone, Aelia, too, will be forced to agree.”
Gods, no, this wasn’t happening. I would not allow it. My head whipped back and forth, agony tearing at my insides. When would fate finally let us be? I could not lose Aelia; I would never survive it a second time.
Aidan reached out, his hand closing over my shoulder. “I know how much you love her, Reign. You are a good Fae, a noble one, despite all you’ve endured, and this sacrifice could save Aetheria.”
My head swung toward my brother, eyes latching onto his. He simply stood there, face pale and lips pressed into a tight line.
“You’re not going to gloat then?” I hissed.
A tendon across his jaw feathered beneath the day-old scruff.
“What do you say, brother?”
“Aidan’s right,” Ruhl murmured, the softly spoken words carrying the weight of inevitability, of a fate neither of us could escape.
And a truth I wasn’t ready to face, one I would never accept.
I stormed out of the chamber, a thousand daggers piercing my lungs, making it impossible to breathe. Aidan was wrong. I was not a good Fae. I did not have a selfless bone in my body, and I would rather all of Aetheria—hell, all of Crescentia—burn than give up my Aelia.
    
The moonlight slid across Aelia’s face like a gentle caress, illuminating her perfect features in an ethereal glow. The cuorem bond awakened at her nearness, pulsing frantically in my chest as I braced myself in the doorway of her chamber, our chamber, the one we’d shared for the past few incredible nights.
Take her. Claim her before it’s too late. She’s yours.
The hushed whispers rushed through my mind, escalating to a frantic tempo. I squeezed my eyes closed in a vain attempt to block the debilitating effects of the cuorem. Noxus, there was nothing I wanted more than to finally claim Aelia as mine.
Still, a tiny sliver of my conscience couldn’t help but dwell on Aidan’s words. What if she truly were better off without me?
Moving closer, drawn by an invisible force as powerful as the tides themselves, I paused at the foot of her bed, drinking her in. I couldn’t accept it. Why would the gods bind me to this female only to tear us apart?
No, I had to believe that in their infinite wisdom, this bond had been created for a purpose. I would not allow Aidan or Ruhl to convince me otherwise. There had to be a way for Aelia and me to be together without sacrificing all the inhabitants of Aetheria.
Though I truly cared little for them…
Aelia was all that mattered.
She stirred beneath the coverlet as if she’d felt my presence, her lids fluttered and brilliant silver-blue orbs found mine a moment later. “You’ve finally come to bed.”
“Mmm,” I murmured, forcing my feet to remain at the footboard despite the overwhelming urge to crawl on top of her.
She pushed the silk coverlet aside and sat up, leaning on her elbows. “Well, come on then. I waited for as long as I could, but I was so tired I must have fallen asleep.”
“Waited?” My breath hitched on the word.
A wicked grin curled her lips, and the sleepy haze of a second ago vanished. “I owe you from earlier. Do you really not remember?”
“Of course I remember, princess,” I purred, a jagged edge to my tone. “But after everything that happened…”
“It only makes me more eager to fulfill my promise. To give us both a moment of reprieve from the chaos.”
“Aelia…” I whispered, her name on my lips an inescapable vow.
“Let me show you how much you mean to me, my prince.” She straightened, kneeling on the bed, and reached out her hand. Her expression was tentative, a rosy flush to her cheeks. “I was terrified today when I found myself in the midst of that battlefield. I couldn’t tell what was real and what was a cursed illusion, implanted by my scheming grandsire.” She wiggled her fingers, beckoning me closer, and like a shadow chasing the light, I was powerless to deny her. My hand wrapped around hers and she towed me closer, until my knees hit the edge of the mattress.
“And then you came for me, as you promised you would, and I realized you always would.” Her hands skated up my chest, wrapping around my neck and holding me steady as my heart hammered against my ribs like a relentless drum. “I love you, Reign Darkthorn, or Prince Reign of Umbra, or whatever your gods’ damned name may be. Helroth may have torn away all memories of you, but he couldn’t carve out the love in my heart, the all-consuming emotion that has been there all along. I love you in this life and the next, and for all that will come after. You are mine, and I am yours.”
Aelia sealed the promise with a kiss that had my blood roaring.
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Chapter Fifty-Seven
A elia
Powerful, raw emotion raced through the cuorem, driving my frenzied movements as I kissed Reign with everything I had. All else vanished within the safety of his arms—all thoughts of Heaton, of the impending war, of my uncontrollable powers faded. All that mattered was Reign and me, and this moment. I pressed harder against the unyielding strength of his torso, the sharp planes of his body easily giving way to mine. I loved him. Gods, I loved him with every ounce of my being. How could I have forgotten for even an instant?
Much too soon, Reign pulled back, those starlit eyes meeting mine. “We have to slow down, princess, or I’ll lose all control.”
“I want you at my mercy.” I grinned.
“You’ve had me at your mercy for months, princess.”
My heart thundered against my ribs as I reached for him, my fingers trembling yet certain as they traced the sharp lines of his jaw. “I don’t want to waste another second, Reign. We lost so much time before, too much. I refuse to let the past steal another moment from us. I love you. Gods, I love you, and I want to complete the bond now. Not tomorrow, not someday—now.”
“Oh, Aelia…” My name pursed his lips on a feral growl. “I’m certain I’ve been waiting my entire life to hear those words.”
“Then don’t say it—” I pressed my finger to his lips. I could feel it lingering in the air, all the reasons why now was not the right time. “No more excuses, no more waiting, Reign.”
His eyes locked on mine, so full of fire, and his head slowly dipped. He seemed as surprised as I was at the motion. “Okay,” he whispered, lips brushing mine.
“Okay?” I squealed.
“Yes, Aelia, I want to complete the bond, I need to make you mine. There is nothing in this world or the next that would make me happier.”
“Then why do I sense an objection?”
A smile parted his lips, the beautiful sight heart-stopping. “Not here,” he whispered before he pulled me into his arms, cradling me against his chest. Pure starlight flickered across the deep midnight of his irises. “I have the perfect place.” Those icy shadows coalesced, wrapping us in a blanket of frosty night. With excitement pummeling my veins, the dim chamber blurred, and we plummeted into the shadowy void.
    
