
        
            
                
            
        

    OceanofPDF.com


[image: ]

OceanofPDF.com


WARRIOR OF EMBERS

Kingdom of Shadow and Ruin, Book 3

Copyright © 2025 Alaya Wells

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790, and expressly reserve this work from the text and data mining exception, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations with prior approval. Names, characters, events, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to an actual person, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Cover Art: Silvermist Cover Designs

Editing: JA Wren and Owl Eyes Proofs & Edits

Enchanted Star Press, LLC

A human wrote this book and a designer made this cover.

OceanofPDF.com


CONTENTS


Warrior Of Embers
Prologue
1. Lore
2. Reyla
3. Lore
4. Reyla
5. Lore
6. Reyla
7. Lore
8. Reyla
9. Reyla
10. Reyla
11. Reyla
12. Lore
13. Lore
14. Reyla
15. Reyla
16. Lore
17. Reyla
18. Reyla
19. Lore
20. Lore
21. Reyla
22. Reyla
23. Lore
24. Reyla
25. Lore
26. Reyla
27. Reyla
28. Lore
29. Reyla
30. Reyla
31. Lore
32. Lore
33. Reyla
34. Reyla
35. Reyla
36. Reyla
37. Lore
38. Lore
39. Reyla
40. Reyla
41. Lore
42. Reyla
43. Reyla
44. Reyla
45. Lore
46. Reyla
47. Lore
48. Reyla
About the Author


OceanofPDF.com


Find someone who adorns you with all the

necklaces and calls you a good girl.

You’ll thank me later.

OceanofPDF.com


WARRIOR OF EMBERS


Lost in a maze where tricks and lies twist the mind, Lore and I must hold onto our love before we forget it ever existed.

I thought our love was enough. That together, Lore and I could defy fate, outmaneuver curses, and carve a new future. I was wrong.

Halendor Court was waiting for us. King Tallin, with his cruel smirk and power-soaked arrogance, had already set a trap. When we stepped across his borders, he threw us into his labyrinth. Reach the end, and we’ll receive the second talisman.

But the labyrinth isn’t just a maze. It’s a living, twisting thing, and I suspect it’s alive. It’s watching us. Hunting us. Contorting reality until we can’t tell what’s real and what’s meant to break us. It steals memory, time, and reality, replacing what we know with whispers and lies that feel more real than truth. If we don’t reach the end soon, it will consume us.

The labyrinth has stolen kings before. It will not claim mine.

Warrior of Embers, Book 3 in the Kingdom of Shadow and Ruin Series, is a romantic fantasy/romantasy with dark secrets. Expect a gothic world full of tricks and danger, he*at, a touch-her-and-face-his-fury hero, banter, all the yearning, he will adore her forever, and a sweet pet, because all heroines should have a fluffy friend.

Trigger Warnings: blood, gore, injuries, violence, grief, death, mourning the loss of a prior love, references to childhood trauma, killing attacking creatures. This is set in a labyrinth, after all.
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PROLOGUE



Before

The cost does not matter.

I'll sacrifice the last whisper of my soul to save you.

I know what lurks beyond the final turn.

A hunger that devours more than flesh.

If I must burn so that you may live, then let the fire begin.
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LORE
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Cold slammed into us, dragging across my skin as we materialized behind Halendor Castle, magic biting deep as we breached the court's wards.

Reckless.

If we’d mistimed it or my wards hadn’t muted the court’s magic, it would have shredded through us before we landed.

Farris was gone. Torn away during the flit like flesh from bone, and I could do nothing to stop it. The loss gutted me. But falling apart wouldn't bring him back. We needed that talisman. He could be anywhere, lost in the void between worlds.

Halendor Castle loomed a short distance away, rearing out of the landscape, too dark, too monolithic. Its turrets gouged up to slice open the dull gray sky. The back lawn stretched ahead of us, a patch of oddly vibrant grass bleeding color into an otherwise lifeless landscape. Bright red flowers, sculpted too perfectly to be natural, bloomed like open wounds in raised garden beds.

I held Reyla tighter, her pulse hammering against my chest as she took in the monstrous fortress. My own heart pounded equally fast. This place felt wrong. It reeked of old magic, of rituals and power layered too thick over the bones of whatever poor souls had come here before us.

With each inhalation, a metallic tang scraped my lungs, and I knew Reyla tasted it too. Halendor’s ancient power had seeped into the earth, into the stone itself. Every instinct I had screamed at me to take her and run. But we couldn’t turn back now.

“Farris,” she croaked, her voice cratering.

If only I’d been able to hold onto him.

“He leaped at us as I flitted.” The words sounded pitiful even to my own ears. “I lost him on the way.”

“Take us back.” Reyla’s voice slashed through the cold dread in my chest.

I didn’t hesitate, wrenching us back to our suite. We found it empty. Farris was not here.

Reyla staggered, and I tugged her back into my arms before she could fall.

I didn’t know if nyxins could survive getting dislodged during a flit. Reyla had no idea what happened if someone lost touch mid-move, and I wasn’t about to suggest that bodies torn away might never reappear in one piece.

But something had whispered in the space between as I flitted. An odd feeling. A trace of… I wasn’t sure what.

“We’ll find him,” I said. “I promise.”

The way her eyes searched the room, hollow and lost, ripped me apart.

“I’m sorry.” Turning her in my embrace, I stroked her arms. “I made a mistake.”

Pain flashed across her face, but she shook her head. “We didn’t try to take him. He insisted on coming.”

That he had. The fluffy little beast had always stood between Reyla and danger, as if he could shield her from any attack. I owed him everything for this. Now, the one time I should’ve protected him, I’d failed.

“We need to go back.”

She sucked in a ragged breath and nodded. A flash, and I’d returned us to Halendor, bringing us to the exact same spot. Daggers in hand, and with her shadows ghosting around us, we crept along the edge of the forest. At the end of the tree line, we sprinted toward the castle in silence.

Too exposed. I could feel prying eyes where none should be.

We stopped near the last thicket, my pulse slamming in time with the wrongness of this place.

If I’d been there, I could’ve flitted us inside. Dorion, King Halendor’s son, and I had met up a few times to discuss a possible truce, but we’d done it in a neutral location.

“We’ll have to move fast. Stay close.” I kept my focus sharp, watching the area for even the slightest movement. Something gnawed on my awareness, an absence that made my spine twitch.

Her lips thinned. “This place feels⁠—”

“Too quiet.”

The air remained still. No wind. No idle rustle of wings or skitter of insects, not even inside the forest. The quiet felt unnatural and choked with⁠—

A movement to my left sent me spinning.

Guards. Too many. They surged from the forest, their black armor flashing in the dawn’s eerie light, their faceless visors reflecting our images back at us like ghouls.

Tightening my grip on my daggers, I stepped in front of Reyla. If they wanted blood, they'd take mine first. I wouldn't let her fall. Wouldn't let them lay a hand on her. I'd rip through every single one of them with my bare, broken fingers before I'd allow that to happen.

More guards closed in from our other side.

A pulse rippled through the air, hitting my body and pressing down on my spine. My knees almost buckled as it drenched me in magic.

Reyla gasped, her fingers twitching as if she could claw her power back with will alone. But they’d locked it away.

Binding magic. Rare. Nearly impossible to counter. Who here could do that kind of spell? It smothered our magic like shackles snapping around our wrists and ankles. Reyla’s shadows slipped away from us, slithering back to wherever she’d borrowed them.

We put our backs to each other and braced ourselves for attack.

“If we go down, it’s together,” I growled over my shoulder. “Our magic may be gone, but we have this.”

“Together,” she said, her voice tight with pain.

My wildfire, always fearless, was rattled. That shook me more than the guards shoving in, more than the essence of something rotting nearby. I wanted to pull her into my arms one last time, to give her all my warmth and love, but the world around us was closing in to feed on our fear.

I knew where her thoughts were taking her. Kinart. She’d held him as his life drained into the dirt by her feet. Murdered. Avenged, but still lost to her forever. I hated that I might be taken from her too.

The guards surrounded us fast. Their weapons buzzed with magic.

“Surrender.” The guard's voice cut through the air

A growl ripped up my throat. “Never.”

They struck at once. I slashed out, ripping a dagger through one of their chests, cleaving their glossy armor in half. Another rushed forward before the first could smack on the ground.

Reyla moved seamlessly behind me, her blade finding a throat, her boot stomping an enemy’s chest before she gouged forward with her spiraling blades. This woman stunned me at every turn with her beauty. Her kindness. And the slick way she fought for herself and me. Fire drove her motions, but the binding magic must be deadening her limbs. It sank into me, too, dragging on me like heavy chains, dulling my reflexes.

Nothing we could do but keep fighting.

The guards swarmed like a tide, surging around us in a current meant to pull us under.

My strikes grew heavier, each one weaker than the last. My vision blurred from exhaustion or magic. It didn't matter which. They were wearing us down. Reyla's breath caught, her back colliding with mine. She was struggling too. And we were failing. A hollow, wrenching feeling jerked through my chest as if it was cracking open, spilling its contents at my feet. If I lost her here, if this place swallowed her whole, my soul would follow.

We needed a way out. A break in their wall. A moment to get my wife away from⁠—

“Reyla, left,” I cried out, catching someone slashing their weapon toward the back of her head.

She twisted, nearly losing her balance. The magically enhanced staff missed her by a hair. A quick cut, and she dropped her opponent.

But for every one we struck down, two more took their place. They bunched around us, using their endless bodies to block us in.

Trap us.

“I love you,” I bellowed, fighting with everything I had left in me.

Soon, we were surrounded with weapons stabbing so close, I could feel the pricks through my thick leathers.

“Surrender,” one snarled again. The invisible binds tightened, yanking on my limbs. My daggers were wrenched from my grip as magic forced them from my hands.

I ground my teeth. “Let her go. I’ll come with you peacefully.” If they focused on me⁠—

“Bring both of them,” a lofty voice called from a short distance away. Recognition stomped through me, and my stomach coiled tight.

King Halendor himself. He’d been waiting for us. He stood nearby, dripping with power as though he’d soaked in it for three lifetimes. Every detail about this man, from his smirk to his tight stance, shouted a wretched being in absolute control. His silver-threaded hair gleamed in the morning light, and his dark eyes remained locked on us. A predator waiting for its prey to realize its mistake.

“King Tallin of Halendor,” I hissed, adding for Reyla’s benefit. “My father’s rival.” Enemy, actually. Mine as well. His ancestor had poisoned our dragon eggs, killing most of them, and the brutal legacy had continued down through each generation, landing squarely on Tallin, a man who’d sacrificed his own son on a whim.

The fates knew I’d tried to establish some sort of peace between this court and Irridain. I’d gotten close until… Well, Dorion was dead now, so it no longer mattered, and this man, this malicious king who I’d gladly behead, was all who remained of the royal line.

“Welcome to Halendor Court,” he said in a cool voice shot through with venomous charm. His blood-red coat, etched with black braid, shifted around him in living shadows. “So nice of you to join the party.”

Fuck him. I bristled and kicked out, trying to break us free. But the guards tightened the wall around us, slicing deeper holes in our leathers. Poking our skin in warning. Forcing us to move toward Tallin. I wanted to spit at his feet, tear through his magical bindings and rip the smug expression off his face before forcing him to eat it, but when I glanced toward Reyla, her face was blank, her shoulders squared. If she refused to let them see her anger, then so would I.

The king smirked. “Ah, such fire. I do enjoy guests with spirit. Makes my days far less dull.” His arm lifted, and the guards shoved us toward him, not stopping until we were close enough he could lob off our heads if they forced us to bow.

“Disarm them, if you will,” he said with a twist of his thin lips.

The guards searched us, including our packs they dropped at our feet, ripping away what weapons we still carried and flinging them to the side. Every blade, every spare dagger I’d brought was wrenched from me, the cold metal yanked from its sheath like it had never belonged to me at all.

Reyla hissed as they tore away the blades I’d forged for her myself, as if they had any right to them, as if those weapons weren’t extensions of her damn soul. I'd spent hours shaping them for her, then watching her wield them with effortless grace, knowing she was safer because of my efforts alone. Now, she was exposed, and I had to pretend it didn’t gut me to see her defenseless.

But if this king thought he could break my wife, he had no idea who or what he was about to challenge.

Her arms shook with fury. Or was it fear? The pieces of ourselves that made us dangerous, stripped away one by one, left us bare and vulnerable in front of the worst kind of predator.

Once the head of the guard grunted, the Halendor king’s smirk widened. “Now that the formalities are out of the way, we can get started.” He dipped his head forward in a mocking bow. “I’ve been expecting you.” His pale blue eyes gleamed. “You see, a lovely woman whispered about your arrival in my ear. When you breached my wards, I prepared myself to welcome you.” His low laugh swarmed.

And split.

Echoed by…

…A woman stepped out from behind him and into full view, her harsh laugh cleaving down my spine.

For one blinding instant, my mind refused to recognize her, as if it knew the truth was too torturous to bear. Not her. Not here.

Prager’s golden hair had been coiled around the top of her head in artful perfection, and her gown glittered like molten sunlight. Beautiful and polished, her every detail had been intentionally crafted to hide the rot underneath.

My stomach boiled.

“I shared a little secret,” she purred, malice crossing her face. She wound her arm through the king’s as if she belonged at his side.

Rage blistered through me.

“Prager.” Reyla snarled.

If I knew this wizard, and I’d learned a lot about her over the years, she’d play her game in the shadows, plucking the limbs of those she’d ensorcelled. She’d do all she could to tilt the outcome against us.

“You didn’t think you could sneak into Halendor Court without someone alerting the host, did you?” she asked.

King Tallin’s grin grew slicker.

“You’re a monster,” Reyla growled, snapping her teeth.

Prager’s laugh rang out again, gouging across my skin like broken glass. “Now precious, is that any way to speak to your gracious hosts? We’ve gone to such lengths to make this theatrical for you.”

The Halendor’s king laugh grated in the courtyard.

I struggled, trying to break free of the bindings holding me in place. I called my elemental magic. It rippled through me but couldn't burst free. It pressed against the inside of my skin, writhing, coiling, roaring to get out and slay.

The magical binds guzzled it down.

Realizing how much they were enjoying the show, I stiffened, plastering a sneer on my face.

“You’re boring me,” I drawled.

Prager’s amusement faltered, though she didn’t remain unsettled for long. Her sneer returned, and condescension filled her sickly-sweet voice. “Such bold words from a puny king who, until moments ago, was drowning in guards. But you’re right. Let’s get this over with.”

The air snapped cold, magic shifting around us. She transported us…

We landed hard on our feet. Ahead, under Halendor’s dull sky, dark hills gouged up like the spine of an ancient beast. Mountains soared above them in the distance, and the brittle stretch of earth around us was dead and scorched. Behind us, Halendor Castle remained a distant shadow on the horizon.

An enormous metal door had been fused into the closest hillside. With a flick of the king’s hand, it shifted open, groaning, its wretched cry scraping across my nerves.

“My labyrinth,” King Tallin said with too much excitement. “None have made it through, not even my only son.”

So that’s where Dorion had disappeared to. I’d wondered.

What kind of man sent his own blood into something meant to kill him? But the answer was already there, staring me in the face. Tallin loved no one but himself.

“Perhaps you two might do what no other can,” he said.

Prager laughed, her nails grazing his sleeve. “I doubt it,” she purred. “They’re passionate, yes. But such feelings can be blinding.”

I clenched my jaw hard enough my teeth ached. If only I could get my wildfire out of here. Save her. I’d gladly give myself to this warped game in exchange.

“You talk too much, wizard,” I said with a twist of my mouth.