We emerged from the dark abyss minutes later, Reign’s boots landing with a smack across stone. Opening my eyes, I scanned the rocky ledge, one half bathed in sunlight and the other half, cool night. A spritz of tepid water sprayed my heated skin as I took in the otherworldly surroundings.
“Where are we?”
“Along the border between Light and Shadow lands, along the Darkmania range, an offshoot of the larger falls.”
“It’s beautiful.”
We stood at the foot of a cavern, where it lay hidden behind the cascading veil of a luminous waterfall. Its entrance was shrouded in mist and moonlight, lingering on the edge of the sun’s rays.
“Wait until you see the inside.”
Reign’s hand curled around mine as he led me through the rushing curtain of water. A sudden hush enveloped us, the roaring falls dampening into a distant murmur.
Inside, the cave glowed with an ethereal shimmer, bioluminescent vines pulsing softly, casting a kaleidoscope of silver and indigo light. Stalactites dripped with tiny crystals that refracted the glow, as if they had been dusted in starlight. The floor was a smooth, polished stone, and scattered throughout with pools of luminescent water that rippled like liquid sapphire.
“It’s incredible,” I murmured.
Reign’s hand tightened around mine, his eyes sparkling beneath the starlight. “Just a little further.”
At the heart of the cave, a natural ledge jutted out over a lagoon, water gleaming with a soft golden light. Above us, small openings in the rock let in slivers of moonlight, mingling with the shimmering glow of the cave itself.
Reign’s fingers trailed up my arm, his warmth grounding me against the sheer wonder of this place. “No one will find us here,” he murmured, his voice low and reverent. “It’s our little hidden sanctuary.”
A soft breeze, carrying the scent of rain and blooming nightflowers, swept through the cavern, sending a chill up my spine. Reign’s arm curled more tightly around me, twirling me toward the warmth of his chest. His gaze dipped to mine, the flurry of emotions streaking through his eyes, stealing my breath. “If you’ve changed your mind⁠—”
“No.” I pressed my finger to his lips for the second time that evening, parting them. “I am ready—more than ready, actually.” Here, hidden away from looming war and duty, there was only us, two souls bound by fate, lost in the magic of this moment. “This is perfect.”
I dropped my hand, and his mouth captured mine, the crash of our lips a fiery crescendo. Need, want, and desire flooded the bond as his hand ran up my nape, tangling in my hair. “I love you, Aelia,” he whispered, his breath mingling with my own. The cuorem pulsed, a frenzied tempo increasing with each sweep of our tongues. It was as if it felt our conviction, reveling in this predestined moment.
Reign walked me back a few steps, toward the ledge that hung over the sparkling lagoon below. Silky shadows streamed off his form, brushing down my arms before coiling around my feet, their icy touch sending goosebumps rippling across my flesh. Releasing me with a rueful smile, he shrugged off his dark cloak, then lay it across the bed of shadows. I marveled at the sight of the flowing silhouettes curving into a mystical bed. Beneath the wisps of darkness, the bioluminescent vines glowed brightly, shedding ethereal light across the magical mattress. His eyes lifted to mine, glittering beneath the pale moonlight. “I hope it’s comfortable.”
Goddess, I was fairly certain he could claim me across burning coals, and I’d find it pleasurable.
“It’s more perfect than I ever could have imagined.” My fingers yearned to touch him, to relieve him of every shred of clothing. I pressed my body against his, the proof of his desire thick between us. Heat surged between my legs, the heady sensation of his arousal inciting a blistering wave of need.
His hands framed my face, midnight irises piercing mine. “No, you, my starlight, are more perfect than I could ever have imagined.” His head dipped, mouth capturing my lips in another scorching kiss that set fire to my soul.
As he kissed me, pouring every ounce of himself into the brush of his lips, the sweep of his tongue, I pawed at his clothes, unfastening and unlacing. His hands remained tangled in my hair, positioning my head to deepen the kiss. My chest heaved, my breaths coming in ragged spurts as his shadows sloughed off his leathers, then his undershorts. Anticipation coiled so tightly, it burned a raging hole through my ribs.
Finally, Reign stood bare before me, his gaze burning, shadow wings half-spread as though bracing for what was to come. The cuorem thrummed between us frantically, a restless energy vibrating in my very bones, in the space where his nox brushed against mine. I could feel it in the air, thick as a storm before the first crack of lightning.
Cocking his head to the side, he regarded me with a reverent awe I was certain I did not deserve. Lifting his hand to the laces of my sleeping gown, he whispered, “May I?”
“Gods, yes. If you don’t, I’m certain I’ll explode.”
A wicked gleam flashed across the dark abyss of his eyes as he reached for the lace and tugged. Excruciatingly slowly, he unlaced the top, then drew the light material over my head.
A sharp hiss rent the thickening air as his heated gaze raked over me. “By the gods, Aelia, I’ve never seen a more radiant sight.”
The heat swirling below climbed up my veins, settling across my cheeks.
“You are beauty personified, the perfect blend of light and dark, my love, my life, my cuoré.”
A tremor coursed up my spine, a combination of the frosty cavern and the weight of Reign’s words. He erased the space between us once more, driving out the chill with his heated body. I could feel him everywhere, thousands of points of contact all desperately aware.
“This will bind us forever, Aelia,” Reign murmured, his voice a quiet storm. “Not just in this life. Not just in this realm.”
“I know,” I whispered, stepping even closer. The cuorem pulsed, eagerly. Alive. “I want this. I love you.”
His eyes darkened, the stars caught in their depths flickering wildly as he lay me down across the cloak that hovered over the bed of shadows. I stretched across the soft fabric, reveling in its familiar scent, the amber and musk of Reign. He fitted his hips between my legs, bracing himself over me with powerful arms. His immense shadow wings flared, looming over us and casting our bodies in darkness.
“Are you ready?”
My head dipped without hesitation.
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Chapter Fifty-Eight
A elia
A desperate tangle of nerves, excitement and anticipation quickened my breaths. As if Reign had sensed the turmoil, his hand found my cheek, the roughness of his palm grounding me, pulling me deeper into his orbit. “We’ll go slowly. I need to make sure you’re ready for me.”
Again, I nodded, trapping my bottom lip between my teeth.
“Relax, starlight. We were made for each other, destined by the gods. It should only hurt for a moment, but if you tense up, it will only make it worse.”
Right. That was what all my female Kin friends had told me. I heaved in a breath. If they could endure it, then surely, so could I, especially for Reign, so that I could finally claim my cuoré.
Reign’s thumb and forefinger gripped my chin, freeing my swollen lip. “Just look at me, my love.” His free hand slid between us, brushing down my torso and setting my nerves aflame.
When his fingers found my aching center, I melted into his touch, my hips lifting to meet his palm. A breathy sigh escaped between us as I arched against him. Every sweep of his fingers had me aching for more, desperate desire unfurling faster and faster.
“Reign,” I groaned. Fiery heat rushed my veins, pushing me closer to the edge. I wasn’t certain how much more I could take before the pleasure erupted. “I’m going to⁠—”
“No, not yet.” He slowed his movements, his leisurely caresses still steadily stoking the building inferno. “I want this to be as pleasurable as possible for you.” He grinned, the smile lighting up those dark orbs with starlight. “Almost…”
He kissed me harder, returning my attention to his tongue as the fire continued to blossom at his fingertips. Every nerve-ending pulsed with pleasure as his lips devoured me, his body moving over mine, silky shadows caressing my skin. Between the tantalizing strokes of his tongue, his dexterous fingers, and his frosty shadows, I was at his utter mercy.
What felt like a lifetime later, his mouth released my swollen lips, and stormy orbs pinned to mine. “Do you trust me?” he whispered.
“With everything I am.”
A slow smile, dark and devastating, curved his lips. “I’m fairly certain you’re ready.”
I nodded as he removed his hand and his arousal took its place, prodding at my entrance. My breath hitched, a whisper of nerves making me tense. “I am,” I whispered all the same.
“You’re certain?”
“Yes, Reign, please!”
“Gods, I love you.” His smile grew wider, until the sight of it had my heart staggering. His head dipped so his gaze was locked to mine, and his hips slowly tilted to meet my own. A sharp pang of pleasure and pain raced through my core, and Reign froze over me as if he’d sensed every second of it.
“Are you alright?” A stream of icy shadows slid between us, frosty tendrils icing over the sore spot between my legs. The pleasant numbness spread, instantly quelling the burn. “Better?”
“So much better.” My hands curled around his waist, dropping down to his muscled behind, urging him into motion.
Worried eyes latched onto mine, his body not giving in to my silent demand. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, please, don’t stop.” That burgeoning need ignited again, and I lifted my hips to meet his.
A hiss split his lips as he buried himself deeper, followed by a satisfying groan. “Oh, princess.”
He thrust slowly until my body stretched around him, fitting perfectly, the final confirmation that we truly were made for each other. Soon, nothing but pleasure rushed my veins. It built and expanded, waves of frenzy crashing over me until Reign was all I knew. He was everywhere, and I could no longer tell where he ended and I began. There was only him, only us, intertwined in the purest, most primal connection, as if the universe itself had aligned to bring us together in this perfect, earth-shattering moment.
An endless moment later, he slowed his languid pace, star-flecked eyes intent on me. “It’s time.” His voice was rough, filled with the same longing bloating my chest.
“I’m ready,” I rasped.
“Then take my soul, starlight. And I will take yours.”
With our bodies still securely entangled, he raised his hand, offering his palm. A tendril of darkness peeled off the enormous wings curling over us, morphing into an umbral blade and slicing the flesh across his palm.
“It’s only a slight pinch,” he whispered, ticking his head to my hand which was pressed against his chest.
Oh, right, now it was my turn. Slowly lifting it, I waited for the shadow turned weapon to pierce my skin. It moved so quickly, I barely felt it. Like a tiny, icy bite across my palm. My flesh parted, revealing a line of crimson. Then the blade disappeared, and the shadow softened, gently brushing over my skin as if in apology.
“Now press your hand to mine.” His voice was rough, laced with a mix of desire and awe.
I did as instructed, our hands joining and blood mixing in a sacred embrace. Sparks of energy ignited between us, stealing the remaining air from my lungs.
“By blood and breath, shadow and night, I vow myself to you, Aelia. In this life and the next, in light and in darkness, I am yours. My strength is yours to wield, my heart yours to carry. I bind my soul to yours, freely and forever. Wherever you go, I will follow—not only as your shield or sword, but as your mate. As your cuorè.”
Tears pricked at my eyes as the force of his words pummeled into me. Following his lead, I whispered, “By starlight and storm, ether and flames, I vow myself to you, Reign. I choose you—heart, body and soul. In every breath I take, in every future I behold, I carry your name within me. You are my anchor in the chaos, my peace in the storm. I bind my soul to yours, not because I must, but because I cannot imagine a world without you.”
The slow smile that crept across Reign’s face was altogether breathtaking.
The cuorem bond rushed to life, as if awakened by the ritualistic exchange of blood. A glittering energy surged between us, a clash of light and shadow, spiraling around our bodies in ethereal tendrils. I could feel the nox in him, coiling like living smoke, brushing against the embers of my rais, daring it to burn, then the cool nox and wild zar zipped by.
Instinctively, my power emerged, the light glowing from my fingertips, seeping into my skin, into my very blood. The golden luminescence of rais intertwined with the deep onyx of his nox, sparks erupting where they touched. My breath caught as our powers tangled together, dancing, warring, merging.
“I love you, Prince Reign of Umbra,” I whispered, the bond summoning the vow from the depths of my core.
A violent tremor rocked the earth beneath us.
Reign’s pupils dilated, his hands tightening around me as though I had stolen the breath from his lungs. His name hung between us, resonating like an unbreakable pledge.
He exhaled sharply, and then his lips parted, the words sliding from them in a whisper that shattered everything I was.
“I love you Princess Aelia of Ether and Inferna.”
Energy exploded across our tangled forms.
The bond ignited, a force stronger than anything I had ever known. His lips crashed into mine, claiming, devouring, and the glittering strands of the cuorem seared together as one overpowering stream. The energy surged through my veins, fire and darkness entwined, bursting from our bodies in a violent, swirling vortex.
I felt everything.
Reign’s hunger. His devotion. His unwavering love. His soul wrapping around mine, fusing, claiming, surrendering all at once.
Brilliant light flared, not just golden, but something new—something deeper, a celestial glow of power neither light nor dark, but both.
Reign groaned into my mouth, and I felt his nox flooding through me, wrapping around my ribs, lacing into my bones. The heat of my rais pushed back, then softened, then melted into his shadows.
Through the skylight above, streaks of gold and midnight surged across the split sky, a perfect mirror of the chaos inside me.
The moment our souls fused, a searing pain shot across my chest, right over my heart.
I gasped against his lips, and Reign jerked back, his own hand flying to the same spot on his chest. A pulse of raw magic lashed out, crackling through the air.
I looked down. There, glowing just over my heart, beside the symbol Raysa had engraved, was a dazzling mark. A permanent brand of the cuorem, two interwoven threads of light and shadow, forming an infinite loop.
Reign’s gaze was wild as his head dipped to the matching radiant symbol beneath his collarbone, glowing over his heart, over the mark of the banished. His chest heaved, his wings flexing behind him as he dragged his gaze up to meet mine.
“We’re bound,” he rasped, voice thick with reverence. “In all realms. In all lives.”
A tear slipped down my cheek as I placed my palm over his mark. Over our mark. The one that had obliterated the terrible one his father had inflicted all those years ago.
“Forever.”
His arms crushed me against him, and when he kissed me again, it was not to bind. It was not to claim, because I was already his in every way that mattered.
It was a promise.
And this time, nothing in existence could ever tear us apart.
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Chapter Fifty-Nine
R eign
The soft whisper of the lapping water of the luminescent lagoon drew me from a deep sleep. An overwhelming sense of peace, of happiness, of utter completeness enveloped me as my lids slowly opened. Aelia’s head was tucked beneath my chin, dark wisps of hair tickling my lips with each inhale. My heart felt so full, I was certain it would shatter from the weight of it. From loving her.
I could scarcely believe that after all this time, after everything we’d endured, we had finally completed the bond. The constant agitation in my chest had subsided, the incessant longing finally extinguished. I’d never felt more at peace. It was as if I’d spent my entire life missing the other half of my soul, a part I never knew I needed. Until now.
Noxus, it was astonishing.
I tangled a finger through a lock of dark hair, sweeping the silky strands behind her ear. The cuorem bond hummed happily along, the shimmering threads racing between us. If I closed my eyes and focused, I could feel her inside me. The slow, steady thrumming of her heart, the whisper of breath filling her chest, her thoughts quiet and calm in sleep.
After we’d cemented the bond last night, we’d both been so exhausted from the onslaught of power and emotion, we had fallen asleep almost instantly. It was as if the cuorem needed us to rest, to solidify the ethereal ties between us. I felt everything now so acutely. It truly was as if we had become one, our souls eternally entwined.
A pang of fear sliced through the peaceful moment, thoughts of my father shattering the tranquility. The blood vow. With our hearts and souls so intimately tied, I could never raise a hand to my mate. I was fairly certain I’d cut my own arm off before ever doing Aelia harm. Could the cuorem possibly be powerful enough to supersede the binding promise to my father?
I wouldn’t dare take the risk.
Aelia stirred on top of me, her movements inciting a swirl of heat below. We’d fallen asleep completely bare, too exhausted to reach for our discarded clothing. More than that, I needed the feel of her skin against my own. Mated for not even an entire day, and already, I was certain being apart from her would be pure torture.
Aelia’s lids fluttered, revealing those silvery-blue orbs that had become permanently engraved in my mind.
“Good morning, love,” I whispered.
A smile crept across her face as she lifted her head and propped her chin against my chest. “Good morning, professor.”
“Why so formal?”
Her smile grew more brazen, sending my heartbeat scattering. “I was just remembering another cave we spent the night in, back when I was only your student and you, my professor. As I recall, we awoke to similar circumstances.”
An unexpected chuckle filled my chest. “First of all, Aelia, you were never only my student, and secondly, had we spent the night like this, completely naked, I would have been completely incapable of keeping my hands to myself.” To prove my point, my palms skated down her bare skin, following the curves of her perfect form.
She wriggled on top of me, inciting another surge of heat below.
“And if you keep that up, love, I will lose all control.”
Good. Her sultry voice sailed across my mind, the sound startling for only an instant. Of course, I knew the side effects of the cuorem bond, but I never expected them to manifest so quickly. From what I’d read regarding the mythical connection, we would eventually be able to feel each other's emotions, thoughts, and sometimes even physical sensations, regardless of the distance separating us. More than that, it had been known to enhance abilities, with each partner amplifying the other's power.
With my mind reeling over the ramifications of this connection, I focused on the twisting tethers around my heart and turned my thoughts to Aelia.
You want me to lose control? I willed the question through the channel of glittering golden threads.
Aelia’s eyes widened, her jaw nearly unhinging as she regarded me, before a smile burst across her face. “Did you just speak in my mind?” she squealed.
“Oh, good, it worked, then.” I grinned, pleased not only with myself but with the knowledge that already our connection was deep enough to allow for this sort of intimate mental communication.
“Perhaps I should have been more thorough in my research before binding myself to you after all.” A smirk tipped up the corners of her lips. “I’m not sure I can suffer through an eternity with you trampling all over my thoughts.”
A dark chuckle vibrated through my core. “Too late. You’re stuck with me forever, princess.” I pressed my lips to hers, and a cackle erupted between us, her mirth trickling through the bond. Her happiness was so contagious that I could do nothing but join in her laughter.
I’m not sure I want you eavesdropping into my most private thoughts. The admission soared through our mental link.
Then you’ll simply have to learn to block me out. I tangled my legs around hers, pinning her against me.
Hmm… I suppose I could do that, just like with Sol. She fluttered kisses across my jawbone, slowly inching down my neck.
That scorching heat between us began to smolder. Yes, it must be very similar, I would imagine. Even in my head my voice sounded ragged. Already, the need to bury myself deep inside her again battled to the forefront of my mind.
It was the cuorem; the fated mate bond was designed to procreate, to drive us mad with lust until we satiated that desire. Again, from what I’d read, often a newly mated pair spent weeks locked up in their bedchamber until the craze subsided. Unfortunately, Aelia and I had no such luxury of time.
Still… perhaps we could indulge in each other just one more time before leaving this peaceful bubble.
Yes!
Aelia’s voice stole through my thoughts, catching me off guard.
Did you hear me?
I did. Naughty boy, professor. She waggled her dark brows at me, a flirty grin parting her lips.
Another deep chuckle reverberated deep in my chest, followed by a stronger burst of satisfaction and pride. I hadn’t even meant to share my inner ramblings with Aelia, and somehow, she’d discerned my thoughts all the same.
If you don’t learn to block me from your mind, professor, we’ll never leave this cavern. Her cheeks blushed an enticing crimson as she swept her lips over mine. But you’re right, we should certainly indulge at least one more time.
You’re not sore after last night?
Her cheeks flared a brighter hue. “Surprisingly, no,” she finally whispered. “Should I be?”
“Some females experience discomfort after their first time.”
“Well, then, I suppose you’re just that good.” A sinful grin lit up the flecks of silver in her brilliant irises.
“Oh, princess, you know just how to stroke my ego, don’t you?”
Her head bobbed before her hand slipped between us, stroking another part of my anatomy. This one so much more satisfying. Her mouth captured mine, and I was nearly lost to the wicked sensations, but a flicker of logic rippled through the lusty haze.
“Wait,” I groaned.
“What is it? Are you sore?”
I barely restrained the laugh. “No, love, I’m just fine. It’s you I’m worried about.”
“What about?”
Cradling her face in my hand, I brushed my thumb across her cheek. “Not that I don’t cherish the idea of fathering dozens of your children in the future, but I’m afraid now is not the right time. It’s imperative we procure a potion to ensure any untimely surprises.”
“Oh!”
“I can send a message to Gideon and have one of my shadows retrieve it.”
Her lips puckered, eyes growing wild with panic. “Must we tell him? How embarrassing…”
“It’s only a matter of time before everyone discovers we’ve completed the bond.” And as immature and childish as it seemed, I couldn’t wait for everyone to know Aelia was finally mine. The cuorem was unbreakable, a permanent tether that would bind us for life and into the worlds after.
A hint of dread trickled through our newly formed connection, instantly souring my mood.
“What is it?”
“Ruhl…” she whispered.
And all it took was my half-brother’s name to send my jealousy to new, unfathomable heights. Rage pounded through me, raw, pure and completely overwhelming. The grisly desire to wrap my fingers around my brother’s throat and squeeze until his neck snapped was palpable. It was the new bond; it had to have been. Drawing in a steadying breath to force down the fury, I focused on Aelia, on the pucker of her lips, the confusion in her gaze. She must have felt the uncontrollable frenzy…
“He deserves to hear it from me,” she finally said, her voice nearly trembling from my wrath. “It wouldn’t feel right for him to learn the truth from Gideon, especially since we are still technically betrothed.”
“The betrothal was a farce,” I hissed, that anger boiling up beyond my control once again. The idea of my cuoré belonging to anyone else had unfettered rage seething through my veins.
“I know.” Her hands curved around my face, thumbs gently sweeping across my skin, tempering my wrath. “And I would never wish to be with anyone but you, my cuoré, my love.”
With every word, the anger began to subside. Aelia’s love for me, her loyalty, her devotion flooded our bond, slowly driving away the maddening sensations. My body relaxed, the tension coiling around my muscles gradually dissipating.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered as the overwhelming emotions subsided. “I don’t know what came over me.” Well, I did, but I didn’t feel it was necessary to rehash at the moment. Clearly, she’d felt it all through our flowing connection.
A faint smile crawled across her lips. “I understand.”
And she probably did, like no one else in the world could.
“Now, do you think it will be too much of a risk to indulge one more time before we seek out the contraceptive potion? It isn’t near my time of the moon.”
Excitement engulfed the bond, a powerful tangle of mine and hers. “It’s well worth the small risk in my opinion.” My hands skated down her back, hands curling around her waist.
“Agreed.” Her smile was more radiant than the Raysa-blessed sun as she straightened, baring her perfect form.
My hand skimmed the inside of her thigh before settling at the hollow between her legs. A hiss escaped my lips as I felt how ready she was for me. Gently lifting her, I guided her over my arousal, and the cuorem again flared to life.
Slowly, I lowered her, inch by inch, her head falling back on a moan.
Is this okay? I released the thought and let it sail through our connection.
Yes, please, more. Her breathy plea was all the encouragement I needed.
Losing all restraint, I rolled my hips until I was fully sheathed inside her. She groaned my name, her body easily molding to mine. And gods, it was more glorious than I remembered. The roar of sensations coursing through me was more powerful than any storm I’d ever encountered, wild, electric, and all-consuming, as if the gods themselves had set my soul ablaze.
As our bodies moved together in perfect unison, hearts beating in time, I truly understood what it meant to be cuoré. The profound, mystical connection between our souls was all-consuming. Aelia and I were perfect counterparts of one another, two souls bound together across time and space.
I knew now, without a shadow of a doubt, what I had to do to ensure this lasted forever.
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Chapter Sixty
A elia
“Can’t we just stay here forever?” My whispered words echoed across the quiet cavern, the gentle rush of water against the lagoon’s edge the only sound disturbing the absolute peace.
“I wish it could be that simple, starlight.” Reign tightened his hold around me, his strong arms coupled with the tepid, shimmering water blanketing me in warmth. We’d spent all day in the blissful solitude of the cavern, exploring each other’s bodies and the limits of our new bond.
I’d have to be more careful around my cuoré as it seemed our minds were now irrevocably linked, and every thought that fluttered through seeped directly into his skull. Which proved problematic since we couldn’t seem to keep our hands off one another, and every passing lusty thought only urged the other one on.
A deep chuckle vibrated Reign’s chest, echoing through my own with our bodies pressed against each other. He cradled me in his arms, gently rocking as we floated amid the sparkling lagoon.
“We will have to leave today, if for no other reason than to secure the contraceptive potion.”
Oh realms, that’s right. Curses. The last thing we needed at the moment was to bring a child into this chaos. Though the idea of a family with Reign had my heart so full it sprouted dragon wings. Which reminded me, I hadn’t heard a word from Sol since Reign stole me away to our serene bubble.
“I think I’d prefer to have Rue procure the potion from Elisa instead of asking Gideon.” Oh, gods, Rue. I hated not telling her about Heaton, but Reign insisted we wait until after speaking to Elian. If not, she’d be racing toward the Wilds to save her brother and only succeed in getting herself killed in the process.
Reign shrugged, drawing me back to our discussion, the lazy lift of his shoulders surprising after the last time I’d even come close to mentioning Ruhl. I’d been careful not to speak his brother’s name after the unexpected outburst this morning. I had never anticipated that torrent of rage, but it wasn’t only the anger that streamed through the bond, but rather pure fear of losing me to the younger prince. I understood it now that the mate bond flared between us. I would go to any lengths to protect him, and imagining any other female within his proximity had red bleeding through my vision.
“I hate to say it, but I fear our little getaway has come to an end.” He shifted me in his arms, releasing me from his solid embrace so my feet touched the bottom of the lagoon.
A sigh of resignation squeezed through my lips. “It’s decided, then? We’ll go see King Elian?” We had discussed the idea at length this morning, in between decadent kisses and leisurely soaks in the shimmering pool.
With my powers of astral possession out of control, and the looming war on the horizon, Reign and I agreed we needed an ally against Helroth. Who better than my uncle? According to Aidan’s memories, Elian had no idea I existed, and more than that, there was no evidence that he was responsible for my mother’s death as Helroth had claimed. More lies he spun to sway me to his side. Surely, once the king discovered his only niece was the child of twilight, he’d put an end to my relentless pursuit.
“I’m still not certain.” Reign’s wary gaze met mine. “I know you believe Elian will welcome you with open arms, but besides being his niece, you are also the rightful heir to the throne of Ethereal Light.”
“But I don’t want it,” I blurted. After spending my entire life as a lowly Kin, I still couldn’t believe I was the heir to not one, but two thrones. Princess of two royal Fae courts. And I didn’t want anything to do with either of them.
Reign’s hands closed around my shoulders. “It doesn’t matter what you want, Aelia. Upon Alaric’s death, you should have assumed the throne. There are those who will push to see you claim that title the moment your true identity is revealed. Elian knows that…”
“Then we’ll only tell Elian so he can help us fight Helroth and keep it a secret from everyone else. I have no desire to claim that throne. All I want is for the courts to finally be at peace, and to live a life with you.” Curling my arms around the back of his neck, I brushed my lips against his.
“And I promise you, we will have that. I’ll do whatever it takes.”
We had yet to discuss the veritable elephantis in the cavern. There was still his father and the blood vow he’d sworn to destroy the child of twilight to contend with.
His mouth swept over mine, tentatively. I have a plan, Aelia, you only need to trust me. His deep voice whirled through my thoughts, a gentle caress.
Of course he’d heard my mental musings.
Care to enlighten me?
I cannot. It’s essential that it’s as much of a surprise to you as to everyone else.
Why?
His lips pressed into a hard line. Please, princess, do you trust me?
With everything I am.
“Good.” The sharp line of his jaw softened as he drew my mouth to his once again. The kiss was sweet, reassuring, unlike the fiery ones from earlier. “Now, we better stop this, or we’ll never make it to the Castle of Ethereal Light.”
“I’d be perfectly fine with that.” My words were nothing more than a breathy whisper.
He leaned his forehead to mine. “Oh, princess, you have no idea what you do to me, or how much I’d love to remain here with you in this quiet cavern forever.” A rueful grin flashed across his face. “But, alas…”
“Ugh, I know.”
Scooping me into his arms, he walked us through the shallow part of the pond, then his shadows curled around his back, propelling us out of the water. The second of weightlessness reminded me of every moment since we completed the bond. It felt as if I’d been walking on air, the heavy weight that had taken permanent residence across my shoulders finally lifted.
When we reached the pile of discarded clothes on the ledge that had served as our bed, Reign released me. I couldn’t help the grunt of disapproval that escaped once my bare feet hit the stone. Swallowing down another sigh, I reached for the crumpled nightgown before Reign snuck around behind me and handed me a stack of fresh clothing.
“Where did that come from?” I eyed him.
“I had my shadows zip over to the manor to retrieve our clothing this morning.” He grinned.
“How very useful of them. I’d nearly forgotten all about that clever little trick.”
“They seem to be growing in power every day.” His brows twisted as if this was an unexpected occurrence.
“I thought that was the point of the cuorem bond.”
“It is, but it started happening well before. While you were gone, actually. I thought perhaps it was the zar that you were pushing through our developing bond, but I’m not so certain anymore.”
“Well, more power will be exactly what we’ll need for what’s to come.”
His head dipped before he turned to slip on his own clothes.
As I stepped into the supple leather of the suede breeches, my thoughts began to wander. I dreaded the idea of leaving the safety of our hidden alcove. Here, nothing but Reign and I mattered. Out there, we’d be forced to face the ramifications of our actions. I wanted to believe Aidan would be happy for us, but I feared Ruhl’s reaction and that of my grandsire the most.
With the cuorem in place, clearly there would be no betrothal to Ruhl or joining of the Night and Shadow Courts. What would Helroth do when he discovered we’d disregarded his decree?
“Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it together.” Reign’s words interrupted my dismal musings.
“I’m not sure I will ever get used to you having unfettered access to my innermost thoughts.”
He cupped the back of my neck, tugging my mouth to his so that only a heartbeat remained between our lips. “Forever is a long time, princess. I’m fairly certain one could get used to anything.”
A silly grin escaped as I considered a lifetime with this male. I didn’t think it would ever be enough. I would never tire of the way his eyes found mine in a crowded assembly hall, of the sound of his deep laughter rumbling against my skin, or the quiet, blissful moments when his touch felt like coming home.
He pressed a quick kiss to my lips, releasing me much too soon. “There are two someones we must share our happy news with first if we hope to reach the Castle of Ethereal Light at a timely hour.”
Oh goddess, he was right. It was time to tell Sol and Phantom.
    