Prager’s lips tightened and rage whipped through her eyes. “How charming. Tell me, Viper, are all your words venom, or do you reserve the sweet ones for that little queen of yours?”

I forced out a heavy sigh, trying to provoke her further. If she broke, she’d give something away.

Her gaze sharpened.

As he stepped forward, King Tallin’s boots crunched through the brittle grass, and his arm swept toward the open door. “Enter my labyrinth. Like everyone who has entered before you, you will do so without magic.”

“You have only yourselves, your wits, and whatever broken courage you think will help the two of you survive,” Prager chimed in.

At least we still had our packs. But what use was that if I couldn’t protect Reyla, if she had to fight for survival without the power that made her who she was? I'd always considered my magic my second blades, but Reyla was the shadows. The night itself bent to her will. And now, this place would steal that from her. I clenched my jaw to keep from lashing out again. If I broke or let fear sink its teeth into me, she’d suffer for it.

“Survive to the end,” Tallin said. “And you’ll receive your reward.”

“We want nothing from you,” I snarled.

“Oh, no?” Prager lifted her hand, a golden pendant with a blood-red stone dangling on a chain from her tight grip.

The talisman. The reason we’d come here.

A blink, and the pendant vanished.

“Do you swear the pendant will be waiting if we make it through the labyrinth?” I barked, my intentions as conniving as the king’s.

Prager’s hand tightened on his arm.

Before she could stop him, the king dipped his head forward in a subtle bow. “I solemnly swear.”

A smirk bloomed on my face. Part bravado, pure rage. “We’ll see you on the other side, then.”

The guards shoved us forward, into the waiting darkness. In the end, it didn’t matter if this was a trap. We would survive.

Prager snorted but her eyes blazed. “You won’t make it. Give up now.”

“Never.” Reyla's voice turned lethal. “We’re coming for you, Prager, and this time, we’ll kill you.”

Prager’s shriek echoed in the woods around us. Magic spiked out from the tips of her fingers, arcing our way. “You⁠—”

The door thundered closed behind us…

…and inky blackness swallowed us whole.
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REYLA
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Silence crashed down like a burial shroud as we stood trapped in absolute darkness.

I lurched forward, my fingers scrambling across a stone wall, every instinct screaming to find a way out of the endless night.

Fear dragged its talons down my spine.

The blackness was so profound, so all-consuming, that I couldn’t catch my breath. My pulse boomed in my ears, my body throbbing with a mix of terror and rage. Sweat broke out on my face. It razored down my spine.

Wheezes escaped my lungs as I struggled not to give into⁠—

“Hey.” Lore’s voice cut through the panic threatening to gobble me whole. “I’m here. You’re not alone.” He latched onto my hand and tugged me into his arms, my feet shuffling across bits of things covering the ground beneath my boots. His arms snugged around me, and he rested his chin on the top of my head. “I’ve got you. You’re safe. Nothing is coming near you.”

My brittle snort rang out, echoing back at me, around me, before it seemed to flee, scurrying away to hide. “Safety is a relative thing right now.”

“You’ve got that right. But it’s you and me, Wildfire.” His voice blazed with the flames that should be smoldering inside me. “Together, we can do anything.”

The certainty in his voice went a long way toward shoving my terror aside.

“We’re stuck here,” I whispered, afraid to speak too loudly. I worried whatever might be inside this place with us would hear and crick its head in our direction.

Hunt us.

Assuming there was anything else here. Maybe the labyrinth was just this. Dark, desolate, engulfing. We’d wander until we dropped, and lay where we fell until we decomposed and joined whatever covered the floor.

“This is going to be easy,” he said in a much too cheerful tone—though I did hear a thread of concern there, something I’d bet anything he was doing all he could to hide.

Where was the woman who’d shouted she’d break this curse? Who was determined to stand by this man’s side until the bitter end? Who’d promised herself she’d heal him because he had already healed her?

She’d allowed fear to gnaw away at her confidence.

With that thought in mind, I shoved my inner trembles aside. I tightened my shoulders and stepped out of his embrace, though I trailed my hand down his arm, not letting go. We linked our fingers together.

“I’m sorry.” I could blame this on my worry about Farris. Remind Lore that I hadn’t always been strong. But I wanted to stand beside him with my teeth bared, not hide in his shadow. “I’m alright now.”

“I’m scared too.”

“Take this. It might help.” I slid the small blade from its sheath strapped to my left shin, hidden beneath my pants. Tallin’s guards were not as thorough as he’d like to believe. I also had the tiny ceremonial blade, but what good would that be against anything… I didn’t want to think about what we might run into here.

“We’re no longer defenseless.” As I pressed the knife hilt into his palm, my tension eased. I needed him armed, needed him safe, because no world should exist without him in it. The thought of anything touching him, hurting him, nearly sent me to my knees. I swallowed the fear down and focused on the moment. On survival.

“I’m armed now,” he said. “What about you?”

Shrugging off my pack with one hand, I laid it on the ground, then paused to check the area underfoot with my palm.

Dirt. Bits of…I wasn’t sure what, though it was brittle. Thin. Sharp in places. I didn’t squeeze tight enough to explore further. I pawed around, handing some of the larger, pokey-ended things to Lore.

He took them. “What’s this?”

“Weapons.”

“Feels like bones.”

A shudder ripped through me. Of course. Bones.

“Weapons,” I said in a stronger voice, sliding various lengths into the sheaths on my thighs, calves, and waist. “They took the blades you made me.” It had gutted me when they stole them away.

“We’ll get them back or I’ll make you others. All the blades you want, wife.”

“I do love knives.”

“Which is one more reason why I adore you.”

“As for a true blade, I’ve got another.” Bracing my knee against his leg to maintain contact, I released his hand and tugged the hidden knife from its location in the bottom of my pack. Thin and sharp, it was made specifically to be hidden there, mimicking the thick seam running across the base of the pack. Straightening, I slid it into a sheath at my side. “At the fortress, they told us to always keep at least one weapon in a secret location. Didn’t they teach you that in your bodyguard-slash-heir-to-the-throne classes?”

“Perchance I was asleep during those lessons.”

I scoffed. “I doubt you slept through any lesson. Your sharp mind and even sharper, ruthless badassness wouldn’t have allowed that to happen.”

“I like that you see me that way, Wildfire,” he drawled.

I didn’t need to see his eyes to know they smoldered. My body responded as aways, heating fast.

He nudged me backward. Backward some more. You’d think with bones crunching beneath my boots, I’d be cringing and hissing and thinking of anything other than this man’s kiss and his cock.

But this was Lore, and I was drowning in him, in the fire that existed between us even in this fates-forsaken place. I needed this, needed him, like breath, like magic, like something rooted so deeply inside me I wouldn’t exist without it.

Finally, my back hit a wall. I hoped it was a wall.

Peering up at where I knew his head must be, I tried to swallow, but my mouth had gone dry.

“Reyla,” he crooned, his head lowering, his lips finding my jaw to trace along to my ear.

“We really don’t have time for this,” I half-moaned.

“There’s always time for this.”

I stroked my fingers through his hair, holding tight. “You’re such a distraction.”

“My role in life.”

His mouth captured mine in a kiss that didn’t last anywhere near long enough. When he lifted his head, I was panting. Clinging. Grinding my flame-filled body against his thigh.

“Keep that thought in mind, if you please,” he purred, stepping back, though not far enough that I couldn’t catch his heady scent or feel his warmth radiating across my body.

A soft, barely there whisper of a sound echoed from my left. My pulse stopped, and I snapped my head in that direction.

“Sadly, it appears we may have company soon,” he said. “Should we wait here, distract ourselves, or stride forward to meet it?”

“Funny, Lore. Much too funny,” I grumbled softly, nudging him away. Before he’d gone far, I latched onto his hand, linking our fingers again.

“Thanks for the blade and the bones,” he said, equally soft. “I arm myself well, but I hadn’t thought of hiding anything on my person or inside my pack.”

“Stick with me, Lore, and I’ll teach you many things.” How amazing it felt to let even the slightest smile crack my face.

He stroked my cheek. “Expect me to learn everything, then, because I’m going nowhere.”

I wouldn’t have thought my smile could get any wider.

A vise clamped around my chest because I believed him. Because somehow, despite the darkness, the possible danger, and the cruel twist of fate that had led us here, this was still the man I had fallen for in the heat of battle and bared my soul to in the quiet that followed. And fates help me, but I couldn’t lose him. Not now. Not ever.

My smile fell too fast, ripped off by the unease pricking across my skin. “Do you know anything about this labyrinth?”

“Only that, as Tallin so kindly pointed out, no one has made it through to the other side. It’s vast, yet it isn’t. Full of danger, yet exquisitely beautiful. A place that will as happily kill us as allow us to save ourselves. There’s ancient magic here. Halendor is the oldest court, the first in this part of the world. Their royalty possesses old power, too.”

“Such as the binding spell.”

“I believe that came from Prager.”

“Why didn’t she kill us?” I asked. “She had the chance.”

“She thrives when others suffer.”

“Then she must’ve been thriving for a very long time.”

He lifted my hand, holding it over his eyes to feel his blink.

“Shit. Even here, her spell will kill you before letting you share vital details?” I asked.

“Unfortunately, yes.”

My sigh bled out.

Another equally subtle scraping sound from somewhere to my left sent me spinning in that direction. My foot caught on rubble and only snapping out my hand kept me upright.

After steadying myself, I leaned into Lore’s side, keeping my voice low. “Should we remain silent?”

“Whatever that is already knows someone’s been placed inside. It’ll come if it wishes or it’ll hide. If we don’t speak, we’ll go out of our minds. Darkness can be as deadly as any blade.”

“Then we’ll talk. Boldly. Let whatever it is come for us. We’ll defeat it and move onward.”

“See? I knew my wife was still with me.”

This man… “Are we inside a cave?”

“It’s anyone’s guess.” I could sense him peering around, though I doubted he could see anything more than me.

“Is the entire labyrinth dark?” In other words, would we see what was coming or would it creep right up and kill us before we knew it was there?

His hand shifted in mine as he shrugged. “I believe we’re going to find out.”

I nodded, then realized he probably couldn’t see that either. After all, I couldn’t see him. Not the gleam of his pretty green eyes or his beautiful scar that proved he’d lived. Not even the nose on my own face.

“We’ll just…walk forward until we find the end?” I’d be foolish to think it would be that easy; the question wasn’t even worth answering.

“We’ll walk until we no longer can.”

“I’ll keep my blade and a bone at the ready.”

“You always were clever.”

Bones snapped beneath our boots as we moved forward, the sharp cracks unnaturally loud in the suffocating silence. Something larger rolled away from my foot, and I didn't want to know what it was. The grinding, crackling sounds made stealth impossible.

“How many others have been shoved inside here?” I asked.

“Too many I believe. He takes joy in their sacrifice.” He paused, and I sensed he was peering around. “I believe this place is older than Halendor.”

“How can you tell?”

He shrugged again.

“Did the fates build it, then leave it here for him to play with?” I asked.

“I don’t know that either.”

“There’s no going back, though I suppose we should’ve tested the door.”

We backed up, and surprisingly, the door wasn’t far away.

I stretched out my hand, feeling for the seam. A handle. A lock to turn. I found nothing but a smooth wall and a subtle tingle beneath my fingers. “It’s gone. Stolen away by magic.”

“Forward then.”

“Yes.”

“We’ll get to the other side and the pendant will be waiting. I assume our magic as well. We’ll flit back to Evergorne and make sure things remain settled, then it’s off to Irridain. This will be over in a day. Two at most.”

I snorted. “If only. Prager expects us to fail or die.” Or both, for him. “They wouldn’t have shoved us in here if they thought this would be easy. She’s much too conniving.”

“That she is. I could ask you not to worry, to let me carry this burden for you, but this woman I love once told me she didn’t want to cling to the back of my tunic, that she was determined to share every burden with me.”

“Not sure where she went.” I wanted to smack myself for sounding like a sullen child. But his ploy was working. I was distracted enough from whatever we might run into to chat with him, to feel disgruntled instead of so terrified I ached to hide in a corner and cry.

“She’s still here.” He pressed his palm against my chest. “Right here. You just need to bring her back into the light.”

Light, yes.

I tried to light my finger and failed.

We continued forward. The movement felt good because it made me believe we were doing something, not standing around waiting for horrible things to happen.

I remained tight, my body ready to answer any attack.

As we moved, I sent out feelers, seeking anything that might help us.

“I can’t see any power. If only I could find some purple,” I finally whispered.

“Is that the color of shadow magic?”

“Yes. Nullification magic is silver with thin strands of lavender woven in, and…” No, wait. “Actually, it is but it isn’t.”

“Sounds like all the magic I’ve known.” Humor shone in his voice, and I wondered how he did it. How he clung to hope and the belief that everything had a chance of turning out right.

“Remember? I swallowed some of your hope,” he said softly, as if he could understand my thoughts. “Although, you offered it to me. With the stroke of your hand on my face. Your kisses. And with the love you’ve given me so freely. That’s how I’ve been able to hang on.”

“You can’t read my mind. You couldn’t know I was questioning how you kept going.”

“Your mind is your own, though I imagine it’s beautiful up there. Swirling with wonder and joy and those parts of you that make me want to smile all the time.”

“My mind’s nothing like that. My thoughts are dark far too often.”

“So are mine, but that makes us real, don’t you think?” As we continued walking, I swore the path was slowly sloping downward, though that was only a guess on my part. “I’ll give it back to you if you need it.”

“You keep it.”

“It was borrowed.”

“No, it’s yours now. A gift from me to you.” He must’ve clung to his own hope until it was so threadbare he could see right through it. “I’d give anything, Lore, to see you smile again. To feel your happiness wash over me even if it couldn’t truly be mine.”

Because he’d already given everything to me. His trust, his strength, his battered, broken heart, which I’d cradled in my hands and vowed to protect as fiercely as he shielded me. If I could give him even a shred of what he’d given me, I would do it without hesitation, a thousand times over.

“All of my happiness is wrapped up in you. I will love you until there’s nothing left but the mist of the fates and even then, I’ll gather that mist and fuse it together with my elemental magic, and hand it to you to use in any way you please. Wear it as your crown.”

“Don’t make me cry. I won’t be able to see.” My voice was cracking. I was cracking.

He squeezed my hand.

As we moved through the labyrinth’s darkness, the air grew cloying, coating my throat with what felt like dust, but not. The space around us tightened into something that made it nearly impossible to catch my breath.

More rustling sounds.

Closer.

Rushing toward us…

I bit back a yelp and reeled to my left, smacking into a stone wall. Lore dragged me close, keeping me from mentally bolting, keeping me with him inside this torturous maze. While my heart pounded, bashing itself against the inside of my ribcage to escape, I tightened my grip on my weapon. I felt he did too. What we’d slash out at, I couldn’t know.

Could not see.

Fuckin’ Prager. Fuckin’ king.

Something brushed against my left side. Feather-light. Barely making contact.

Lore sucked in a breath. Had it touched him too?

A whisper of a tap again. Ice cold. My lungs ground to a halt. I blinked, gazing around wildly but seeing absolutely nothing. For a moment, I had no idea what I was doing here. Why was I standing inside a dark tunnel? Or whatever this was.

“Lore,” I croaked, clinging to his hand.

His fingers started slipping from mine, though I didn’t sense something was stealing him from me.

No, he was stepping away.

“Reyla?” His voice came out thin, stretched unbearably tight. I worried it would snap.

He’d snap.

Fear gouged its talons into my bones. “I’m here.”

“Good. Good.”

We continued forward. We’d walk forever if we had to.

It touched me again. Sucking in air, I spun toward the left, slashing out with my blade. Hitting nothing.