I only wished you trusted me enough not to shut me out. Sol’s words scraped through my mind, his tone of disappointment worse than Aidan’s.
After a quick stop at the Conservatory, in which only Reign descended to procure the potion, forcing me to stay put on Solanthus, we sailed across the Court of Ethereal Light toward King Elian’s castle with Phantom and Reign beside us. My cuoré was also revealing the news to his skyrider, though from the relaxed look on his face, she was clearly taking it better than mine was.
I was trying to protect you from experiencing the onslaught of emotions incited by the ritual of the bonding.
He snorted, tendrils of dark smoke curling around his nostrils. Did you truly think I wouldn’t feel that, Aelia?
Embarrassment rolled through me, heat coating my cheeks. But I was blocking you…
There is only so much you can shield me from. An unbreakable, gods-forged bond is not one of them. The cuorem is a sacred gift from the gods, the ensuing power released from the joining was felt across the realms.
“What?” I shrieked aloud. “Are you serious?”
I’m speaking metaphorically, of course. But I do not doubt that the ramifications will be felt across the kingdoms.
The prophecy. That must be what he was speaking of. Had we cursed Aetheria by giving into our hearts’ desires?
It doesn’t matter now, little Kin, what’s done is done.
I’m happy you know.
I know. A hint of resignation laced his tone. I’m happy that you are happy.
But you’re not pleased that we are mated?
That’s not a fair inquiry. I wouldn’t dare to question what the gods have chosen, much like I have little say in my own predicament.
Wait a second… did our bond somehow affect yours? Raysa, how could I not have even considered that?
It has sparked the rush of some unwanted emotions through our link.
Curses. I never thought our lusty sensations would bleed into our skyriders.
I’m sorry, Sol. You’re right, I should have discussed it with you first.
The soaring spires of the grand castle came into view, reaching toward the heavens and parting the clouds with their white stone turrets. Cascading waterfalls spilled into the sparkling lakes below. My breath hitched at the magnificent sight that now held an entirely new meaning. Had this castle once been my home? Had I lived there as a baby? Or had my existence been kept secret from the very start?
You spent very little time at the castle, little Kin. Very shortly after you were born, your life was entrusted to Aidan.
Gods, I had so many questions. Ones that an entire lifetime could fill. But now was not the time.
The castle’s cupola sparkled like a jewel, the prismatic glass ceiling reminding me of something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. A series of bridges surrounded the luminescent fortress, arcing over shimmering pools, each one connecting the castle to smaller floating terraces across the falls.
It was truly spectacular. Had I even gotten the chance to bathe in those ethereal pools with my father?
As we soared ever closer, a hint of unease sailed through the ties that connected me to my skyrider. Gods, there I was again, ignoring his feelings. Sol had been bonded to my father. Knowledge of his death must have been terrible.
“Have you been back since⁠—”
No. His gruff response was all the answer I needed. It was a good thing Ruhl hadn’t been apprised of this trip, and that his skyrider was still recovering from his last encounter with Sol.
Aelia. Reign’s voice cut through the connection with my skyrider as Sol’s wings angled toward the earth. I know you believe your uncle will be thrilled to learn of your existence, but I beg of you, princess, please keep your guard up.
I promise.
Good. Then let’s go meet your good uncle.