Sweat slicked my palms despite the cold. I forced my breathing to steady, but my hands shook as I gripped the blade tighter.

As I started walking again, memories shoved their way through my mind. I was back at the fortress, at the bar where we liked to sit around on the weekend nights. We’d laugh too shrilly. Play just as hard. Drink until the nightmares of our latest raid, the latest battle, blurred in our minds.

Kinart would tip his head back and he’d…

He’d…

Stopping, I frowned.

What was it Kinart used to do? I shook my head but couldn’t drag the memory back to the surface.

Someone was tugging on my hand. I stood in the dark, though I didn’t know why. Even worse, I didn’t know who was clinging to my hand.

“Who are you?” My voice whipped around me, and a gust of air sped through…whatever this was, wherever this was, smacking me in the face, sending a bone-breaking chill through my bones. While I shivered, my hair spun around my head, caught by static or… I didn’t know what. “Who are you?” I shouted, trying to wrench free of their grasp.

“Reyla? Where are you, Wildfire?” someone cried from my right.

I did not know who he was.

But I was no Wildfire. I was Reyla.

Or was I?

OceanofPDF.com


3


LORE
[image: ]


Reyla's pulse hammered against my palm as I gripped her hand tighter. Darkness pushed in from all sides, drowning us both. There was something here with us.

And it was moving.

Cold whispers slipped over my shoulder, gliding across my nape like fingertips made of ice. It didn’t cut or shove, or attack in any way I understood. But it shifted something inside me.

A blink, and I didn’t know why we were here.

Or where here was.

I dragged in a breath, shaking my head to rattle my thoughts back into place. That’s right. We needed to escape the labyrinth. Find the talisman. That much was certain.

But why was Reyla with me?

Panic slicked through me and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.

What kind of thought was that? Reyla was my wildfire. My wife. My love. Of course she’d be here with me.

She was the only woman who could save me from…

I paused, thinking. From what?

Horrified, I turned toward her and… I couldn’t remember what I was about to say.

The air stirred around me again. A breath of a movement, soundless. Insidious. It traced its cryptic fingers down my spine.

Memories fractured inside me.

I was somewhere else. A bright place where a woman's laughter rang out, warm and teasing. I reached toward the sound, but the memory shattered.

Emptiness stole back inside me. I clutched a blade someone had given me until my knuckles ached. Grooves in the hilt told me it had seen many battles, but I couldn’t remember if I’d wielded it or someone else had.

Nails dug into my other palm.

“Who are you?” a woman cried out.

Ice shot through my veins and recognition slammed into me. Shook me. “Reyla, it’s me. It’s Lore.”

Was that my name?

I parted my lips to say…anything, but nothing came out. Rage and fear tangled together in my chest. This was wrong. Terribly wrong.

“Who?” she asked softly. “I don’t know anyone named Lore.”

“Why is there no light?” I snarled. “What did you do with it, woman?” Latching onto her shoulders, I shook her. “You took it from me. Where did you put it?”

“I don’t know who you are.” Her voice lifted in a full-on shriek, and her hands snapped up between mine, hitting me hard enough to knock me away. “Leave me alone. Don’t touch me!”

An insidious thing brushed against my arm, a cool, fleeting caress that sent a tremor through my bones. The moment it hit me, my flesh rebelled. My skin tensed, twisting itself inside out to escape. My veins tightened. Heat and cold entwined together like tangled vines. The sensation was neither alive nor dead. It was something worse, something that shouldn’t exist at all.

A faint sound followed. A cackle? Barely more than a hiss of a gurgle, but the echo of it scraped through my mind like nails dragging across stone.

Prager.

The name cracked through my consciousness like a breaking glass. My mind fought to push back, thrash against whatever was trying to steal me away. My scalp felt too tight, stretched, the bones grinding underneath, pressing, writhing against whatever it was clawing to hold its place. For a second, I sensed another presence weaving itself into my thoughts. A weightless thing that was stalking through my memories, quietly making them its own.

I slashed out at it, and a barrier inside my mind came crashing down. Memory flooded me in a violent rush.

“Reyla,” I cried out.

“Who are you?” Her voice shook with sobs. “Don’t come near me or I’ll hurt you. I mean it!”

She did not know me.

The realization landed in my stomach like a broken blade. Dull. Rusted. Sinking deep. I'd been erased. Not forgotten but burned out, stripped down to a nameless shape. There was a hole in her mind where I used to belong. My name should be carved into her bones, etched into the very rhythm of her pulse.

If she didn’t remember me, did I even exist?

No, I did. I forced my way through the sludge filling my skull, grabbing onto anything I could.

The labyrinth. The talismans. The curse. We had two weeks left. Tallin had trapped us here. We had to get out.

I spun toward the woman, my Reyla, the only person in this nightmare I would never, could never forget. I caught her arms, but she screamed and fought, shoving at my chest.

“No—Reyla, listen to me. Look at me.” I caught her wrists, not tight enough to hurt, but enough to keep her with me. Because I could feel her control slipping away. If I didn’t reach her now, I never would. And that thought, that horror, gouged through me like a sword. I could not lose her. Some shadowy thief was trying to steal her from me.

She thrashed, panting. “Let me go, I don’t know you.” She tried to bite my arm, stab me with her blade. I let her bite. Deflected the knife. Latched onto her hand and pushed her back until she reached a wall. I pinned her hands and her knife above her head.

If I let go, she’d be devoured. We’d be devoured. And next time, I suspected I would not remember. If I forgot her, if I forgot us, what would be left of me then? A blade-wielding husk. A man shaped by shadows.

I refused. I would not let this thing take her. Take me.

She twisted in my grip, her breath coming in sharp gasps.

The thing in the dark coiled nearby, its breath slithering in and out of unseen lungs. It wasn’t waiting. It was savoring. Measuring me. Testing how far it could pull before I snapped, how much it could unravel before I noticed.

Reyla's struggles grew more frantic, her nails digging into my forearms.

The moment I let go, it would pour into the space she left behind, filling all that she was until nothing of her remained. Until her fire was its warmth, her voice its whisper.

And I knew with a searing certainty that I would follow. Not physically. My body might still roam until it dropped, and my voice would still scream. But I would cease in every other way that mattered.

I didn't know how to live without my wildfire.

Her body went rigid against the wall, her breathing ragged with terror.

If we didn’t fight. Prager would win.

“Fucking no,” I snarled.

Leaning close, looming over my wife, I pressed my forehead against hers. My heart pounded so hard it was going to crack my ribs, but I forced my voice to come out steady.

She trembled beneath me, small sounds of fear escaping her throat.

“Reyla, listen to me. Remember when you sat beside me in our court,” my voice cracked with desperation, “you took my guidance at first. Listened. Learned. But then you were the one making decisions, the one ruling as my equal. And, by the fates, Reyla, you were magnificent.”

Memories were fragile here, swept away like sand in a stiff current. But not this. Not her. She’d been fire, and I’d been the fool lucky enough to burn beside her. If I lost her now, if I failed to bring her back, the darkness wouldn’t have to take me as well.

I’d walk into it with wide open arms.

She trembled, her breath catching, but I sensed confusion replacing her stark, lonely panic.

“Our first kiss.” My throat ached as if words were being clawed through it. My head pounded as I tried to hold onto the memories before whatever this thing was ripped them away. I couldn’t let go. I wouldn’t. “We were on the ship, traveling from Lydel to Evergorne. You lay beneath me.”

My low laugh rang out and fuck, but it felt good. It loosened the tightness in my lungs and my mind, and more memories flooded in, shoving back whatever lurked around us. Watching. Waiting to steal it all away the first chance it could.

“I can be honest,” I said. “You weren’t exactly lying placidly beneath me. I threw you onto my bed and climbed on top of you. Caged you with my arms and my legs. I’ll admit it, but you’d made me incredibly angry.”

There had been no space between us then, just our anger bleeding into something far more dangerous. Something inevitable. That night had changed everything. And if she could remember even a sliver of that feeling, if she could taste the fire the way I still did, maybe I wouldn’t lose her.

“You didn’t listen. You never do, and this only makes me love you even more. But that kiss. Your fingers tangled in my hair, and when your lips moved beneath mine, You came alive beneath me.” Her body sagged, her resistance wavering. I trailed one hand down her arm, feeling it quiver beneath her sleeve. “This was my first taste of you, and I’ve been aching for you ever since. You were mine from that moment, whether you knew it or not.”

My lips curled up in a cocky smile. If she could see, she’d call me on it. Tell me I was arrogant. Chide me with that gorgeous laugh in her voice.

Then kiss me.

“I need to feel you blaze for me again, Wildfire. I need you.” The latter, I growled in her ear.

A shudder ripped through her.

“Say my name,” I rasped.

“Lore?”

Relief shattered my heart.

Her voice was a lifeline, the single point of light in this devouring abyss. I clung to it, to her, like a drowning man, because even now, a part of me feared this could be another trick, that I’d blink and find her lost forever. I couldn’t survive that. I couldn’t.

Releasing her hands, I crushed her against me as sobs shook her frame, as her arms locked around my neck. We clung to each other, shaking.

“Hold onto us. Hold onto me,” I whispered into her hair. “Please, love.”

She tipped her head back, and I’d give almost anything to see her face. Damned darkness had tried to take her from me.

“I remember you. I love you, Lore.”

“Nothing is going to drive us apart.” The words tore out of me, each syllable stolen from the clawing silence. The air locked around my chest, hands squeezing, squeezing, squeezing. Trying to unmake me from the inside out.

The thing that watched us stirred. Unseen, but felt, prowling beyond the reach like a whisper waiting to be spoken.

I glared at where I sensed it was lurking.

“You hear me? Nothing will break us. Not Prager or Tallin. Not this labyrinth. Not the fucking curse.” My throat closed off, but I didn’t care. I wheezed but as long as I held my wildfire in my arms, nothing else mattered.

“Don’t, don’t.” She stroked my face. “Saying it hurts you.”

“I’m alright.”

But I could still feel that thing’s fingers at my mind, trying to unravel me, to steal her from me.

Glaring where I felt it loomed, I bared my teeth, shaking with fury, with stubborn, violent love. “I will burn this damn place to ash before I let you take her from me.”

The wretched thing slunk away.
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Each of my steps crunched underfoot, brittle, hollow. The sound burrowed beneath my flesh, hissing accusations. At our first threat, I’d collapsed.

Lore had saved me. He’d dragged me away from a shadowy thing that was playing with my mind.

I hadn’t fought it. Not hard enough.

He always did. While I stood there, a void in my own body, letting fate toy with my soul. My fingers curled tight, my nails biting into my palm. It had stolen my memories. Ripped this man from me when I’d sworn—sworn! —nothing and no one ever could. If he hadn’t been strong enough… If he hadn’t known exactly how to reach me, I would’ve lost everything.

Like I’d lost Kinart.

The same helplessness. The same crushing weight of watching someone I loved slip away while I stood frozen, useless.

“Reyla.” Lore’s voice was barely more than breath in the endless darkness. He stopped walking, bringing me to a halt beside him. His thumb grazed the back of my hand, and when he turned me to face him, he slid his fingers along my chin, tilting my head back. As if he could look down and actually see me.

I didn’t want him to see the Reyla I was now.

“What are you doing?” My voice croaked. I shook with both irritation and self-loathing.

I’d failed him. Failed us.

“I was wishing I could look into your eyes.”

I swallowed, but my throat was too tight to drag anything down.

“I lost myself,” I said. “I let them take me.” I knew with complete certainty that Prager and Tallin had driven this game. And I’d fallen for the first thing they’d tossed my way. “I gave up without a fight. If I’d been stronger⁠—”

“You are strong. Stop.” He pushed out air. “You’re blaming yourself for things beyond your control.”

“But you fought. You⁠—”

“You think I wasn’t lost there for a time? I’m not even sure how I pulled myself back. Then I did what needed doing, and you would’ve done the same. You would’ve found me, and you would’ve done whatever it took to bring me back.”

“But I didn’t!”

“You. Have. Kept me alive. Sustained me. Lifted me. Loved all of me when no one else ever could. Do you know how many times I wanted to give up? My father did. He must’ve known his willing bride would never love him, and from the diary, it looks like he loved someone else. But did he fight for her? No.” His lungs wheezed. His fingers dropped away from my face. “He let this stupid curse⁠—”

“Stop. Don’t talk about the curse. Please.”

It was torturing him to speak, but damn him, he kept going, pushing words through his tightening throat. “She might’ve been able to save him. He didn’t end things with my mother like he should’ve.”

“Lore. No.” I grabbed his arms and shook him, hating how he flopped. “Stop!”

Wheezes ripped up his throat. If he passed out… They’d devour us.

“He didn’t claim the woman he was fated to love for a lifetime.” His lungs whistled. “He didn’t. Even. Fucking. Try.”

I was supporting him now. His legs could barely hold him upright.

“Why can’t you see that without you, I’m nothing?” he croaked.

His words carved through me. Here he was, barely able to breathe, and still trying to heal my wounds.

“Do not say anything else about the curse. Agree, damn you. Agree!”

“As you wish, wife,” he rasped, his body tightening, straightening. He unlatched my hands from his arms and kissed the back of each one. The warmth of his breath and the feel of his mouth on my skin meant everything.

“Good,” I said with a jerky nod he couldn’t see. “You’ll listen to me from now on.”

“Damn, but I love you. So much.”

“Lore.” I wrapped my arms around him, held him while he held me. “Breathe, Lore. Breathe. I need to feel it.” So much. “Time ran out for your father.”

His respirations smoothed, and his roaring heartrate slowed to a more normal rhythm.

“That’s what happened,” I said. “Never believe anything else.”

“Before I met you, time was running out for me. Still is. You don’t know how many times I wanted to wallow in what the night had to offer. That despair. To say the fuck with it. Claim me. Take me but just get it over with now.” His voice broke.

If only I could see him.

But I could touch him, trace my fingers across his chest, up his neck, to his face. Show him my love in this way.

“But then I met you, and I knew. It didn’t take a mating mark on my wrist or even that amazing, stunning, soul-crushing first kiss for me to know that you were the one. I will love you forever, Wildfire. You hear that? Nothing and no one is ever going to take that from me. And you know what else? You feel the same. Your love, your devotion didn’t just save me. Your love healed me, and no matter what happens next, I have that. Please cling to that with me.”

That was who this man was. I didn’t know why I had to keep reminding myself of this fact. He’d never shrugged off my fears, never told me to stop shaking or to put my first love behind me. No, he’d created a memory for Kinart I’d always treasure. He made me realize I was a better person even when he wasn’t standing beside me.

Now here he was again, holding out his strength to share and reminding me I was tough enough to wield it on my own.

My fingers slid down, wrapping around his wrists. I stroked the fated mate mark with my thumb, feeling the raised skin that bound us together, proof that we belonged to each other even when everything else fell apart.

“I love you,” I said. “Evermore, Lore. Evermore.”

His low laugh rang out and the sound of it thrilled through me like always. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

“Don’t forget it, you.”

He held my face. “Don’t forget it, you.”

His kiss seared through me, remade me, and put my world back into order. I could finally breathe.

I didn't want to let him go, but the labyrinth waited.

Holding hands, we started walking again, taking the slope downhill. The darkness tightened before slowly receding, shifting from an all-consuming void to a dim, murky glow. Prager and Tallin were teasing us, letting us believe escape might be possible, that light would guide our way. It was a lie. The soft illumination barely reached beyond a few feet and made strange, wavering shadows slither along the walls.

The shift was subtle, a sensation of movement out of the corner of my eye that wasn’t there. I’d snap my head in that direction, squinting, but find nothing.

My heart flipped, and my breathing went ragged.

“You’re seeing things too,” Lore said in a low voice.

“Tricks. If this was easy, everyone would’ve made it out.” Yet no one had.

Stillness pressed against my back, but it wasn’t true. I couldn’t trust it. This place had changed. The walls, the path, the very space around us wasn’t the same as before.

A footstep, too light, too careful, whispered from farther down the corridor.

I stumbled. Stiffened and kept moving. “Did you⁠—?”

“Yes.”

We weren’t alone, but I wouldn’t call out, ask who was there. I tightened my grip on my knife and swallowed past the tightness in my throat. “The labyrinth isn’t only a maze.”

“I don’t believe so.” His voice carried a hard edge. “It’s watching us.”

My breath shuddered out of me. “It or Prager and the king?”

He shrugged, and at least there was enough light for me to see the gesture. I fought better when I could see what was attacking.

We moved forward, the tunnel around us widening, opening into a new passage made up of slick, uneven, deep blue stone. Every instinct in my body screamed that turning back wasn’t an option. Not that it mattered. The walls had already closed in behind us.

“This definitely isn’t fair,” Lore muttered, shooting a scowl over his shoulder.

Laughter bubbled in my chest, but it tasted bitter. “Since when has anything in our lives been fair?”

He hummed in agreement, then urged me forward. “Keep moving.”

Steps quickened ahead while the footsteps behind us were swallowed. The walls stretched and sealed behind us, closing off our path the moment we moved past.

Shadows slithered along the blue stone. I knew shadows—or I hoped I did. These appeared to be ours, but I suspected nothing was what it seemed inside this labyrinth except me and Lore.

A scraping, dragging sound echoed behind us.

Cloying air pressed tight against my skin.

Lore and I spun at the same time, nearly colliding. Endless night stretched in every direction, gobbling up everything beyond an arm’s length. Whatever was stalking us felt close. Too close.

“Something’s moving nearby,” I said.

Lore angled himself toward me, putting his body between me and whatever lurked in the darkness. His shift was silent, practiced. Too practiced. As if he’d always expected he'd have to throw himself between me and death. That thought lodged in my bones, festering, because it meant if he ever stopped moving, if he ever fell, I'd be to blame.

“Or they want us to think something is,” he said.

He wasn’t wrong. They’d toyed with me already, slashing through my memory. Who knew what else they could do? I clung to my knife, needing a solid thing to anchor me, but I suspected that didn’t exist in this place.

Lore squeezed my hand. “We’re together.”

And that was all that mattered.

I exhaled, shoving my tension out with it, and nodded. “We keep moving.”

We paced forward as one. My vision stretched the world strangely, making every step feel wrong. Then my hearing joined in, making each rasp and shuffle sound like it happened now but also ages ago. As though too much time had passed, or not enough. I couldn’t tell which.

One blink, and we stood somewhere completely new.

I staggered, sucking in a sharp breath, and peered around. While we remained inside a corridor, boundless black stone stretched around us, forming towering walls that twisted upward in jagged columns. The air still hung thick and damp, but a faint, eerie glow shimmered along the walls, creating enough light to make out the uneven ground beneath our boots. The scent of earth and something stale, reminiscent of a long-abandoned crypt, clogged my lungs.

Lore scanned the passage. “Not an improvement.”

The ground continued to slope downward.

Air hit us from behind, and I stumbled forward, bringing myself to a quick halt. “It’s pushing us.”

“Yeah.”

“I have no interest in cooperating.”

“Then we won’t.”

Bracing our boots on the ground, we resisted the pressure.

A low rustling stirred behind us. Not the whisper of wind. There couldn’t be true wind in this place. But it hadn’t been the sound of shifting stone or the distant trickle of water either.

We turned. The faint light barely touched the shadows deeper in the hall, but whatever it was waited there, a void inside the dimness, quickly slithering out of sight.

An acrid, coppery, rotten scent hit me, and I fought down a gag.

Lore’s fingers holding his knife twitched.

Footsteps. Actually, it was more a dragging, a slow, measured, hobbling sound. Growing closer. I strained to see past the gloom, but whatever it was refused to step into the light—or it chose not to do so.

My pulse thundered in my ears.

Rhythmic breathing raked around us, but it wasn’t ours.

Lore stiffened. “We need to move.”

I need you to move. The whisper rasped through my teeth, the words coming from some raw place that was furious, a part of myself that knew if I lost Lore to whatever slithered in the dark, I would not have the will to go on.

His jawline tightened.

We paced ahead cautiously, and the thing followed, step for step, never close enough to see. Never far enough back to forget.

The corridor narrowed, the obsidian columns pressing inward like closing ribs. What had been towering, jagged walls had transformed into a cage around a beast’s heart. The further we went, the heavier the air became, damp and viscous, sinking into our skin like unseen fingers eager to drag us down.

Lore tightened his grip on my hand. “It’s funneling us.”

I bit back my fear. “I can’t see a way out.”

The drag of something beyond the light behind us turned the blood in my veins to ice. Footsteps that weren’t quite footsteps, shuffling unevenly. If I turned quickly enough, would I finally see what it was?

I wasn’t sure I wanted to see.

The stench of rot and iron curdled around us. Whatever it was, it bled. Wet. Splattering. Dripping.

We stopped, and Lore eased back, placing himself between me and the unseen thing while I studied the corridor ahead.

“Nothing,” he said in disgust. “It’s playing with our minds.”

And it was doing a very good job of scaring me.

We walked forward, and the passage narrowed enough we had to pass single file. Humidity made my fingers slip on my blade. I slowed my steps.

“Don’t stop,” Lore hissed from behind me.

I hadn’t. But I wanted to.

The stalking thing breathed again, a low, raspy sound mixed with gurgles. Right behind us.

My ribs strained to hold the air in my chest.

A growl edged up Lore’s throat.

“See anything?” I whispered.

“Not so far. Keep going.”

The walls narrowed further, my shoulders brushing both sides. Ahead, the passage constricted like a throat. And what a terrifying visual that gave me.

Light bloomed in the distance and for an instant, I thought we’d come to a dead end.

Squinting, I saw a door. Simple and made of wood and vastly different from the onyx stone slabs holding it in place. It shouldn’t be here. Nothing natural belonged in a nightmare like this.

“Are we being forced to go through it?” I asked. “We should go back. Refuse to do what they want.”

“Agreed.” Lore didn’t like it either. “It’s another trap.”

The rustling noise behind us quickened, shuffling this way.

Lore twisted, raising a hand to summon magic. But his arm quickly dropped to his side. I’d looked all the time and hadn’t found even a wisp of power either.

A cold gust hit me, shoving me toward the door, making my skin prickle. My senses screamed run.

“We can’t stay here,” I hissed. “But I don’t want to go forward.”

“Then we won’t.”

Pivoting, we sprinted back toward whatever was waiting behind us.

The air crackled, and a deep growl rumbled through the corridor, low and guttural, vibrating across my bones. I pumped my legs faster. Lore remained in the lead, his body moving in sync with mine, each of us with blades in hand, bracing for the fight we knew was coming.

As the passage widened again, lights flashed, low and rhythmic, winking off too soon to see much, but…eyes. Gleaming slits, feral and shifting.

Movement blurred before coalescing, the blinks of light revealing a glimpse of sinewy limbs, twisted, furred flesh, elongated fangs. Claws flashed, as long as my forearm and curved like scythes. The shadows twisted, flickering like breath caught in a dying throat.

It lunged toward us.

I ducked. A blur of darkness slashed through the air overhead, the wind of its passage rushing across my face. Lore yanked me to the side, his grip bruising. Another flash exposed gnarled limbs stretching too long, reaching.

I clamped my fingers around the hilt of my blade, and with a feral cry, I stabbed out. I hit something, and the beast recoiled, its sopping, grating snarl pulsing through the too-tight channel. My blade had torn its flesh, but I wasn’t greeted with the wet splash of blood. Just something dark and awful cutting through the air like smoke.

Lore drove his blade forward. His strike may have met resistance, but it split nothing because whatever this was had shifted away.

With a growl, he slashed again across where he expected to find flesh, but it was already gone, slinking between the flashes of light.

It was stalking us, and it was moving too fast to track.

I dove in with my blade again, gouging blindly, feeling the edge meet something that curled and snapped backward, like a living snare slithering away.

The flickering light caught another piece of the thing, showing its furred, matted body streaked with something that shimmered like tar. Its high-pitched laughter slithered between my bones, wrenching them apart. Mocking. Playing with us. Playing with me.

Why me?

My stomach went cold. Because it had chosen. I wasn’t the one it wanted dead first. It was going to take him. And it not only wanted me to know it, it wanted me to watch.

The mental blow made me stagger.

This beast was made up of nightmares.

Lore surged backward, dragging me with him while the creature lumbered after us. The passage narrowed, closing in around us, funneling us once more.

Escape had long since slipped from our grasp.

“Run,” Lore growled, his teeth bared.

We rushed down the slope. Dodging. Hacking out with our blades but hitting nothing.

Claws scraped at where our heads had been, and the smell of damp fur and putrid flesh clung to my throat.

We rounded a bend that hadn’t been there before, and I stumbled, my guttural cry roaring out. Momentum plunged me to my knees, and I wrenched myself to the side to face what was coming.

And that thing… It lashed through the air in a glimpse of motion too swift to counter.

I flung my arm up to protect my face.

Fire ripped across the underside of my forearm. I gasped and scrambled to my feet, stumbling backward, falling against Lore. He wrapped his arms around me, tugging me away.

Hissing, I gripped the wound. Blood seeped between my fingers, darker than the torn fabric of my leather sleeve.

Lore roared and slammed past me, gouging in a feral blaze, driving the beast away from us.

I didn’t have time to warn him. It moved first. A flicker of black muscle, a gust of rotten air, and something too long, too many-jointed tore toward his ribs. I only managed a strangled, utterly useless sound. For one terrible second, I pictured it connecting. Ending him right here in front of me.

While I couldn’t do anything about it.

He snapped away at the right moment, like instinct had rewritten itself in his bones. The strike missed. But fates help me, I'd already seen him fall. In the tricks this thing was playing in my mind, I'd already lost him.

“Come back.” Terror strangled my voice as I pictured him lying on the ground, wounded like before but without the magic of my love to save him.

Bounding to me, he grabbed my uninjured arm and dragged me down the corridor. He didn’t hesitate. Didn’t look at his own body to check for wounds. That’s what scared me the most. Because either he already knew he’d been hit, or he was afraid to look. Afraid to stop and feel where the pain would settle.

“Are you hurt?” I croaked, unable to breathe.

“No.”

Good, good.

Behind us, the air stilled. I sensed the beast stopped. Waited. After all, it was driving us where it wanted us to go.

The wooden door loomed ahead, an escape we didn’t trust, but an escape all the same.

Lore yanked the panel open, and the unseen force surged behind us. If we stopped or turned back this time, it would kill us. I knew this in my bones.

We dove through the opening, hitting the ground hard on the other side as the door slammed shut behind us.

A lock snicked closed to pin us…somewhere.
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Everything went silent except for our pounding hearts.

Dark. Black, awful emptiness had swallowed the world once more.

I pulled Reyla into my arms and held her while she shook. While I shook. I’d come close to losing her. Still might, and I feared there wasn’t anything I could do to keep it from happening.

A coppery smell filled the air.

“You’re bleeding,” I snarled, wanting to go back and slay the attacker. Even more, I wanted to destroy those who’d sent it. This place was gnawing on my insides with jagged teeth.

“I’ll live.” Her voice came out steady.

“Let me help you.” Did she hear the shake in my voice?

Releasing her, I slung my bag off my back and unfastened the top, pawing around inside until I found a scrap of something I could use as a bandage. After binding her arm, I sat on the dirt floor and held her, reminding myself over and over again that she was still with me.

“Does it hurt?” I croaked, wishing I could heal her with magic. Or that I could take away her pain. My bitter laugh rang out before she could reply. “Of course it does. I’m sorry.”

“You didn’t do it. We have to fight back. We can’t give in. If we don’t, it’ll be over. No finding our way through the labyrinth, no second talisman to claim.”

I stroked her hair, her face, her shoulder, clinging to her because she was the only certainty in my world.

I tipped my forehead against hers and closed my eyes. Kissed her. The warmth of her breath ghosted over my mouth, a living pulse in this thick, stifling nothing. Holding her was the only thing that felt real, the only thing I trusted in this torturous place.

“If I lose you, I lose myself.” The words slipped out before I could hold them back.

Her fingers tightened on my tunic, and she clung to me with the same desperation twisting through me. “Not happening.”

“You don’t understand.” I traced my fingers lightly up her arm, taking care not to touch the makeshift bandage. Rage churned through my insides. Fury at Prager and Tallin. Anger at the unseen thing that had dared draw her blood. At myself for not keeping it from happening. “You’re my center. My balance.” I stroked her face I’d memorized a thousand times already. “Without you, I’m nothing. A shadow without form.”

She sucked in a breath. “Lore…”

“I’ll fight to make sure you see the sunlight again. I’ll tear this place apart stone by stone if I have to. Whatever this labyrinth is, whatever tricks they play, I will not let them take you from me.”

She tilted her face toward mine, our noses brushing. “And if they do?”

“Then they die.”

A wry sound escaped her. “We can’t reach them from here.”

“I’ll find a way,” I growled. “No force in existence will keep me from burning the world down for you.”

She touched my hair, smoothing back strands that had fallen across my face. “Then I guess they’ll have to kill me before they take you.”

My throat tightened.

“Because I’ll fight as hard,” she whispered fiercely. “Tooth and blade. Magic and will. I won’t let anything steal you from me. I won’t watch you fade to nothing.” She gently stroked my jaw, stubbly already. “You give everything to shield me. I’ll fight for you, too.”

“Evermore.” This woman was my salvation in a world made of crumbling trust and deadly curses. Even here, trapped in this nightmare, she still burned.

I kissed her, sealing the vow, and she melted into me, strong, desperate, and alive. The void around us meant nothing when she kissed me back, her taste stronger than any force trying to tear us apart.

Let them try.

We would not only defeat them, but we’d also survive.

Light bloomed, soft at first, rolling in slow waves, as if the sun was rising on a distant horizon. It stretched outward, etching through the suffocating dark, revealing edges, surfaces, the boundaries of a world reshaping around us.

Where I still sat holding my wildfire, tiles gleamed, kissed by the slow unfurling of light.

I frowned and pressed my palm flat to the floor. Solid. Real. But it couldn’t be. My stomach twisted as I rose, settling Reyla on the floor beside me.

Her gaze darted around, and her breath caught. “It looks like the antechamber of the throne room at Evergorne.”

Though I agreed, it couldn’t be. Could it?

Reyla’s wary gaze met mine.

No, no, we were still inside the labyrinth. Another trick had dropped down around us.

Polished marble stretched in elegant swirls beneath us, a pattern I could picture with my eyes closed.

Two guards flanked the massive double doors ahead, dressed in clothing bearing the twin raven sigil of Evergorne. They stood sentinel as though this was another day in a court I knew like the back of my hand. They weren’t the usual guards, which told me something right there. I just wasn’t sure how to interpret this change.

What game would we be forced to play next?

One of them dipped his head toward us and grunted. “They’ll see you now.”

Reyla linked her fingers with mine. “Who will see us now?”

The guards said nothing.

I shook my head. “Let’s find out. I suspect we can’t continue through this nightmare until we face whatever waits for us beyond those doors.”

The guards stepped forward with stiff, mechanical movements and grasped the handles, the sound of groaning hinges echoing inside the too-familiar room beyond. As the doors swung wide, we stepped inside.