OceanofPDF.com


             




OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Sixty-One
R eign
The radiant light blasting through the dome of the Castle of Ethereal Light was blinding after the weeks spent in the cool night of Noxus’s embrace in Shadowmere. Squinting as Aelia and I strode through the magnificent hallway behind a pair of Royal Guardians, I tightened my hold on her hand. There was no point in pretending any longer. Today, we would lay the whole truth at King Elian’s feet and pray to the gods he would choose to fight on our side.
Not because he was Aelia’s uncle or because she was the true heir to the throne. No, I knew the conniving royal better than that. There wasn’t a noble bone in his body. Which was what had my shadows buzzing, and my entire body so coiled with tension, it was difficult to maintain a normal gait.
What I had to offer the king was greater than loyalty to his own blood, greater than the duty to do what was right. In exchange for his protection and Royal Guardians to fight the war, I’d offer up my father’s head.
Keeping that part of the plan from my mate, carefully tucked behind a wall of impenetrable obsidian, had been the most difficult part. With the gleaming strands of the new cuorem rushing between us, secrecy was quite a feat. Luckily, I’d spent the last three years of my life perfecting the skill, and building walls to conceal the truth was child’s play at this point. Still, I hated keeping this from Aelia, even if it was for her own good. I feared her delicate mortal sensibilities would balk at the idea of serving up my sire for slaughter, even if it meant not only saving us from Helroth but also eliminating the issue of the blood vow.
With Tenebris gone and Ruhl sitting the throne in his place, we could unite both courts against the greater threat of the Night Fae. Then once they were defeated, finally, Aelia and I could be free to live and love as we desire.
“Are you nervous?” Aelia’s hushed murmur interrupted my silent musings. “You’re abnormally quiet,” she whispered. “I can’t even hear you through the bond.”
Offering a tight smile, I squeezed her hand. “A lot to think about, princess. And it’s always preferable to guard your thoughts around enemies.”
“Right.”
The guard stopped in front of a gilded door, the polished finish reflecting the golden walls and flickering light of floating orbs. Only now did I notice how Aelia’s expression had morphed into one of wonder and awe as we’d traversed the luminescent corridors. Gods, I was a fool. I was so absorbed in strategy and plotting that I hadn’t stopped for a moment to consider what being here would mean to her. A lost childhood, a family she never knew, a past never destined to be.
How are you? Lowering the wall between us, I allowed the question to flow through our mental link.
As good as can be expected in a situation like this.
The squeal of the enormous door opening put an end to our silent discussion, and I quickly raised my mental shield, reminding Aelia to do the same with a quick nod.
At the end of the grand luminescent chamber sat King Elian atop his throne, much like I’d found him all those weeks ago. Aelia’s gaze fixed on the royal as we approached the dais, as if finally seeing him for the very first time. Elian regarded us with barely veiled contempt from atop the white crystal throne that shimmered beneath the sunlight streaming through the glass cupola.
“Your Ethereal Highness, it is an honor to stand in your presence.” Disdain bit into my tone, but I hoped it wasn’t too evident. I dipped my head ever so slightly, and Aelia folded into a curtsy.
He should be bowing to you. I let the thought loose.
We need his help, Reign. It won’t hurt to be courteous.
The king’s typically serene turquoise gaze flared as he regarded me, then chased to Aelia and held for an endless moment. Finally, he cleared his throat, an expressionless mask sliding back into place. “You’ll have to excuse my surprise, but I believed you to be dead, Miss Ravenwood.”
“You aren’t the only one,” I interjected.
“Now then, may I ask what brings you to my court today—aside from delivering me a ghost?” His light brows furrowed. “When you requested an audience, professor, I assumed this was a matter regarding the Conservatory.”
For a moment, I’d nearly forgotten I had stolen Elian’s memories of my last visit. He had no idea he’d been the one to lead me to the Ebonshard Compass, which had ultimately guided me straight to Aelia. Now, it was time to fill in the blanks my shadows had stolen. And quickly.
“We know King Helroth is alive, along with an indeterminate amount of Night Fae. We also know you and King Tenebris are well aware of the fact and have been sending forces to fight the invaders along the border for weeks now.”
The king’s jaw slackened, turquoise eyes gone impossibly wide. Every Royal Guardian in the chamber shifted uncomfortably, tension cutting through the air. “That’s not⁠—”
I lifted my hand, cutting him off. “There is no point in denying it. Both Miss Ravenwood and I have encountered him personally. As a matter of fact, Aelia here spent the better part of the term as his captive.”
Anger radiated from the king’s form, a golden glow racing up and down his ethereal robes. “And what do you want for this knowledge?”
A chuckle pierced my lips, sharp and menacing. “I’m not here to blackmail you, Your Highness.”
“We’ve come to enlist your help to battle the enemy,” Aelia announced, cutting in.
“You wish to fight the Night King?” He snorted on a laugh. “What could a lowly Kin do?”
With Aelia’s long raven locks unbound, he clearly hadn’t noticed the newly sharpened tips of her ears. And was he blind to her powers? Or was it only because of how attuned my body was to hers that I could feel the trio of energies blanketing her form?
“A lowly Kin?” she growled, and tendrils of nox writhed across her shoulders, then slid down her arms. Then the pungent scent of zar invaded my nostrils, and a storm of silver eclipsed the blue in her eyes. This was not what we’d planned, but I could hardly blame her for lashing out when the royal was behaving like an ass.
“By the gods,” he hissed, and the entire room sprang into motion as Royal Guardians summoned an array of luminous weapons.
My own shadows whirled to life, a wave of impenetrable darkness coating the room, siphoning every shred of light. “If anyone makes a move toward Aelia, I will strike you down on the spot.”
“It cannot be…” the king murmured as his frantic gaze swung from Aelia to me, then back again.
“But it is, uncle.” Aelia grinned, a feral smile that had the hair on the back of my neck rising. If she weren’t my cuoré, and the young female I’d met all those months ago in Feywood, I would have been terrified by the look in her eye. “Not only am I the child of the prophecy, but I am also your niece, daughter to your late brother, King Alaric.”
Elian blanched, his porcelain features awash in an unnatural alabaster hue. “But how?” Even as he muttered the question, something like realization flashed across his pinched face. “Sable wasn’t Light Fae…” He dragged his hand through his hair, mussing up the perfect golden strands. “I should have known. My brother had always kept her away from the prying eyes of court. I thought it was simply because they were newly mated, and his jealousy knew no bounds.”
“My mother was both Shadow and Night Fae actually,” Aelia offered. “More than that, uncle, my mother was the daughter of King Helroth.”
A surge of brilliant light pulsed around the king’s form, and again, the Royal Guardians stiffened, a wave of white closing in around us. “Oh, Raysa, help us.” He shuddered, a tremor rolling through his towering form.
I called upon my shadows, readying them to strike. Every nerve and muscle in my body coiled with tension. I would reduce this castle to rubble if necessary. Losing King Elian to our cause would be a blow, but he was no longer the only heir to the House of Ether. Surely, the court would rally behind their long-lost princess.
Elian must have come to the same conclusion because he waved off his guards with a dismissive hand. Then slowly, he rose, enigmatic gaze fixed on Aelia. “Welcome home, my child.”
    