Pristine banners lined the walls, as they always had. But the air hung too still, as if we’d walked into a painting rather than the court I remembered. Chandeliers flickered overhead, but the tiny lights didn’t waver, frozen mid-dance. The deep red runner stretched between the pillars, but its hue looked darker, almost rusted, overlaid with the ghosts of old blood. High lords and ladies stood in their usual formal clothing, their necks cricking to stare our way. But too many of them held smiles that were thin and knowing, their teeth too sharp.

Every detail looked as I remembered, yet something roared through my belly, making my instincts rattle around inside me like stones in a jar.

Reyla stepped closer, brushing my arm with her shoulder, her body taut. She felt the wrongness of it, too.

Court filled the seats today. The clusters of lords and ladies didn’t murmur; they calculated. Their voices shot through the air in rhythmic hisses, like whispers sliding from the walls themselves. The smirking ones didn’t just glance. Their gazes snared, pinning us in place, eager to see how much we had left to give before we broke.

I recognized them all and had spoken many times with each and every one. Yet even they didn’t feel right.

My pulse skittered too fast, warning slicing through my chest like a blade.

We walked forward. Partway down the aisle, I paused, blinking. Why was there no herald announcing our arrival?

We exchanged a look before continuing to the end of the bloody runner where we came to a stop.

Reyla’s ladies-in-waiting stood to the left of the thrones, dressed in gowns in jeweled colors, their postures strangely expectant, like they were waiting for something exciting to happen.

My gaze cut to the throne on the left and stalled on her. Not the woman clutching my hand, but a version of her I barely recognized. Her shoulders were squared, her chin lifted in haughty amusement. Her lips curved with cold satisfaction, every bit of her radiating power. This was not the wildfire warmth of the woman beside me but a harder version, one honed to a deadly point.

And on the throne beside her…

My insides clenched hard, a gasp wrenching up my throat. The man on the throne was me, but he’d been stripped down to a slick, feral version. His hands gripped the armrests, and his eyes held no shadows, no doubts, only the cold assurance of a man who’d never bled for what he loved, never lost something he couldn’t replace. He'd never had to force his way through pain to come out better for it.

The scar on his face looked fresh, untouched by the fingers of a woman who had softened it with her gentle touch. He sat like the ruler I might’ve become if I’d never met Reyla. If I’d never let myself feel anything at all.

He drummed his fingers on the armrest, his smirk curling wider.

Horror twisted through me.

Guards poked us with magic from behind, driving us halfway across the open tile area. Snickers erupted from those watching.

“You’re late,” the other Reyla said, her voice smooth but too polished, like glass grinding across glass. The words sounded the same, but something beneath them rang hollow, the voice belonging to a creature wearing my wife’s mask. “My dear husband and I were about to start without you.”

Reyla stiffened beside me, her pulse fluttering against my wrist where our hands remained locked together. That small, frantic rhythm was the only thing holding me in place, the only proof that the world hadn’t wrenched her from my grasp. If I let go, would she vanish?

A trick. This had to be another trick.

“Such a shame if we’d had to do that,” my mirror image said with a sneer. “After all, we were about to discuss you.”

Not us, because this was not real.

I swept my gaze across the room, searching for allies. Those who should step forward, who’d bloodsworn their oath to me, sent their gazes at the floor or met my eyes with steel in their own.

A hollow ache clawed at my bones. This was an Evergorne that had never known my Reyla, never seen the wildfire in her soul, never witnessed how she could transform ruin into something worth fighting for. Without her, what loyalty was left?

Another game we needed to win or… I wasn’t going to think about what happened if we lost.

Calista stood near the dungeon’s high steward, her posture tight, her usual kindness replaced by a cold, calculating gaze. Talvon, the man I’d trusted with my life, wore armor covered with insignias I’d never seen. His gaze met mine before blandly drifting away.

Lord Briscalar stood to the “king’s” left, his expression unreadable, watching like a neutral force ensuring order in a court that no longer felt like ours.

“It can’t be real.” Reyla’s voice came out quiet but lined with steel.

“It feels like it could be.” And that was the clincher. For now, this was real, or as real as it could be inside the labyrinth. If we couldn’t find our way out of this trap, I’d bet anything all would be lost. Then it wouldn’t matter if this was true or not—Tallin and Prager would’ve won.

The other me rose from the throne and stalked across the platform, his dark tunic with silver stitching glowing in the unnatural light. I took in every controlled step he made, and all I could think was, where is his Reyla? Did he let her slip from his grasp like sand through his fingers, never realizing she was the only thing that could keep him from turning to ice?

He descended the stairs with lazy patience, his eyes locked on mine. When he reached the bottom and strode over to stand in front of us, his lips twisted in a smirk that chilled sinew and bone.

“What constitutes real, exactly?” His voice, a perfect mimicry of my own, coiled around my spine. “I’d say we’re the true versions of ourselves. You—well, you look a touch battered, don’t you? More desperate than I would ever allow myself to be.”

“You don’t know us.”

He tipped his head back, and his rich laugh rang out. “Don’t I?”

“You don’t,” Reyla snarled.

His head snapped her way, and he placed a finger over his lips. “Shush, pretty little bride. I’m speaking with…” His shoulders dropped with a heavy sigh. “What shall I call you?”

“Lore. Reyla,” I said.

He tsked. “That won’t do. I’m King Lorick, and my gorgeous queen,” his hand swept her way where she still sat, simpering, “is the true Reyla.” His eyes flicked over me, assessing, before narrowing in amusement. “Tell me, how does it feel to be helpless?”

Anger roared through my chest.

Seeing the sharp, merciless ruler I might’ve become with the right tutelage unnerved me more than I wanted to admit.

Reyla let go of my hand and took a step forward, her chin raised high. “You’re nothing but weak imitations of the real thing.” Her strong, clear voice cut through the murmurs. “Reflections without hearts.”

The other Reyla laughed, a low, velvety sound laced with scorn. “Hearts? Do tell. What might that be?” She tilted her head. “Such things aren’t needed in this court—our court.” Her lips went paper-thin. “I assume you refer to the paltry emotion, love. That doesn’t exist in this court.”

Horror scraped across my skin. No love? This place was a hollow tomb pretending to be a kingdom. I latched onto Reyla’s hand, craving her warmth, the steady proof that what we had was more than imagination. If they'd stripped away love, this place wasn’t a seat of power. It was decay.

The other Reyla rose and strode to the edge of the dais to tower over us. “But enough of this boring conversation. You’ve arrived and that means it’s time.”

Her magic lashed out, wrapping around us. It slithered across my skin, threading through the unseen spaces between my ribs, coiling tight, squeezing, testing to see how much I could take before I snapped.

My muscles locked.

My teeth clenched.

The worst part wasn’t the magic itself. It was the sensation of someone watching, an unseen presence embedded within the spell. It hummed with grim satisfaction.

“Herald?” my counterpart called out. “Announce the charges.”

The uniformed man stepped forward. “Sedition. If convicted, the penalty is death.”
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“Sedition,” the other me purred, stretching the word out like she was drizzling horig over the court’s excitement. “Such an ugly crime.”

Hisses and chatter rippled in every direction, a tide of amusement ready to drown us alive. Eyes burned into me from every angle. Hateful and smug, they were savoring our supposed downfall.

“Fuck you,” I snarled. “Fake fae royalty. Fake charges.”

Lore’s twisted reflection stepped closer, tucking his hands behind his back. “Tell me, Court.” His voice lifted, whipping through the throne room. “Who rules here?”

As one, the audience bowed. “You do, my king and queen. Only you.”

He snorted, turning his sparkling green eyes our way, staring down his nose at me. “Did you or did you not grant Calista, Faelith, and Moira high lady status?”

I looked at my ladies-in-waiting, two standing rigid near the throne, Calista beside Talvon, their eyes anywhere but on me. Only Moira’s cheeks pinkened, her fingers clutching the full skirt of her pale blue gown.

“I did.” The words were ripped from deep inside me.

My counterpart’s lips spread into a frigid smile. “Sedition.”

The “king” looked Lore’s way. “And did you or did you not participate in the death of our beloved High Lord Zeiger?”

Lore just sneered.

“You did,” my counterpart cried.

Hisses swept through the watching crowd, revealing more hunger than outrage. With their slick smiles and feral eyes, this was a court that had wanted me to fall from the moment I set foot inside the castle. And now, in this twisted game, they’d be given the reckoning they’d ached to see.

With a fake Evergorne and a fake king and queen, the trial would be no trial at all. Merely a formality.

“You stand accused of sedition,” Lorick said, sauntering back up onto the dais and taking his place on his throne once more, the other Reyla waiting to be seated until he’d settled his ugly ass. “You willfully murdered High Lord Zieger. Willfully rearranged the structures of power in this kingdom, elevating those without the magical right to a position they were not born into.”

Harsh laughter echoed from the watching lords and ladies.

“This court was built on pristine lineage.” Lorick’s grin stretched wider, greasier. “Power belongs only to those meant to wield it. And yet you,” his head tilted, his eyes shifting between me and Lore, “chose to disrupt something balanced. With your actions, you disgraced the order of this court.”

I refused to let my panic show, even when the room tried to wall me in.

A sob cut across the cold air. Calista wrung her hands, her entire body trembling. “I never wanted it. I was happy in my place. She forced us.”

Gasps raged across the big open room like flames.

“I—I never wished to be a high lady.” Faelith shook her head, as if she ached to scatter the memory of what happened. She turned toward the other Reyla, a desperate plea in her eyes. “You must believe me, my queen.”

Moira said nothing, only jerked her gaze from the queen to Calista.

Calista’s face tightened, and she spread her arms wide. “She threatened our families. Told us if we refused, she’d cast us from the castle with nothing. Barely the clothing on our backs. I only agreed to protect my dear, sweet daughter, Moira.” Hysteria bloomed in her voice. “She’s a tyrant, I say. A tyrant!”

Lore growled.

This was…devastating. How were we supposed to find a way through this part of the labyrinth?

“The witnesses have spoken.” Lorick’s eyes gleamed with feral joy. He was enjoying this the same way a beast savored toying with prey. “The evidence is undeniable. I note you don’t even deny your involvement in the murder of our dear high lord. Sedition.” He glanced toward the room in general. “Sadly, it is our role as king and queen to pass judgment.” He lifted the other Reyla’s hand and kissed her knuckles while she dimpled a smile his way.

“And then to punish them.” Glee lifted her voice. “I do love giving punishment.” She spoke as if she was whispering a lover’s name. Like she’d kissed the words before bringing them to life.

“Of course, my darling bride,” King Lorick said. “What shall we do, Court? The evidence is quite convincing.”

Calista climbed the dais and slunk behind Moira, sobs rippling from her mouth. Faelith stood beside Moira, her shoulders shaking. Moira lowered her eyes, her face carefully composed. I’d say she was choosing not to look our way.

Queen Reyla’s voice carried over the clamber erupting behind us. “Do you deny the charges?”

Everything inside me screamed to fight. To demand something—anything—fair. But we’d find no fairness here. This was a cage, and we were already its captives.

Lore appeared bored, though the stark terror in his gaze gave him away, to me at least. “Nothing we say will change this.”

Like him, I would not beg.

“A wise answer, but equally useless.” King Lorick’s smile went jagged. “Guilty as charged.”

A roar erupted behind us, the sound building, gaining teeth. It gnawed at my focus, rising until it was no longer a sound but a fiend pressing into my skull, splitting through bone like roots cracking stone.

Bound, I could not step closer to Lore, could not stretch out my hand to take his.

How helpless I felt.

How hopeless.

But wasn’t that the point of this? Tallin and Prager were determined to break us.

I would not let them.

Magic whipped across the court, a cold lance through my bones before shackles materialized and snapped around my ankles and wrists. Their weight sunk into my skin, pressing until the shape of them had been carved into me. The metal wasn’t only holding me, it was feeding on me, creeping like frostbite into my veins.

Lore jerked beside me, biting back a snarl as he yanked against his own restraints.

Guards strode toward us, the same ones I remembered. But their eyes, once shining with recognition, had gone empty, scrubbed clean, as if nothing before this moment had ever existed. They locked their grips around my arms. To them, this was an everyday occurrence, a necessary step in their king and queen’s need for justice.

I seethed, but I bit back my words and movement, refusing to give them the satisfaction of a struggle.

Lore bellowed, his muscles straining against the magic cinching his limbs. “This is a farce.”

King Lorick leaned back in his throne, his fingers tapping the gilded armrest. “I adore a good performance, and you’re playing your roles quite beautifully.”

The other Reyla glided down the dais steps, the hem of her gown slithering across the floor. She reached me first, her gaze cool as she traced a painted nail down my cheek.

“What shall I do with you?” She sighed, shaking her head. “You had the potential to be brilliant. You even look the part.” Her fingers ghosted along my collarbone, a knife testing the quality of my flesh. When she leaned close, the reek of her scent coated my tongue. “You let weakness ruin you.”

I did not flinch.

She turned to Lore. “And you.” Tipping her head, she studied him like a rare animal frothing in a cage. Her gaze trailed across his jaw, the tightness in his throat. She inhaled, savoring something unspoken between them. “Mm. I wonder,” she mused. “Would you beg for her? Would you scream first, or just—” She snapped her fingers, flickering magic across her palm before she let it dissipate. The unspoken threat thrived in the air. “I see the answer in your eyes and in the way you watch over her.” She tutted. “Such a weak thing, love. It’s why you’ll never claim your throne again.”

Lore stiffened, meeting her look with a glare. “Fuck you.”

“Don’t be like that. I’ve been granted the opportunity to assign your punishment. You wouldn’t want me to seek revenge, would you?”

“You’re not real,” I said with my own slick grin.

“No?” She turned back to me and pointed to the knife in my sheath. “You weren’t hoping to use this on us, were you?”

“Given the chance, why not?”

Her scarlet-clad lips tightened. “Don’t make me add more charges to the substantial crime you’ve already been convicted of.”

With a flick of her wrist, the air crackled, then ruptured. Magic slammed through me, ice and fire stitching together, unraveling my shape and stretching my existence impossibly thin. I had no weight, only a bare, unraveling awareness of my body streaking through a breach.

“Lore.” My guttural cry rang out.

My vision blurred, the world turning inside out, upside down, and going bitter cold.

The scent of damp stone and decay slammed into me.

I barely landed on my feet before rough hands shoved me forward, sending me stumbling onto a hard floor. Damp rot clung to the air. The magic that had wrenched me here hadn’t fully let go. Its phantom grip dragged chilled fingers through my lungs, leaving ice behind.

Lore crashed down on the floor to my right with a snarl. An iron-barred door clanged shut behind us, the sound ringing in my skull.

I pushed myself up and scanned the dreary space.

Rough-hewn stone walls and floor. A narrow bunk with a ratty blanket. A solitary, guttering torch in the hallway beyond. No windows.

Evergorne’s dungeon.
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Our magical manacles disappeared.

Rising to my feet, I helped my wildfire up. “Are you alright?”

Biting her lip, she nodded.

After scanning her frame to make sure they hadn’t hurt her, I spun and slammed my shoulder against the barred door, testing its strength. The metal gave a faint hum, magic pulsing through the iron.

They’d only released our bindings because they knew we couldn’t escape.

I returned to Reyla. “Are you sure you’re alright? How’s the arm?”

My breath strangled in my throat. I trusted her strength. By the fates, she was pure flames. But the thought of her in pain, them handling her roughly, made me want to rip this place apart. If they’d hurt her…

“I’m fine. You?”

I flexed my jaw, frustration rippling through me before settling into something that would strike out. Kill the first chance it got. “I’m fine too.”