Despite the king’s warm welcome to his long-lost niece and the grand chamber he’d offered us for the evening, I refused to let my guard down. Though we’d disclosed most of the pertinent information, I had yet to reveal who I really was or offer my father in return for this new alliance. And the fact that Elian had so easily accepted Aelia as his niece and heir, despite the warnings of the prophecy, had every nerve in my body on high alert.
Even now, after making love to Aelia, which typically set my mind at ease, erasing all else, I could not tamp down the nervous energy rushing my veins. I couldn’t blame Aelia for being so trusting, the female had grown up without a single blood relative. Of course, she wanted to believe Elian would welcome her with open arms, but I’d grown up beneath the hand of a cruel royal, and I knew too well the way things worked at court.
And it was for all these reasons that I pressed a gentle kiss to Aelia’s forehead now that I was certain she was sound asleep and marched toward the door of our chamber. As I silently closed the door behind me, I loosed a barrier of shadows across the threshold. If anyone were to attempt to enter the room in my absence, I’d immediately be alerted. With my fear of leaving Aelia alone marginally assuaged, I trudged down the hallway to bargain with the king.
When I finally reached the gilded chamber, I found the royal surrounded by his guards, a flurry of energy filling the throne room. Elian’s light eyes narrowed as I marched in, interrupting his discussion.
“Professor Darkthorn, do you have more earth-shattering news to share?”
A smirk curled the corner of my lip. “I do, actually.”
He waved his guards away and crooked a finger in my direction, beckoning me forward. “If this is about the cuorem you share with my niece, I already surmised as much.”
“Remarkable, Your Highness, how very astute of you.” My shadows curled across my shoulders, sliding up and down my arms. “Then we may as well dispense with all of the bullshit. I’m no ordinary professor, as I’m certain you’ve already gleaned.”
“No, I never thought you were.” He drummed his fingers along the armrest of his grand throne. “So, tell me, Reign, who are you?”
“I am King Tenebris’s bastard son, and I’ve come to offer you a deal in exchange for a blood vow ensuring Aelia’s protection.”
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Chapter Sixty-Two
A elia
After one incredible night in Reign’s arms, and two glorious days spent within the safety of the gilded walls of the castle, watching my parents’ home fade into the distance was more difficult than I’d expected. The past few days had been an escape from reality, but that grim reality grew ever closer. It was easy to forget the turmoil that went on just beyond our borders, that Heaton was still out there fighting and countless others were dying as we sat idly by.
Now that we’d secured the alliance with King Elian, our brief respite was over. It was time to let in the others on our plan. A tangle of nerves battled in my gut as I soared atop Sol over the familiar halls of the Conservatory. Today, I would be forced to tell Rue her brother was still alive, but possibly irreparably damaged by none other than my grandsire. More than that, I’d have to resurrect a ghost. Me.
All my fellow classmates, the headmaster, everyone believed me to be dead.
How would they take the news? And more importantly, would they be prepared to fight the Night Fae?
Everything will be fine, my love. I promise you. Reign’s words were like a caress to my weary soul. He flew aboard Phantom beside me, his dragon’s wingbeats echoing those of my own and nearly close enough to reach out and touch. A tranquil stream flowed through all four of us, as if the bond between us had strengthened somehow. Sometimes, I was certain I could feel Phantom’s presence through Reign.
Was it simply a side effect of our cuorem, or was it an echo of the ancient mate bond between our dragons?
Sol angled his wings toward the ground, drawing me from the dismal musings, and my stomach lurched up into my throat. A part of me couldn’t wait to share the news of our newly minted bond with Rue and Sy, but the other part dreaded facing Ruhl. Reign had summoned both his brother and his best friend, Gideon, to discuss the current state of affairs. If our plan to defeat the Night Fae was to work, it would require a joint effort.
Solanthus and Phantom alighted along the edge of campus, within the shade of the encroaching forest. Even from this distance, I could already make out the familiar forms of my teammates wielding ethereal weapons along the training field.
Goddess, I never thought I’d miss the normalcy of Combat class.
I slid down Sol’s leg, careful to avoid the spikey protrusions, then tipped my head back to smile up at my skyrider.
I’ll be nearby. Phantom and I will indulge in a quick hunt until you’re ready to return to Shadowmere.
Enjoy! I wanted to add more, to ask how things were going with Phantom, but Reign’s heavy gaze from across the way jerked my attention to the matter at hand. Besides, I assumed Sol would tell me when the time was right.
With their thunderous flapping beating the air into a frenzy, I watched as the two enormous beasts took off into the endless blue. Reign appeared at my side an instant later, his gaze following their trail.
“Has Phantom mentioned anything to you about their mate bond?”
“No, but I believe they’re trying to find their way back to each other, much like we have.” He reached for my hand, firm fingers weaving through mine, and just like that, some of the turmoil quieted.
We barely made it halfway across the field before two familiar forms bounded toward us.
“Aelia, is that you?” Rue shouted as she raced in our direction.
“What are you doing out here in the open?” Symon glanced around the verdant lawn, teeming with Light Fae students. More than a few curious gazes lanced in our direction. Then came the murmurs and hissed whispers.
With the chatty Fae, news of my return would spread across campus like wildfire.
My friends and I collided in a tangle of limbs and happy laughter in the middle of the field. Symon spun us in a circle, ripping my hand free of Reign’s. I didn’t need the bond to sense his displeasure, but he remained silent all the same.
“Holding hands with the professor in public, have you both gone mad?” Rue hissed.
A silly grin stretched across my face, and I couldn’t hold in the good news for a moment longer. I’d debated starting with the information about Heaton, but somehow, I couldn’t force the words from my mouth.
“Reign and I are mated; we completed the cuorem bond,” I blurted, heat ravaging my cheeks.
“Oh, Aelia!” Rue squealed before Symon joined in on the merriment.
“Finally!” he exclaimed, pulling me into another hug. His fingers hovered an inch from my ear, but he pulled them back as Reign’s murderous glare razed over him. “Very happy for you, professor,” he gritted out instead.
“Mmm,” Reign grumbled.
“Yes, so happy!” Rue released me and wrapped her arms around Reign pulling him into a rowdy embrace.
I couldn’t keep the cackle from bursting free at his horrified expression as she bounced up and down, taking him with her.
“Right, right, enough of that,” he groused, pulling free of her hold. “As happy as we both are about this, I’m afraid we have some less wonderful news.”
That pit of dread I’d managed to dislodge returned in full force. Where would I start? With the fact that I’d encountered Heaton on the battlefield, or that I was still possessing bodies and waging war in my sleep?
Oddly enough, I hadn’t experienced a single nightmare since Reign and I had completed the bond. I prayed to all the gods it was a permanent remedy, but Reign wasn’t convinced.
“Come, let’s go speak in my chamber, away from prying eyes.” Reign ticked his head toward the Hall of Rais which housed the faculty quarters, and we all fell into step behind him. Once a professor, always a professor, I supposed.
As we meandered through the familiar campus, that longing returned once again. I was certain, now, I would never return to these hallowed halls as a student. With the war upon us, there was no longer time for classes or trials, the true final battle had arrived. We would no longer be mere students but be forced to graduate to warriors.
The depressing thought infiltrated my mind. How many of my classmates would die? How many of my teammates?
“Tell me everything about the bonding ritual,” Rue whisper-hissed in my ear, drawing me from my dark thoughts. “Is it truly as incredible as the ancient tomes describe?”
A smile slid across my lips unbidden as I allowed myself a moment to recall the amazing moment in the glittering cavern. “It’s all that and more.”
“Oh, Raysa,” Sy squealed in excitement. “We need all the details, my little Kin.”
Reign swung his head over his shoulder scowling. “Please, not in front of me.”
“Oh, professor!” Rue cried. “Has your mystical bonding transferred some of Aelia’s mortal sensibilities?”
Another cackle erupted, my head falling back.
“No,” he snapped, “I simply don’t see how any of it is your business.”
“Clearly, you know nothing about females.” She grinned mischievously.
As much as I enjoyed the light-hearted banter and watching Reign squirm, I had to prepare Rue for the information to come. Heaving in a breath, I speared my arm through hers, holding her tight against me as she’d often done when offering support upon my initial arrival at the academy.
“It’s about Heaton,” I murmured.
Her wide eyes swung at me, mouth curved into a capital O. “What?”
“I saw him, Rue. He’s alive.”
“Oh, blessed Raysa, thank you!”
“There’s more…”
Reign fell back, moving between my friends and me. “Wait until we’re within the warded walls of my chamber, Aelia.”
I nodded quickly before turning to my best friend once more. “We’ll get him back, Rue, I promise.”
    
A tense silence hovered across the expanse of Reign’s room once we had explained everything that had happened in the last several days. Rue and Symon sat perched on the settee by the hearth, while Reign circled his chamber in a frenzied pace. I lingered beside my friends, nerves too rattled to sit. Between the toxic mix of Reign’s state of mind and my own, a swell of anxiety bloated my chest.
“I’m sure we’ll be able to reverse whatever lies Helroth has planted in Heaton’s mind. Look how well I’m doing.” I offered a reassuring smile.
“No offense, little Kin,” Sy interjected, “but didn’t you just tell us you’ve been slaying Light and Shadow Fae in your sleep?”
“But I’ve been better now…” Probably because every night I’ve spent with Reign since we completed the bond, there’s been little sleep, if any.
“We are handling it,” Reign barked. “Now that we are bonded, there must be a way for me to draw the zar out of her.”
“And pollute yourself with that venomous energy instead?” I blurted.
“I can handle it.”
The door to Reign’s chamber whipped open and a torrent of his shadow minions raced across the room.
“It’s just Ruhl!” I shouted before Reign’s dark guards curled around his throat.
The smoky, slithering wraiths returned to their master, diving within the depths of his cloak. “What took you so long?”
Ruhl stalked closer, a guarded look in his eyes as he regarded me for a long moment before swinging his glare toward his brother, nostrils flared. “For Noxus’s sake, Reign. What have you done?” he growled, eyes flashing. “I can scent you all over her. You’ve ruined everything.”
“I never agreed to your inane plot to betroth yourself to my cuoré!” Shadows streaked from his form, bathing the room in pure night.
“What?” I gasped, eyes darting between both males.
“Don’t look at me,” Reign growled. “This was the grand plan concocted by my half-brother and Aidan.”
“That’s why you took me away the other night?” My brows furrowed, realization slamming into me, then a trickle of annoyance seeped through. You should have told me. I sent the thought through the sparkling tether that united our minds.
I wanted us to be alone.
“You wanted to keep her away from us,” Ruhl snarled. “So that she wouldn’t have the chance to listen to logic. Did you force her to complete the bond just to spite me?”
“Of course not,” Reign hissed, erasing the distance between him and his sibling. “How dare you say that?” His hands curled around the collar of Ruhl’s tunic. “I would never force her to do anything.”
“It was my idea,” I cried out before the two jealous idiots destroyed each other. “I wanted to complete the bond because I love him.”
Ruhl’s expression faltered, the venom in his gaze waning. He expelled a breath, shoulders rounding. With the cuorem finally satiated, he should no longer have felt any of the lingering side effects. Then why was he looking at me like it was impossible to breathe?
“It doesn’t matter anymore,” Reign gritted out, uncurling his hands from his brother’s throat. “I’ve secured Elian to our side and ensured Aelia’s safety. She’s my cuoré, and I will see to it that her best interests are considered.”
“I’m standing right here,” I shouted. “Neither of you should be plotting anything behind my back, and that includes Aidan.”
From the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of Rue and Symon. They watched the exchange silently, gazes darting back and forth between each of us. Oh, gods, how embarrassing.
“Reign is right.” I drew in a steadying breath and moved toward the Shadow Prince. “What is done is done. And I am happy, Ruhl. Can you understand that?”
His lips pressed into a hard line, but his head dipped all the same. “As long as it is what you wanted.”
“It’s more than I ever could have dreamed of.” I laced my fingers through Ruhl’s and squeezed. “I’m sorry for everything you’ve been forced to endure at the hands of the finicky bond.” At the faint touch, a surge of jealousy streamed through the cuorem. Releasing his hand, I took a measured step back and staggered straight into Reign’s unyielding torso.
“Now that that’s been settled, there is much more to discuss.” Reign motioned toward the sitting area by the hearth. “Where is Gideon, anyway?”
“He’ll be here shortly.” Ruhl shrugged. “Something about dealing with Malakar.”
“Fine, then, we wait.”
Ruhl marched to the door, eyes avoiding mine. “If it’s all the same to you, brother, I’d prefer to get some fresh air and sunshine while I wait.”
“You, bask in the sun, since when?”
His gaze chased to mine for an instant before falling away. “Since I’ve suddenly found myself drowning in endless night.”
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Chapter Sixty-Three
A elia
Perched atop the stone wall that surrounded the courtyard and jutted out into the Shadowmere Sea, I stared across the dark horizon. An entire day had passed, we were back within the ebony walls of Duskridge Manor and still, I couldn’t get Ruhl’s words or that look of utter devastation out of my mind. I should have been angry at him and Aidan for attempting to arrange yet another betrothal for me—this time, a real one—but instead, I only felt pity for Reign’s half-brother. Perhaps it was the lingering memories Helroth had implanted, or maybe I’d grown to truly care for him over the past few months.
Either way, the guilt still ate at me.
A breeze lifted strands of platinum hair off my brow and sent them lashing across my face. As I swept them behind my ear, the shuffle of approaching footsteps turned my head over my shoulder.
Aidan.
I hadn’t spoken more than a few words to my adoptive father since my return. He hadn’t seemed pleased about the news of our mated status, and it irked me, more than I cared to admit. After having waited so long, I’d hoped my friends and family would have been more supportive of the development.
“Estellira,” he whispered, his voice so quiet it was nearly lost on the breeze.
I canted my head back, legs still dangling off the precipice. “Yes?”
“It has occurred to me that I may owe you an apology.”
That had my attention. I whirled completely around to face the male who’d raised me.
He shifted his weight, running a hand across his nape. “Or, rather, Reign made it apparent. I ran into him in the kitchen, and he directed me out here to find you.”
Of course, he knew where I was.
“He made me realize that I hadn’t reacted to your news in the appropriate way, and I explained why, which then prompted me to find you so that I may explain myself.”
“Why, then?”
“It wasn’t that I don’t approve of Reign or wished you to marry Ruhl instead. I feared your attachment to Reign and the blood vow he owed his father. I only wish to protect you, and I truly want you to be happy, estellira. It was what your parents would have wanted too. Your cuoré has assured me that he has taken the necessary steps to ensure your safety, and I believe him. Besides, the true reason for my bad temper was not the mating at all, but rather, the news of your visit to King Elian.”
My brows drew together as I regarded him. “But why?”
“Don’t you find it odd that given the choice of his brother, a direct blood relative, or his general, that your father chose me to raise you? He could have just as easily named Elian to care for you, to keep your secret.”
I chewed on my bottom lip, considering. “But then who would have ruled the Ethereal Court?”
A wry smile curved his lips. “That was exactly what Reign said.” He reached out for me, cupping my cheek. “My estellira, if you had been my child, and I had the choice between choosing the best person to care for you or the best person to rule our kingdom, the decision would have been a simple one. I knew your father well, and I am certain he felt the same.”
“So, he didn’t trust his own brother?”
His shoulders slowly lifted. “Not enough to entrust him with his most prized possession.”
Warmth flooded my chest as Aidan’s pale gray eyes seared to mine. “Your parents both loved you so much. You meant the world to them. They would have given up everything to ensure your safety, and they did.”
Despite having searched his memories myself, there was still vital information I lacked. I paused, wording my question carefully, knowing that the blood vow Aidan took would prevent him from divulging the truth. “How did King Alaric die?”
“According to history,” he began, a vein across his forehead pulsing, “the king suffered a severe wound in battle and died less than a fortnight after. Some say it was the death of his dragon…”
“But that isn’t the truth?”
Again, that vein pulsed, and his lips strained as if desperate to pry loose words that were locked up tight.
“Clearly, there’s more to this story.”
He nodded ever so faintly.
“And my mother?”
Not a syllable broke free through his tense jaw. According to Phantom, my mother’s bonded skyrider, it had been the cuorem bond. She’d been so distraught by the death of my father, she’d perished right after him.
“Is there anyone alive besides you who knows what truly happened to my parents?”
Again, the faint dip. “There must be, but I am not certain.”
“It’s Helroth, isn’t it? He knows more than what he’s letting on. I assumed he was lying when he said Elian killed my mother, but what if he wasn’t?” What if that was the one thing my grandsire had actually been truthful about? The terrible possibility stole the air from my lungs. Oh gods, and I’d just allied myself with the Light King. We had shared vital details with him.
Maybe Reign had been right not to trust him. I’d been such a fool, blinded by the hope of finally finding a link to my past, to my family.
    