Whatever game Tallin and Prager were playing, they’d just moved us onto a new board, and the rules had yet to be revealed.

“Anything to delay us from reaching the end, is my assumption,” she said softly, reading the thoughts that must blaze across my face. “If we’re stuck here, we’re not able to reach the end.”

How much time did I have left? I’d be foolish to assume a day or a night inside the labyrinth was the same as everywhere else. It could tick slower or race toward the finish faster.

My finish, that is.

Reyla went to the door and pulled a thin bone from one of her weapons’ sheaths and started working on the lock. I peered around, looking for another way out. Finding none.

The dungeon reeked of urine and something ancient. Decay clung to the air like a sickness. Water dripped somewhere down the corridor, the slow, rhythmic sound too precise, as if it was controlled. I didn’t like it.

“Not working,” she said with a sigh. She held up the bone—a finger, if I was guessing right, and with a grimace, she slid it back into the sheath.

She paced the narrow cell while I crouched near the bars, watching the hall. Trying to figure out this latest test so we could get through it as quickly as possible. Even in the dim light, I could see the small crease between her brows and her quiet fury, her relentless determination. I'd stroked that line with my lips late at night, when she was fast asleep. Now, I could only watch as she fought for me, for us, her body coiled tight like she’d rip the walls apart if it meant she could get me out of here.

Prager’s goal would be to delay, delay, delay until my thirtieth birthday swiped its blade across my throat. Then it would be too late. The curse would take me and if Reyla was pregnant, she’d give birth to a son and the curse would reset itself all over again.

Was she carrying our precious child? We’d been together, so it was certainly possible. The thought of having a baby with her… There was something so heart-wrenchingly wonderful yet tragic about the idea.

She would sing. I was sure of it. Not because she particularly enjoyed it, but because our child would. Our child would know safety from the very beginning. The warmth of her arms, the quiet certainty that she'd always be there. A love I'd long thought impossible would be made real in her hands.

She’d be a fierce mother. I could already hear the steel in her voice as she shielded our child with words sharper than any blade.

I’d come far. She’d healed me. She loved me. But all of that still might not be enough to save me.

I wanted to see her holding our child, to have years stretching out in front of us like pages waiting to be written. I wanted to wake up beside her with every moment belonging to us, not to fate or the curse.

Reyla had promised me we’d have a girl. That would mean the curse had broken. I was going to cling to that belief and never let it go.

“I’m burning this place to the ground,” Reyla snarled.

“Preferably after we’ve escaped.”

Her lips pressed into a thin line, irritation flickering in her eyes. Not at me but them and this game we hadn’t asked to play.

The throne room trial had been a joke, a grotesque performance crafted to humiliate us. What unsettled me most wasn’t the rigged verdict but the details. The familiar faces wearing expressions belonging to strangers. Every movement, every sneer, every carefully placed betrayal had felt real.

“This isn’t simple magic,” she said, stopping at the far side of the cell and bracing her hands against the rough stone wall. “This is about control. It’s stronger than illusions.”

I ran a hand through my hair, tension coiling beneath my skin. “Halendor and Prager didn’t only twist reality. They reshaped it.”

She turned, her warm brown gaze locking onto mine. “Prager’s magic isn’t just about deception. It’s about corruption. She’ll do anything to win.”

“Which means she’ll keep us inside this cell while time slips away.”

The devastation in her eyes was mirrored inside me. I wanted to tug her into my arms. Hold her until I was sucked away. But we had weeks left. There was still time to end this.

First thing would be to figure out this latest challenge and move onto the next, assuming there was one. Each we overcame meant one less to beat. We’d reach the end. The talisman would be waiting. I was going to press that belief into my bones.

Reyla came over to sit beside me on the bunk, taking my hand and linking our fingers. A simple touch, yet it kept me from unraveling. The world could twist around us, time could stretch or snap, but as long as she held me, I wasn’t lost.

“This is fake, so there must be boundaries,” she said in a low voice.

A crack in the foundation. A flaw in the design. It had to exist. Even the fates weren’t perfect, and Tallin and Prager were far from the fates.

I leaned close to her, keeping my voice low. “If this is an alternate path our world could’ve taken, there could be a tether. A point where Prager’s influence starts and where it ends. A weakness we can exploit.”

“And if there isn’t?” She absently rubbed her injured arm. I’d have to look at the wound soon. Change the bandage. Heal her any way I could.

“Then we’ll come up with a different plan.”

“Alright.” Reyla rose and approached the barred door, studying it. “No magical bindings on us,” she said softly. “They must believe this place is secure.”

“Arrogant fools.”

Her mouth tilted into something almost like amusement. “Which could work to our advantage.”

Joining her, I studied the hallway beyond the bars. Something scratched at the edges of my mind, an unease independent of the trap we’d landed in.

This dungeon wasn’t quite right.

I’d spent time here before. Not as a prisoner, but as a king dealing out the duties of the court. I knew its skeleton, its bones laid out in dark stone and iron. This wasn’t quite the same place. Close, but not perfect.

A corridor stretched beyond the cells on my left, but it curved right, leading in the wrong direction. The lanterns lining the walls flickered in an odd way, their cold light barely holding steady. The floor wasn’t right, either. Stone when it should be made up of dirt.

My father had upgraded this area, though he’d rarely used the cells. He’d preferred to negotiate with his court rather than use a heavy hand or threats. I’d tried to do the same thing until my mother and her friends tried to overthrow our rule. Those who hadn’t agreed to bloodswear were taken far from Evergorne and, with a sack of food, clothing, and coins, told to find a new home and never return to my court.

Assuming the curse let them find someplace new.

As for the guard⁠—

I narrowed my eyes on one striding past us, his armor gleaming in the flickering light. The raven sigil that actually was dragons appeared the same, but the detailing on his shoulder plate showed an unfamiliar design, nothing belonging to Evergorne.

Reyla watched the guard as well.

He strode by with a slow gait, his hand resting on the hilt of his blade strapped to his side, magic hissing between the fingers of his other hand. He continued to the end of the hall and turned the corner.

A few minutes later, the same guard reappeared from the opposite end of the hall.

“An illusion loop,” Reyla whispered in my ear.

I shot her a grin.

The guard moved past us in the same way, even with the same hand resting on the hilt of his blade. Like before, he didn’t glance our way.

Identical expression.

Identical posture and timing.

A spell resetting itself.

My heart surged with excitement. “It’s scripted.”

If this was reality bent by Prager’s magic, it wasn’t well crafted. We’d found a crack already. All we had to do now was tear it wide open.

Reyla studied the guard, tapping her fingers on a bar as he passed us again. “Illusions don’t hold without the tether you mentioned. If we find it, we might be able to disrupt it and break ourselves free.”

“Let’s do it,” I said. “We’re either trapped in Evergorne’s real dungeon under some massive illusion, which I doubt, or we’re in a different version pulled straight from Prager’s twisted fantasies.”

Reyla’s eyes narrowed. “If this is her fantasy, there’s a boundary, a point where this world starts and ends.”

Weaknesses. I studied the bars again, testing them with my touch. Magic still pulsed through the iron, and I suspected we wouldn’t find a way to snap that.

Frustration gnawed through me. We had to break this world before it broke us.

“It’s time to outsmart the game,” I said. “And I believe I know how.”

Her brows lifted. “What’s the plan?”

I studied the lamps in the hall, the odd hum beneath the dungeon’s stone. The illusion held because it followed a rhythm. A delicate balance sustained by magic. “What would happen if we shatter the balance holding the illusion together?”

“We need to find out.”

The guard approached our cell again.

I stepped away from the bars and shook the tension out of my limbs. After catching Reyla’s eyes and winking, I cackled. Loudly. Almost violently.

“Ha!” I staggered sideways, clapping a hand over my mouth like I couldn’t hold my hysterical laughter in. “Oh, it’s fucking brilliant, really.” My voice rang off the stone, bouncing down the corridor. “We’ve got to get out of here.” Making myself sound frantic wasn’t much of a challenge, because I was frantic. “We’re going to die here. Die!” I reeled around, blubbering, snarling. Flinging myself against the bars and shrieking.

As the guard continued past us, I tossed myself onto the hard bunk, arms sprawling, a wild grin splitting my face.

When the guard continued, rounding the corner but not gazing our way, I sat up and snarled.

That hadn’t worked.

The next time the guard passed, Reyla snapped her leg through the bars to trip him.

He slid through her leg and kept walking.

Ah, interesting.

She shot a wide-eyed look over her shoulder at me as the guard continued around the corner and within a minute or so, reappeared at the other end of the hall. This time, when he was right outside our cell, she gouged out with her blade, sinking it into…nothing.

But his image wavered.

Reyla hissed in a breath. She rubbed her arm and the next time the guard passed, she threw her knife, driving it through him. It hit the far wall, clattering to the floor.

The guard faltered, his form convulsing like a puppet whose strings had gotten tangled. With a jolt, he reset, though not smoothly. His arm jerked, and his head tilted forward. Righting himself, he continued down the hall with a labored gait.

Reyla lifted an arm bone, aiming for the area where the guard would again pass if we hadn’t already broken the pattern.

Instead of the guard, footsteps hurried down the hall. A click of metal, a whisper of fabric, and Moira rushed toward us, glancing around feverishly.

A break in the pattern. Caused by us or on purpose?

She stopped at the door to our cell, holding a tray with a plate full of food I had no interest in tasting.

Reyla and I didn’t move. Didn’t speak. But our fleeting glance said everything.

Play along. Make them believe we’re falling for the distraction, the bait. They wouldn’t be the first to take an ally and turn them into a weapon aimed straight at our backs.

Moira’s shoulders hunched, her gaze darting toward the corridor on her left. “The guard will be back soon.”

On cue, like her.

She juggled the tray to one hand and pressed a finger to her lips as she knelt in front of the door and slid the tray through the narrow gap.

“I can’t stay long,” she whispered, straightening with a pained expression on her face. “I can get you out, but you have to trust me.”

I let the silence stretch long enough to make even the most patient person uncomfortable.

She was good. I’d give her that. The slight tremble in her voice, the quick flicker of her gaze toward the corridor, the barely contained urgency in her movements. Desperate enough to make us believe she had something to lose.

But she couldn’t be the real Moira.

We had to make her think we wanted to believe, but one more test.

I lifted the tray and flung it toward the wall. It hit hard and toppled to the floor. But instead of the food scattering, it remained on the tray. Not only that, but the tray returned to Moira’s hands, and she stooped down, sliding it through the gap once more.

She straightened, a pained expression on her face. “I can’t say long. I can get you out, but you have to trust me.”

Reyla and I shared a long look.

“Why are you helping us?” Reyla asked, her voice shaky enough to sound real.

Moira hesitated. “Because this isn’t right.” Her chin lifted. “That trial was a farce.”

“It was terrible.” Reyla’s fingers twitched at her sides, selling the illusion that she, too, was being pulled toward hope against her better judgment.

Moira’s face smoothed.

I sighed, shifting my weight, letting my shoulders sink enough to appear worn down. A man robbed of options and fight.

“You shouldn’t risk yourself like this,” I said softly. “Though we appreciate it.” I grabbed a hunk of bread from the plate and turned to the side, pretending to rip into it as if starved.

“I can do nothing less.” She peered around again before reaching into the pocket of her dress and pulling out a shiny object shaped into a long, thin rune.

Safety, hope, it said.

Yeah, sure.

I leaned close to Reyla, whispering, “What if she’s part of the tether?”

Her eyes lit up, and she leaned against me, pretending she needed my strength but turning her head and keeping her voice low. “If she’s tied to the illusion’s tether, and we push her beyond the boundaries, we might create the break we need to shatter the spell.”

I leaned close and kissed the top of her head as if I was giving her reassurance. “If Prager expects us to reject Moira as an obvious trick, our smartest move would be to play along while setting the trap.”

Reyla looked up, forcing a terrified expression onto her face. “Act distrustful enough to make them think we’re still ensnared in their game?”

“If you were the one trapped, I’d burn through any boundary to get to you. No hesitation. No doubt. Instead of turning the weapon back on her immediately, we could let them believe we're exactly where they want us. Then we make our move when they least expect it. Snap that tether.”

“This rune will weaken the lock enough for you to break it. Escape,” Moira said, her voice pitched too high. She shot a glance to the left as if she expected the guard to appear soon. “The spell won’t last long. You must leave this place and don’t look back. I’ll guide you as far as I can. If only I could go with you.” Even the croak in her voice sounded real.

Reyla took the rune, rolling it in her palm with the right amount of tension on her face, as if she was forcing herself not to overthink the risk.

“Trust me?” Moira pleaded. “I promise, this isn’t a trap.”

All orchestrated. Every stammered word, every nervous glance, every tremor of her voice had been placed like the perfect moves on a Wraithwaite board. The game took considerable strategy and cunning, and it was anyone’s guess who might win.

I was an expert at the game.
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My head spun, though I wasn’t sure why. I didn’t have time to think about what it might mean. My arm where the beast had slashed me ached and throbbed, but I wasn’t going to think about that either.

The rune felt cool in my hand, and its edges were smooth from years of handling. It looked harmless. Unassuming. The perfect tool to lull us into trust.

I eased away from Lore and pressed my face against the bars, meeting Moira’s eyes. “Thank you. You don’t know how much we appreciate your help.”

Her expression smoothed, and I swore I read feral satisfaction in her eyes.

Lore stood behind me, loose but ready, his worried gaze locked on the other end of the hall.

“Quickly,” Moira hissed. “Before the guard comes back.”

I pressed the rune against the lock.

A sharp hum cut through the air, the iron glowing before the shimmer faded like mist in the sun. My fingers twitched. Whatever enchantment had been woven into the metal had lessened. Was the lock weak enough to snap? I’d bet anything it was.

Muscles bunched and arms flexing, Lore moved around me to grasp the bars and wrenched hard. A creak was followed by the groan of straining metal. The lock didn’t only break, it shattered, the door snapping open with enough force to rattle the stone.

Moira jolted backward. “Follow me. Quickly,” she cried out, already turning.

Lore slid a glance my way, something sharp glinting in his gaze. Knowing another trap was about to snap down on us, we followed, me only pausing to scoop up my knife from the floor and return it to its sheath.

Moira hurried to the left, leading us past empty cells, their doors open. Shadows stretched across the damp floor. Would the guard come back soon? If he did, I assumed he’d shout that we were escaping, then rush toward us with his weapon lifted. I wasn’t sure how this game was intended to play out, with our deaths or failure. I didn’t want to linger long enough to find out.

The hallway curved and split at the far end.

Moira took the left corridor. “This way. Hurry. This is a secret way that will get you out.”

We raced to the right.

Moira gasped behind us. “No. You can’t. That—You must go this way.” She moved faster than she should’ve been able to, her form snapping toward me in a blur that sent talons raking down my spine.

Her hand shot out, latching onto my arm, bringing me to a halt. The moment her fingers tightened around me, her expression twisted into something horrified, as if she hadn’t meant to touch me at all.

Her fingers locked around my arm felt cold. Not corpse cold; worse. Hollow. I wrenched away before the chill could sink into my bones.

“We’re going right,” Lore said with his usual smirk.

Moira trailed after us, her footsteps pattering, frantic. “Come back. You must go the other way. Please. You’re supposed to trust me.” Her voice deepened to a growl. “You have to.”

“Where do the other prisoners go?” I asked. “Left or right?”

“You must go left.”

“What happens if we go right?”

“You… You…” Moira’s image wavered, proving she was bound by the illusion’s rules and was likely tied to the tether. This wasn’t my friend at all.

One push, and she was already unraveling.

I could only imagine what would happen if we took that left corridor. Follow Moira to our death, most likely.