“What if aligning ourselves with Elian was a terrible mistake?” Clutching one of my daggers in my hand, I paced the length of my chamber, a storm of energy churning in my core.
Reign stood by the window, the moonlight framing his imposing form in a pale blue glow. “Aelia, we knew trusting the king would be a gamble, but he is our best hope of defeating Helroth.”
“And if he turns on us instead? Like he might have done to my mother?” A sob worked its way up my chest, but I swallowed hard, forcing it down.
Reign erased the space between us, his firm, reassuring hands closing around my shoulders and halting my manic movements. “We don’t know for certain that what Helroth claimed is true. He also said you held no Light Fae blood in your veins and that your father abandoned you and your mother. We know for certain that none of that is true.” He paused, his hands sliding up my neck and settling on my cheeks. “And even if it were the truth, I have given Elian more than enough of an incentive to keep his word to protect you.”
My brows furrowed as I regarded him, a whisper of fear lancing through my insides. “What do you mean? What did you do, Reign?”
He loosed a breath, the taut set of his shoulders softening. “I didn’t want to tell you because I feared you’d try to talk me out of it.”
My entire body stiffened before I staggered back a step. “Talk you out of what?”
“In exchange for his protection and that of his entire troop of Royal Guardians, I vowed to deliver Tenebris.”
“Reign!” My eyes widened in horror. “No, you can’t… He’s still your father.”
Raw fury, pure and undiluted streamed through our bond. “He’s nothing to me,” he growled. “My entire life I was only a weapon to him, a blade to be brutally honed to destroy his greatest enemy. You.” He reached for me again, and this time, I didn’t fight it as his hands cradled my face. “You are my cuoré, and you come before anything and everyone else. Delivering my father to Elian means the protection of the Court of Light and the answer to my blood vow.”
A gasp escaped despite my best efforts. Reign was willing to send his own father to certain death to protect me from himself. “Oh, Reign…” A sliver of my heart fractured. How could he think I would expect that of him? Placing my hand on his chest, just over his heart and our new mate mark, I pressed a gentle kiss to his lips. “The sacrifice is too much.”
“It is not.” He kissed me back, harder, as if was trying to sear the truth into my very soul. “There is nothing I wouldn’t do to keep you safe, Aelia. Not a line I wouldn’t cross. Not a shadow I wouldn’t command. I would raze kingdoms, tear through realms, and defy the gods themselves if it meant shielding you from even a whisper of pain.”
His breath mingled with mine, his forehead pressed to my own. “You are my purpose. My cuoré. And I will fight until my last breath to make sure you survive whatever comes.”
My heart stuttered at the intensity of his words and the stream of emotions rocketing through our bond. Releasing a shaky breath, I seared my mouth to his. “I love you so much, Reign,” I whispered against his lips.
Those midnight orbs locked onto mine, and the flurry of sensations surging between us stole the breath from my lungs. “Not more than I love you.” He captured my lips with a hunger that shattered the last of my restraint. His kiss was fierce, reverent, as if he were trying to imprint his soul to mine all over again. Heat spiraled between us, igniting something ancient and irrevocable in my core. The cuorem pulsed, a living, breathing thing between us. His hands framed my face like I was something fragile, yet sacred, a treasure he'd spent lifetimes searching for.
When we finally broke apart, his forehead rested against mine, our breaths tangled. “You are etched into every piece of me, Aelia. You always have been. And no power in this realm or the next will ever change that.” He walked me back toward the massive bed, and a smile stretched across my face. “Now let me show you.”
Fiery anticipation coiled low in my belly as he stretched me across the mattress. With those smoldering midnight irises fixed to mine, he crawled over me, fitting himself between my thighs. Scorching need crowded every inch of my being, and not for the first time, I thanked the gods for that contraceptive potion Elisa had whipped up. With how often we made love, the results would have been disastrous otherwise.
A whirlwind of shadows danced around our bodies, and within seconds, every shred of clothing between us vanished. A giggle pursed my lips at their icy touch, goose bumps rippling across my exposed flesh. Reign must have sensed the chill because he moved over me, fully blanketing me in his warmth. Already, I could feel him heavy against my thigh, and heady excitement thrummed through my veins, pooling at my core.
“Your shadows are becoming much too proficient with that little trick.”
He grinned wickedly. “They have been getting a lot of practice.”
“They certainly have.” I was sure my smile could grow no wider. Being with Reign, feeling the warmth of his arms around me, the steady rhythm of his heartbeat against mine, was everything I hadn’t known I was missing. I may have never known the love of my parents, but Reign’s more than made up for it. His love wrapped around me like a second skin, shielding every broken, bruised part of me and replacing it with something whole.
Sliding my hands down his back, I parted my legs, urging him closer. I needed him inside me, the feel of our bodies moving as one. With a groan, he complied, filling me so deeply my heart soared. “Reign…” I rasped out, the onslaught of sensations nearly overpowering.
His arms curled around me, chests pressed together so that our flesh was joined in a fiery tangle. “I’ve got you, my love.”
Every brush of his fingers, every whispered word against my skin, tethered me more deeply to him. As our hips rocked against each other, the bond between us pulsed with quiet reverence, something ageless and sacred. In his embrace, I didn’t feel just powerful, I felt complete. And for the first time in a long time, I didn’t fear what tomorrow might bring. Because with Reign by my side, I could face anything.
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Chapter Sixty-Four
R eign
A contented sigh pursed my lips, drawing me from a deep, peaceful slumber. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept so well. Yes, I could. Every night since Aelia had returned to me, heart and soul, and we spent most of the night tangled in each other’s bodies. Gods, it was glorious.
She was glorious.
I’d never thought anything could ever feel so right.
As the haze of sleep slowly waned, the heated memories of the night before evaporated, and a chill settled over my flesh. There was something missing.
My eyelids snapped open as I reached for the lacking warmth on the other side of the sprawling mattress.
She was gone.
I leapt out of bed. Fear, pure and raw, swelled through every crevice of my being. “Aelia?” I shouted through the darkness, the sliver of moonlight barely illuminating the grand chamber.
No, this wasn’t happening again. I wouldn’t allow it.
My heart kicked at my ribs, a maddening drumbeat, and the cuorem flared to life. This time, I had a lifeline—a direct, unbreakable connection to my cuoré.
Aelia? Aelia, where are you?
A surge of zar streaked through the bond, the pungent, insidious power coating my insides.
Helroth.
That bastard had her; I was certain of it.
But now with the bond billowing between us, there was nowhere he could take my cuoré that I wouldn’t find her. Stepping into my discarded breeches, I laced them up in seconds, barely sparing a moment to toss a tunic over my head. A whirlwind of shadows trailed my frenzied movements, and I could already feel Phantom’s presence drawing closer.
She must have felt my panic.
After strapping a pair of swords to my back—one could never have too many weapons—I searched the nightstand for Aelia’s daggers. As I suspected, they were gone.
Did that bastard Helroth have her fighting his war again?
Phantom, is Solanthus with you?
Her response was immediate. No, he’s already flying south to find Aelia. He just felt her a moment ago and took off. I was about to reach out for you…
Where is she? The snarl tore through me, knowing very well the answer my dragon would provide. Despite the overwhelming zar muffling the bond, I could feel the chaos surrounding her.
Somewhere deep within the Wilds.
A string of curses erupted from my lips as I stalked toward the window. Phantom’s wingbeats thundered in the distance. As my shadows coalesced across my shoulders, I was filled with the urge to leap out the window and join her mid-air. But before I did that, I had to warn Aidan and the others. If war had erupted, both courts must prepare if we had any hopes to escape the dire warning of the prophecy.
    