We’d have to make time to talk about what we’d learned about this place and think about what it was learning about us.

Lore and I hurried down the right corridor, scanning the walls, seeking a crack in the illusion. Something snagged his attention, and his pace slowed. He turned toward the right wall.

I didn’t see anything but mortared stone.

He pressed his palms against the surface, and for a blink, the wall resisted, not like solid rock would but like muscles locked tight around something it wasn’t ready to give up. A pulse rolled through the wall before it released a slick shudder, and a door peeled into view. Tension rolled through his shoulders as he shoved harder.

“No,” Moira whined. “Come back. You must go left. That door doesn’t go anywhere.” She stood at the end of the hall, her limbs twitching. Was she bound to the other route and the illusion only? If so, she may not be able to follow.

Lore pushed harder, and I joined him, shoving with all my might. I felt weak, though I wasn’t sure why. And my head… Darkness kept closing in on the periphery of my vision. We had to get out of this and then I could…

I wasn’t sure what I would do. Where were we? Oh, yes, right. Trapped inside the fake Evergorne dungeon.

Lore shot me a concerned look, but the panel burst outward and hot air roared past us. Hand in hand, we rushed through the opening, though it was clear I was lagging. It was all I could do to keep up with him.

“Wait—” Moira’s voice fragmented, fraying mid-sound. Something in her was breaking, not just her shape but her presence itself, as if she were being yanked from the labyrinth bit by bit.

She reached toward us, but the sides of her arms blurred, her fingers pulling too long before snapping back into place. The illusion was losing its grip, and it was breaking her along with it.

The moment we crossed the threshold, the world snapped. Stone quaked. The walls flickered as the images unraveled.

We ran. A new passage stretched ahead of us and darkness pressed in on all sides. Around us, the world wavered, the walls bending like reflections on disturbed water, flashing one image after another. A forest. A meadow. The roof of the highest turret at Evergorne castle.

The fortress I grew up in…

My legs faltered.

The world around us wasn’t the only thing unraveling. My muscles were seconds from forgetting how to run. My body felt fragile, held together only by sheer will.

As we hurried, the tunnel buckled, the space collapsing behind us.

No turning back. No slowing down.

The corridor split ahead, and we slowed, breathing hard. One path twisted into the familiar corridor Moira had begged us to take.

She stood inside, desperation painted on her face. “Hurry. The guard’s coming.” She waved for us to join her.

We veered, diving into the other area as the wall raked itself into existence, twisting from the air like hands forming stone from nothing. The space closing beneath us, the last breath of open air vanishing like a sucked-out candle as we plunged over it.

I slammed onto the ground on the other side, but my stomach stayed behind, trapped in that half-second where I wasn’t sure if we’d made it through at all.

I rose onto my palms. My breath whooshed out of me all at once, and I stared back in the direction we’d come from. Everything shattered, the illusion fracturing like glass hit with a big rock.

But in that split second, as the broken pieces fell, I saw something in the wreckage, a glimpse of myself, still locked inside, still gripping the rune, still breathing in iron and stone. A reflection, or a truth? My stomach twisted, nausea bubbling up as I tore my gaze away.

Too late. I’d seen it. And now, it thrived inside me.

The cold, damp dungeon corridor vanished, replaced by emptiness and the rush of fresh air.

And around us…

I knelt in deep, warm grass. The scent of morning dew sunk into my lungs. It tasted like real air, not the stale, iron-tainted crap I’d breathed in the underground dungeon illusion. Birdsong trilled through the lush, floral landscape surrounding me.

Lore stood beside me with his feet planted beneath him and a satisfied smirk on his face. The breeze tousled his thick hair, swishing the deep brown strands across his broad shoulders.

His smirk deepened. “Not that I mind you kneeling before me, Wildfire, but should I start hoping I’ll find you in this position often?”

Huffing, I took the hand he held out, though it kept wavering.

“Get over yourself.” I even had to push myself to flirt with him.

What was wrong with me?

His laughter rumbled as he gave me a quick hug. His kiss followed, and for one moment, this torturous world swirled away. The taste of him, mint and something wild, sent a spark of joy down my spine. Everything had to be alright, because we’d made it this far, and we were still together.

Ignoring the pain in my arm, I pressed closer, tangling my fingers in his hair, tugging enough to make him growl against my mouth. A thrill shot through me at the sound, at the way he gripped my ass, pulling me flush against him. This. This was why I kept pushing. Trying. Fighting.

For one heartbeat, we existed beyond the labyrinth, beyond the curse, beyond the twisted games trying to break us apart.

Just Lore and me and this moment.

He pulled back, pressing his forehead against mine while brushing his fingertips along my jaw.

“Told you we’d make it, wife,” he said, cocky and winded all at once.

I grinned. “You don’t get to gloat yet, husband.”

His grin stretched wider. “I absolutely do.”

I kissed him again, stealing the last word. We’d won this round. That was enough for me.

He lifted his head. “Ready to see what this too-lovely section of the labyrinth has to offer?”

“Always.” I pressed for a grin that felt too hard to lift.

The world collapsed in on itself, the edges curling inward, paper catching fire. For some reason, I couldn’t fight any longer.

Staggering, I fell against Lore.

“Wildfire?” he called out.

My last vision was the stark terror on his face as I collapsed in his arms.
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Cold seeped up from the throne beneath me, icing my spine. Numbing everything but the ache buried deep inside my chest.

The seat pressed into my thighs the same way it always had. The grooves in the polished armrests fit the curve of my fingers perfectly. I’d run my hands across its surface enough times to know.

I couldn’t see. Couldn’t move. And I couldn’t shout the words clawing up my throat. The ones that would stop whatever this was.

My vision wavered, and the throne room came into view. The rows where the lords and ladies usually sat were empty, as was the aisle. The rest of the big open room as well.

Sucking in a breath, I turned to ask Lore what was going on.

Someone else sat beside me in the straight-backed throne that was too large for his slight frame. His small fingers rested on the armrests like he was practicing for the role he would one day assume. Dark brown curls framed a face too familiar, too precious, his green eyes pulling me into a reality I was desperate to reject.

Lore’s eyes.

His fingers traced the armrest. Back and forth. Back and forth. I recognized those small hands. I’d seen them before, late at night when soft lamplight painted shadows across his crib, his tiny fingers curling and uncurling around the edge of his favorite dark green blanket as he drifted to sleep. The exact same rhythm.

Lore was dead.

The realization hurt worse than any wound ever could. It cut deeper than any slash to my body. Grief coiled around me in unseen chains, heavier than iron, heavier than anything I’d lived through before. My throat closed off, and I couldn’t suck in air. My lungs had forgotten how to move.

I’d lost him.

And now our son—fates above, our son—sat in his place, facing the same doomed fate as his father.

I wanted to scream. I wanted to shake him, to tell him to run. I needed to tear apart the grip of whatever cruel thing bound me in place. Dread thickened inside me, coiling its fingers around my throat.

I could no longer speak of the curse.

I could not save my boy.

A chuckle rang out nearby, raking across my skin like silk embedded with thorns.

Prager. The sound of her voice alone was enough to make hatred roar through me.

She leaned against a marble pillar nearby, bathed in the glow of the chandelier that scattered light across the jewels adorning her fingers, her throat, and her hair. The picture of opulence, she exuded power.

She watched me the way a chall studies a wounded bird. Idly. With sly amusement. Knowing it could crush its prey at any moment but determined to enjoy the poor creature’s struggle first.

“Such a shame.” She swirled a goblet of dark wine, her lips curved in a smirk. “I expected more from your dear Lore. But thirty years should’ve been long enough.” She exhaled as if truly disappointed, clicking her tongue. “He burned so well, and yet, much too briefly.”

A sharp, piercing cold consumed me, breathing ice through my veins.

She was lying. She had to be. This wasn’t real. I was just with him. The heat of him, his kiss, and his arms still warmed my skin.

But my son sat in his place. Looking at me with adoration. Breathing.

My nails bit into the armrests.

“You’re lying,” I rasped past the shards of glass in my throat.

Prager’s brow quirked upward. “Am I?” She sipped her wine like this was nothing but a dull conversation at court. “Then why are you here?”

I couldn’t answer.

Voices echoed in the room, and I whipped my head around, gaping at the lords and ladies now sitting in their seats on either side of the red-carpeted aisle, some whispering together, waiting for the herald to announce the first supplicant, others fidgeting or staring at the floor. A heavy scent of incense overwhelmed my senses. The exact fragrance Lore said he bought at the northern markets, the one I’d sworn smelled like winter on fire. It shouldn’t linger here, but it did, a ribbon through the air, winding around my wrists, pinning me to the throne.

I didn’t want to admit it, but I knew why I was here. Because we’d lost. Because we’d failed. Because the labyrinth had broken him, and in the end, I was left alone with nothing but another doomed heir to bear the curse that had claimed his father.

“No matter,” Prager sighed, waving her hand. “The boy will play his part well enough. He has to.” Her gaze flicked to him, considering. “Perhaps he’ll get further than Lore? I might allow two talismans this time.”

Something inside me snapped. “You miserable⁠—”

“Mother.”

The single word stilled me.

My son looked up at me, his eyes wise beyond that of a boy of his small size. His voice came out quiet, careful. Too careful?

“What happens next?” he asked.

The world narrowed to the space between us.

The pain from a bruise on my collarbone flared, and I remembered this boy knocking into it, colliding against me during one of his sprints through the halls. My son was brave and strong, so like his father that it made my heart pinch and tears spring up in my eyes.

His small arms had tangled around my neck. He’d fussed, complaining that his shoulder hurt when he hit the wall, but he was soon off again, running with his giggles echoing down the hall, making all the staff smile.

I opened my mouth to tell him what would happen because I had to warn him. I tried to break through whatever bound my tongue to make him understand, but no sound came out.

Prager leisurely walked toward my son’s throne. She didn’t stop until she loomed over him.

His breath hitched. The same uneven rhythm I'd lulled to sleep a thousand times with sweet stories. A breath I'd felt against my skin many times late at night when I couldn’t stay away and had lifted him. Held him. Sobbed about his father. Prager could craft illusions, but she'd never tucked him into bed. She'd never held him when he was sick or fed him when he was hungry. She'd never listened to him breathe.

“Go on, Reyla. Tell him.” She dragged a jeweled fingertip across my son’s shoulder, watching me while she did it. He didn’t seem to see her, to notice her touch, but I shivered for him. “Tell him what’s waiting for him. What waits for every male born from his line.”

I willed my body to get up, but I could not move. I tried to speak, but my throat constricted, bound by invisible chains.

A bead of sweat etched along my backbone.

Prager’s smirk widened. She could taste my defeat. “Why act shy now? Such a cruel mother, refusing to explain his fate to him.”

I wanted to claw at my own throat, wrench the truth free.

But Prager already knew I couldn’t.

This was her game. Her illusion. And she was in full control.

I gritted my teeth, forcing myself to think. The hard surface of the throne, the feel of the polished armrests under my fingers, and the distant murmur of the court intruded, pounding through my mind. All of this had to be wrong. Forced. Staged.

Prager sat on the arm of my son’s throne, the fingers of one hand swirling the goblet, the others stroking his hair.

“It really is remarkable,” she said. “No matter how many times history bends, it still clings to its patterns. Always a son. Always another sacrifice that never quite pays the final price.”

The chandelier’s light snagged on the stones at her throat, making each one glint like bottled starlight.

“Fuck you,” I hissed.

She tutted. “You know, I was so hoping things would go differently this time. That you’d surprise me. A change every century or so would be welcome. But here you are, choked on silence like all the others who came before you.”

I wanted to rip the smug expression from her face, but I couldn’t move, couldn’t lash out, couldn’t even tremble beneath her magical restraint.

Think, Reyla. Think.

The court whispered in the background, but their words swam together, forming a meaningless hum. My son sat unnaturally still, his gaze locked on me. He waited, but I suspected he already knew the answer.

“The boy will play his part well enough. He has no choice.” Prager was toying with me. Twisting the knife, seeing how far I’d bend before I broke.

I swallowed the bile surging up from my gut, forcing my mind past the grief that was eager to strangle me.

His left thumb swiped across his pinky nail, a habit so small it barely lived in memory, but it was his. Something he did when he was uncertain, when he was quietly thinking. I had seen it a thousand times, at dinner, when he stood behind Lore's chair, when he gazed out the window as a storm approached. A thing so utterly my son. I'd never spoken of it. Never mentioned it out loud.

No one could know this but me.

“Mother,” my son said, his voice as strong as his father’s, so dear and precious. I had to help him. Save him. “Tell me what happens next.”

My mind twisted, telling me to believe all this was true.

But I couldn’t.

Please, no. It couldn’t be.

“Mother? Tell me…”

I made myself hear the way his voice never wavered, the way he showed no flicker of concern about Prager’s touch and presence.

This was another test. Another game sent to mess with my mind.

I studied his too flawless skin. Not a single mark from where he might’ve scraped his arm tumbling in the royal gardens. No oddly shaped freckle on his right hand Lore had sworn was passed to each male of his line. This boy’s hands, still holding the armrests, didn’t fidget.

And his eyes. Lore’s green, but empty. Expectant, like this child was a puppet waiting for its strings to be pulled.

This wasn’t my son.

Prager purred. “Now she sees.”

I tore my gaze from the illusion, because that’s all he was, an echo, a construct, and leveled my gaze on her. My nails gouged deeper into my palms, but my pulse slowed.

“You’re getting sloppy,” I said, my voice cool despite the fire raging inside me. “Surely you can do better than this?” I flicked my hand toward him.

Prager’s lips quirked up, but this time, the smirk didn’t reach her eyes. “My, my. And here I thought sentiment would make you weak. Watching him take his father’s throne must move you in some way, Reyla.”

I forced my fingers to relax one by one. “You made a mistake.”

The court flickered. A heartbeat, a rift in the illusion too fast for the eye to catch. But I felt it.

“Did you know that when I was tested, obsidian hummed for me?” I asked.

A touch of fear flickered in her eyes. “An Eras Spell cannot be nullified.”

“So everyone says.” But was it true or was believing it could be true another part of the curse? “This boy has no shadow.”

Prager stilled.

“Did you steal it?” This was a wild guess on my part.

“Me?” Her spine stiffened. “Why would I do a thing like that?”

“You tell me.”

A hush fell over the room. A pause, too long, too stretched for the court I remember.

The boy on the throne blinked once. His skin shivered like oil spreading across water. The illusion was wavering.

I turned to the thing she’d tried to make me believe was my child, feeling the weight of what this vision was supposed to do to me. The fear I was supposed to drown in. Fury burned through my sorrow, stripping me raw, leaving only certainty behind.

I leaned forward enough to whisper into the child’s ear. “You are not real.”

The boy jerked and static flickered across his frame like lightning trapped inside a bottle.

A hand, small and too familiar, reached to take mine. His fingers squeezed, warm, so warm. A child’s breath, uneven, near a whisper, coiled around me. “Mother?” The softness of him split me apart, lodging itself in the marrow of my bones. He needed me. He⁠—

“Not real,” I bellowed.

My vision blurred, the throne room tilting before it sharpened again, pulling my limbs back into place. The goblet in Prager’s hand cracked and wine spilled out like blood, splattering down the front of her pretty white gown. A gust of wind howled through the chamber, tearing across the chandeliers, making them whip and twist and distort the light.

“And if you are not real…” I watched the walls, the shrinking windows, the growing cracks creeping across the marble floor. “Then neither is any of this.”

The room fractured, the ornate walls buckling like paper touched by flame. The marble dais beneath the thrones cracked, deep fissures racing outward, swallowing those watching, the pillars, and even the fine line of red carpet, leaving only jagged scraps of nothing behind.