The battlefield lay before me like a graveyard waiting to be filled.
Noxus, help us.
Amidst the chaos, a flicker of gold caught my eye, drawing my attention over the ridge to a familiar enormous form. An unmoving one. My stomach plummeted as Phantom’s gaze cut in the same direction and her shriek of anguish tore through the sky.
Solanthus. Is he…?
No, he still lives. Her voice was a mere whisper. But whoever did this will not be for long.
Phantom’s wings sliced through the clouds, her obsidian scales glinting with the first shred of dawn. Below, the Royal Guardians and Umbral Guard of the Light and Shadow Courts formed a fractured front, battling against each other like fools. They had no idea what lay just beyond the horizon. They would buckle in moments under the weight of the approaching darkness I’d witnessed last time.
But none of it mattered. Not the warriors armed to the teeth awaiting a command. Not even the countless lives scattered across both courts.
Only one thing mattered.
Her.
Aelia.
She crested the rise like a goddess of night incarnate, wreathed in a storm of shadow and fire, radiant wings of pure light stretched across her shoulders. Good goddess, she had wings…
At her back, the Demon Fae of the Night Court surged, an army clad in armor as black as Phantom’s wings, riding their beasts, the ones that resembled massive serpents of smoke and shadow. Their stern faces were cloaked in mirthless masks, eyes burning in shades of crimson and citrine. But she was their true weapon. Her aura, zar, nox, and rais, burned so brightly, it eclipsed even the sunless sky above. It was wrong. All of it. That power was hers, yes, but twisted now, corrupted by Helroth’s influence.
And gods, she didn’t even flinch when she saw me. Not a flicker of recognition.
Aelia?
Nothing but a stream of pure darkness raced through our mental connection.
My chest caved in.
Phantom let out a deafening roar as we descended, the wind screaming around me, echoing my silent plea: Come back to me. Her claws struck the earth, carving deep furrows into the bloodstained soil. I leapt from her back just as Aelia touched down, her luminous gold-and-ebony wings unfurling with a snap that cracked through the sky like lightning.
She didn’t hesitate. No warning. No words.
A spear of light shot from her palm, and I barely dodged it, my shadows reacting before I could. They surged to meet her next wave of flame, but she cleaved through them with terrifying ease. My bond pulled tight, screaming for her, desperate for a connection—anything—but it was like reaching for someone across a void that no longer remembered your name.
“Aelia!” I shouted, ducking beneath another blow. “It’s me, Reign. Your cuoré. Please, you must remember.”
Something flickered in her gaze, silver starlight breaking through the darkness, but it vanished before I could breathe.
Her next strike sent me to one knee, nox flaring wildly to absorb the impact. Pain tore through my ribs, but I didn’t retaliate. I wouldn’t. I couldn’t.
And that was my mistake.
She raised her hand, summoning a blade of pure void. Her expression was blank, empty, so unlike the fiery female I loved. The weapon arced through the air, aiming for my throat, and I knew she wouldn’t stop herself. Not this time.
Phantom shrieked from behind me, and the battlefield erupted in chaos. The Night Court charged over the ridge. Screams rang out. Light and Shadow Fae soldiers scrambled to engage, steel, rais and nox clashing in a symphony of war. But I didn’t move.
All I saw was her.
And all I could think was I won’t survive this if I lose her again.
I rose slowly, lifting my umbral blade, not to strike, but to block. “You’ll have to kill me, Aelia. Because I’m not leaving without you.”
Her hand trembled.
Just slightly.
And then a voice, not hers, slithered through the air like venom. Helroth. His presence crawled over my skin like ice.
“She belongs to me now, boy,” his voice boomed across the battlefield an instant before he appeared from a cloud of pure night. His silver hair blew across his shoulders, the Cloak of Forgotten Souls billowing in the wind. Cruel, crimson irises bored into me, a sinister smile kicking up the corners of his lips. “Finish this, princess.”
Aelia's blade descended.
And I closed my eyes.
Just before the strike landed, everything stopped.
The world froze. My nox shuddered. Time fractured.
And the cuorem burned.
Black.
To Be Continued…
Eeek!! I’m so sorry for that HORRIBLE cliffy! But, if you can’t wait until Crown of Smoke and Shadows is out on November 4th (you can preorder it now), join my Patreon at patreon.com/GKDeRosa to read all the chapters as I write them plus get early access to all the things and other exclusive goodies!
Or for a sneak peek of just the first chapter, join my Facebook group, GK DeRosa’s Supe Squad or my VIP reader newsletter.
And while you’re waiting for the next book, check out all of my complete series from the world of Azar. If you’re still in your academy era (like me!) check out one of my most popular series, Darkblood Academy.












Welcome to Darkblood—oops, I mean Darkhen Academy, where secrets lurk behind every spell and forbidden romance simmers beneath the mystical surface.
In this prestigious supernatural institute, three rules reign supreme:
1 Avoid all contact with The Seven, the enigmatic rulers of the magical academy.
2 Steer clear of the Fae forest under the bewitching glow of the full moon…or else.
3 And most definitely do not fall for one of the extremely hot and unattainable instructors, no matter how tempting their charms may be.
But rules were made to be broken, right? And breaking them is practically my specialty.
I'm Luna Hallows, the latest addition to Darkhen's eclectic student body. Imagine my surprise when I discovered my own supernatural heritage—a revelation that landed me smack dab in the middle of a world I never knew existed.
As the sole human amidst a sea of magical beings—dragons, fae, witches, and vampires—I'm about as out of place as a unipeg at a werewolf convention. Yet, fate seems to have other plans for me, forcing me into a destiny I never asked for.
With the delicate balance between the human and supernatural realms hanging in the balance, it's up to me and my new classmates to prevent chaos from consuming both worlds.
But as tensions rise and passions flare, navigating love and duty becomes a challenge even magic can't solve.
Binge the complete series here!
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Guide to the Courts of Aetheria










Court of Ethereal Light
King Elian of Ether
Light fae, beings associated with illumination and radiant energy, possess a variety of magical powers aligned with the forces of light and positive energy through rais.
Light Fae Abilities
1. Photokinesis:
The ability to manipulate and control light.
2. Healing Light:
The power to harness light energy for healing purposes.
3. Luminous Wings:
Only extremely powerful Light Fae can sprout ethereal, radiant wings that allow them to fly gracefully through the air.
4. Illumination Sight:
The ability to see beyond the visible spectrum, allowing Light Fae to perceive things such as auras, energy patterns, or hidden magical forces.
5. Solar Empowerment:
Drawing strength from sunlight, Light Fae experience enhanced abilities, increased vitality, and heightened magical powers when exposed to sunlight.
6. Prismatic Manipulation:
The power to control and manipulate prisms and rainbows.
7. Radiant Shields:
The ability to create protective barriers or shields made of radiant light.
8. Solar Flare Burst:
Unleashing bursts of intense solar energy, powerful Light Fae could create blinding flashes or focused beams to repel adversaries.
9. Light Infusion:
Infusing objects or individuals with radiant energy.
10. Harmony Induction:
The ability to radiate an aura of peace and tranquility.
11. Illuminate Knowledge:
The power to gain insights, visions, or access to hidden knowledge through the illumination of light.












    
Court of Umbral Shadows
King Tenebris and Queen Vespera of Umbra
Shadow fae, beings associated with darkness and shadows, possess a range of magical powers aligned with the forces of shadow and concealment through nox.
 
Shadow Fae Abilities
 
1. Umbrakinesis:
The ability to control and manipulate shadows.
2. Shadow Travel:
The power to traverse through shadows, allowing mature Shadow Fae to move swiftly from one shadow to another.
3. Cloak of Invisibility:
The ability to wrap themselves in shadows, becoming invisible to the naked eye.
4. Umbral Constructs:
The power to shape shadows into solid, tangible forms.
5. Fear Induction:
The ability to manipulate the fears and anxieties of others.
6. Eclipse Manipulation:
Control over celestial events, particularly eclipses.
7. Shadowmeld:
The power to merge seamlessly with shadows, becoming one with the darkness.
8. Umbral Blades:
Conjuring weapons made of solid shadow.
9. Whispering Shadows:
The ability to communicate through shadows.
10. Nightmare Weaving:
Crafting illusions and dreams that induce nightmares.
11. Corruptive Touch:
The power to taint or corrupt objects with shadows, extremely rare.












Court of Infernal Night
 
King Helroth of Inferna
 
Night Fae, or demon Fae, are beings associated with dark and malevolent powers aligned with the forces of night and demonic creatures through zar.
Night Fae Abilities
1. Infernal Manipulation:
Control over hellfire, allowing them to conjure and manipulate flames with demonic properties.
2. Soul Draining:
The ability to extract and consume the life force or essence of living beings, leaving them weakened or lifeless.
3. Cursed Illusions:
Creation of illusions that induce fear, despair, or madness in those who witness them.
4. Necromancy:
Command over the dead, allowing them to raise undead minions or manipulate the forces of death.
5. Pact Making:
The ability to forge binding contracts or pacts with mortals, exchanging power for a steep price.
6. Cursed Enchantments:
Creation of cursed artifacts or objects that bring misfortune, chaos, or corruption to those who possess them.
7. Blood Magic:
Utilization of dark rituals involving the sacrifice or manipulation of blood to achieve magical effects.
8. Astral Possession:
The ability to temporarily possess the bodies of others, manipulating them to serve the demon court's goals.
9. Nightmare Realms:
Creation of pocket dimensions or realms that reflect the twisted and nightmarish nature of the demon court.
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