Prager hissed, stepping back as shadows coiled at her feet.

“Enough,” she snapped, her voice jolting through the crumbling illusion she was desperate to stitch back together.

Too late.

I stood, my limbs finally unshackled from whatever poison she’d tried to feed me. The heaviness in my chest eased.

I felt.

Truly felt.

Not grief. Not despair. But raging anger.

Prager rolled her shoulders, her slick mask slipping back into place. She smirked as if this was all an amusing interlude going exactly as she’d planned.

“Very clever, Reyla,” she purred, brushing the spilled wine from her gown, though the stain remained, dark and damning. “You always do love proving yourself. But tell me…” Her fingers twitched, and the illusion rebuilt itself around me. “Can you live with what you’ve done? You gave birth to a child who will die like his father and his father before him.”

The boy—the thing—reached for me.

“Mother.” His voice echoed, warping, melting, breaking. “What happens next?”

The light plunging down from above made his skin twitch, canvas stretched too tight. His features blurred, distorted, revealing the contorted shell of something desperately trying to hold itself together.

“Tell me,” he begged, his voice fading. He reached out to me, touching my face, my arm, twisting his little hand around mine.

For a fleeting second, this was the child I’d loved from the moment I first felt his body flutter in my belly. I’d held him in my arms, nursed him at my breast, comforted him when he tumbled to the floor while running.

For a second, I believed he was real. This was a future I could’ve lived. And might still.

I remembered his tiny fingers clutching my hand as we walked in the gardens. This same warmth as he crawled into my lap in the dead of night, seeking comfort from a storm. He smelled like rain and clean fabric. He smelled real.

My stomach clenched, but I bared my teeth and shook my head.

“Fuck you. You lost.” I stretched for a smile. “I won.”

Prager’s smirk fell.

The boy convulsed. His fingers curled into tiny fists.

“Please,” he whispered. His voice broke. “Mother!” The perfect imitation of a doomed child.

My breath rattled, but I lifted my chin, refusing to let the emotions churning through me take control.

“You don’t exist,” I forced the words up my tight throat. “You never did. If I’m pregnant, it’s a daughter.”

The boy stilled. And then he collapsed, his body splintering into a thousand shimmering pieces, his scream horrifyingly sharp before it cut off.

I swallowed back bile.

Prager laughed, stepping toward me, her silk gown shifting in a wind that wasn’t there. “We both know the truth, don’t we?”

The last of the throne room crumbled into darkness. The chandeliers snapped out of existence. The walls folded into shadows.

There was only us and the curse that still held us both in its clutches.

Prager’s voice dipped lower, a bird’s craven caw scrambling across it. “You’re weak. A trembling fool. You’ll never have what it takes to end this. I’m going to laugh when you fail.”

“I won’t fail.” I leveled a glare her way. “I love Lore. My love mended him and soon, my love for him will break you.”

“You want to believe seeing through this illusion grants you victory.” Her breath ghosted against my cheek, sweetly venomous. “Do you think you destroyed my latest test, or did I simply plant another seed?”

I opened my mouth to tell her to shut the fates up but something else whispered around me.

“Wildfire.”

I gasped, my body jerking as warmth wrapped around me. Arms. A grip lovingly tight. And the scent of smoke and earth and leather. It brought my mind back from…wherever it had wandered.

“I promised,” he cried out. “Now do your part, damn you.”

I opened my eyes to find my love, my Lore, holding me. Staring at me with tears tricking from his eyes.

“What did you promise, Lore?”
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“Reyla? Reyla!” Lore groaned, lifting me against his chest, holding me so tight I could barely breathe. “You’re alright. Fates, you’re alright.”

I needed to ask him something, make him explain…

Now I couldn’t remember what it was.

“I’m fine.” More or less. I felt like a dragon had kicked me across the training area.

I peered around, taking in the dim glow of a flickering fire, its light making shadows slither across the jagged walls of our temporary sanctuary, a small area that looked like a shallow cave hidden within the twisted roots of an enormous, ancient tree.

“What happened?” I tried to sit up, but my body felt as heavy as the thick roots surrounding us. Lore supported me, easing me into a sitting position with his arms still around me.

“Not too fast.” He grabbed a waterskin from his pack and offered it to me. “Your arm was infected, but it’s better. You’ve been out for a while.”

“How long?” I croaked. I drank deeply, the water blessedly cool as it slid down my throat. A clean bandage had been wrapped around my arm. The wound still throbbed, but the pain was manageable.

“Not long.” He wouldn’t meet my eyes.

“Lore. Tell me.”

He shrugged. “I can’t figure out time in this place. It’s not like there’s day and night. But it felt like forever.”

“We should go then.” I struggled to get to my feet but couldn’t even push myself off Lore’s lap. “We need to get to the end of the labyrinth before it’s too late.”

“We can take a few more moments.” He stroked my cheek with his knuckles. “Rest a bit. We’ll be running again soon enough.”

He fed me bits of dried meat and fruit, and the howling of my belly told me I’d been lost in that nightmare for too long.

I told him about it.

“Another illusion,” he said with a frown. “I’m trying to decide if there’s a pattern or if Prager and Tallin just throw things at us randomly.”

“My assumption is that they’re testing us, trying to find weaknesses.” How bleak I’d felt seeing our son sitting on the throne, knowing his father was dead. “Which we’re not showing them if we can help it.”

“Not even one.”

Something had sorted through our minds when we first arrived. How much information about us and our pasts had it stolen?

As I nibbled on the food, my senses slowly sharpened. The cave stayed quiet other than the crackle of the fire and the distant cry of a bird. An unsettling feeling crept over me, as if hidden eyes were watching from the darkness beyond this tiny refuge. It shouldn’t surprise me. Prager or Tallin would be waiting for us to leave so they could throw us into another challenge.

Or they could be preparing to drag us from our hiding spot if we didn’t emerge soon.

I scanned the shadows, instinctively reaching for the hilt of my blade. “Do you feel that?”

He nodded, his eyes narrowing on the mouth of the shelter and the dense forest beyond. “On and off while you were unconscious.”

“I feel like our time here is short, that they’ll drive us out soon.”

“Agreed.”

I finished eating and drinking and since I was finally able to hold myself upright, he rose to his feet and put everything away, slinging both packs over his shoulders.

I climbed to my knees.

He held his hand out to me. “Want to try standing?”

I peered up at him, a deep, twisting ache coiling through me. The dream, or whatever that was, had felt real. Our precious son, so strong and noble and everything that made up his father. I could still feel his little arms around me, his warm breath on my throat. Nursing him, comforting him when he was sick, walking with him when he ascended his throne and was crowned.

And I was still mourning Lore’s death deep inside. I wanted to tease him about me kneeling in front of him like we’d done in the past, but I sensed his heart wasn’t in it. And that sucked. I had so little time with him before that nightmare might come true. I wanted to hold him, love him, and touch him all the time.

How could I go on if I lost him?

In the illusion, I knew. I’d lived for our son and the hope that with him, the curse could be broken.

And that also sucked.

He helped me up with an arm around my back, holding me against his muscular frame that felt very much alive. Vibrant. Here and now and real.

Fuck Prager and Tallin. I wasn’t going to let this maudlin feeling sink deeper, because that would only give them another weapon to use against me.

“I’m good,” I said, reaching to take my pack from him.

He shook his head. “Let me carry it for now. I’ll give it back soon enough.”

I pressed my lips together. How many times had he carried the weight for both of us? And still, he asked for nothing in return.

He held my shoulders and studied my face. “You’re sure you’re alright? I was worried.”

I hated seeing the pain on his face, the fear, because I’d caused it.

“I’m almost better.” I flexed my arm to show him that it didn’t hurt, not even wincing at the subtle tinge that shot from there to my shoulder. “Whatever you did fixed it.”

“Yeah. What I did.” He kissed me quickly before he doused the fire, plunging the cave into near-total darkness.

“We’ll watch out for beasts. Keep from being injured again.”

“I’m not letting anyone or anything near you,” he said so fiercely, it gutted me. His gaze locked on mine. “I will do anything, Wildfire. Anything to keep you safe.”

As I would for him.

“Ready?” he asked.

I nodded and took his hand, keeping my blade in the other.

We moved silently toward the front of the tiny cave, guided by faint moonlight filtering through the dense canopy above, pausing before stepping out of the shelter.

“Where are we?” I asked softly.

“When you passed out, I carried you into the woods and found this place. We’re still wherever we were spit out when we left the dungeon.”

“More labyrinth to get through, then.”

“It seems so.”

“If it was easy, everyone would’ve survived.”

“It has not been easy.”

I stared up at him, remembering. “What did you promise?”

“Nothing.” His fingers tightened around mine, and he urged me from the darkened area inside the enormous hollow tree and out into the woods.

I wanted to quiz him more but the need to remain quiet thrummed through me with a heavier weight.

We crept through the forest, navigating the uneven terrain full of roots jutting up from the dense pack of dead leaves, and around trees towering taller than Evergorne castle. The air whisking past us was cold, and the sound of running water echoed through the woods, growing louder.

The sensation of being watched intensified. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. Lore must have sensed it too, because his grip on my hand tightened, and he pulled me closer to his side.

We emerged from the woods, into a narrow ravine, its walls too steep for any creature to easily scale. The sound of water was louder here, and I stared at a stream cutting through the ravine floor on our right, the turbulent water reflecting the moon’s pale light.

A whisper slithered through the ravine, carried on the wind.

Mother? What happens next?

Lore’s lips never moved.
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“Did you hear that?” I hissed, peering around, seeing nothing but rocks of various sizes, jagged cliffs, and mist drifting across the river.

“Hear what?” He scanned the area before his gaze dropped to me. I found so much fear and concern there.

He must think I was going out of my mind. Cracking. Wouldn’t surprise me in a place like this.

“Nothing.” I pushed for a smile, but it made my cheeks sting.

“Everything alright?”

“Sure. I’m fine.” My smile came easier. “Perfectly fine.”

He stroked my face and hair before he nudged his chin, urging me to keep moving around boulders and across areas covered with pebbles the size of my eyeballs. The ground slowly sloped higher, and far in the distance, I spied a tall series of falls feeding the river, moonlight glinting off the dark surface. Chilled fog drifted our way, carried on the light breeze, and it brought out my shivers.

“You’re cold.” Lore stopped and tugged his pack off, pulling a cloak from inside and wrapping it around me. The soft bulk of it settled over my shoulders, but it was Lore’s touch that heated me more. If I could, I’d wrap myself in him instead. Let the world fall away as long as I still had this—him. It held a hint of his warmth from where his pack had rubbed across his back, plus his scent.

“Is this the one you wore on the ship?”

“You remember,” he said with a slight upward tilt of his lips that disappeared too soon. He was worried.

I was worried. And with good reason. I was keeping pace but flagging already. My legs felt like lead poles, and my head kept spinning. But I’d be stronger soon. I had to be. “I don’t think anything could make me forget.”

“You were so hot in this cloak,” I said.

“It did keep me warm.”

“Gorgeous, I meant.” I tilted my head, looking up at him, admiring how his eyes sparkled with humor from his joke. It wasn’t his appearance that drew me in the most, though that was perfect to me. It was the person inside who shone through. That man, I loved more than life itself. “You watched me even then.”

“Couldn’t hold myself back.” He gazed into my eyes. “You intrigued me right away, the way you strode through the market, smiling at some you passed but unerringly knowing who to avoid. Your instincts are sharp.”

“Not as sharp as they should’ve been since I stole Farris from Prager.”

My poor nyxin. Where was he and was he alright? I hoped he was safe back at Evergorne, where Faelith would make sure he was happy.

I refused to believe he was dead.

“I’m glad you stole him from her,” he said.

“I’m not sure she was going to eat him, not now. If she’d been the old woman I’d seen in the market, yes, he would’ve been served for dinner. But she wanted him desperately, though I don’t know why.”

“We may never know. I hope we don’t.” There he was again, sounding pensive.

“You’ll need to tell me eventually.”

“Tell you what?” He kept his tone light.

“What you promised.”

He shook his head, unwilling to say anything about it. “Let’s rest here for the night. We can continue in the morning.” He gestured to a slight depression in the steep cliff wall on my left. We shifted the biggest of the rocks away and sat on the ground, him beside me this time with his knife clutched in his hand.

“At least here we can see whatever’s coming.” He shifted until his back pressed against the ravine wall, his eyes continuously scanning the area. “I don’t like that I can’t hear well over the river, but I’m not sure you’re up to climbing along the side of those falls yet.”

“Maybe we’ll find a way around them.” Or maybe we’d get sucked into the next trap before we reached them. Neither of us mentioned that.

I leaned against his side, dozing, jolting awake as the night waned on. I found him awake each time.

The first light of dawn painted the sky in hues of pink and orange, and if we weren’t still inside the labyrinth, I’d sigh, enjoy the sunrise, and snuggle deeper into his embrace. Ahead, the river rushed past us with fury, the water churning up white caps against the rocks. Lore and I ate and drank quickly, then walked over to stand at the edge, surveying the landscape with the scent of damp earth and the distant echo of the falls surrounding us.

The night had been a restless one, filled with the sounds of the river and the distant, haunting calls of nocturnal creatures. I’d tried to take my turn at watch, but Lore refused to allow it, stating I’d make up for it when I was fully healed. I could tell he’d forced the teasing look onto his face. He was worried about my arm, stressed about me.

I unwrapped the bandage to find my wound closed, though still puckered and red around the edges. It hurt, but nowhere near as badly as it had after the creature cut me.

“Let me.” Lore rewrapped the wound with a clean bandage, then washed the used one in the river and returned to tie it to his pack where it could dry in the sun and the light breeze swirling through the ravine.

“We should head back the way we came yesterday,” Lore said as he peered upriver. “This area slopes upward, and from here, I can’t see any way out other than climbing beside the falls. The ground will be wet. Slippery. It’ll be dangerous.”

What he didn’t mention was that I probably wasn’t up for the task. Not yet. I felt better already, but it was clear I’d need more time before I was fully myself.

“We go back, then.”

We turned right and made our way across the rocky ground, easing around boulders, slowly retreating in the direction we’d come from last night. As we rounded a turn, the path ahead came to an abrupt end. A sheer cliff face rose in front of us, matching the one we’d slept against and the one on the opposite side of the river.

“We’ve been sealed inside.” I stifled a groan. “Climbing beside the falls it is, then.”

Lore grunted, scowling at the sheer cliff face, before turning with me.

We slowly made our way back to where we’d slept and paused to rest by the river. He paused for me to rest, that is. I was the only one panting.

“The labyrinth changes at their command,” he said. “We knew it wouldn’t stay the same for long.”

We stood there, silent, with our latest challenge pressing down on us.

Then we started walking upriver, making our way toward the falls. Finally, we reached the base and stared upward, picking away at a path to the top.

“Too jagged.” Lore pointed ahead, where the rocky surface spiked upward without gaps between the spires.

“It doesn’t want us going that way, which probably means we should.”

“Another test, for sure. We have to decide if the way out is by risking the climb or finding another way.”

“Where?” I didn’t sound defeated; I was too tired for anything like that. But we couldn’t remain in one place long enough for me to rest. We were trapped, and the only way out was by putting one foot forward at all times.

Lore’s gaze drifted around the ravine before focusing on one area across the river from where we’d spent the night. I followed his line of sight to the cliff. Early sunlight snagged on a series of ledges and protruding rocks that zigzagged up the face. It would be a daunting ascent, but it was a chance out of here that appeared easier than taking on the side of the falls.

Lore grunted. “All we have to do is get across the river.”

And climb, though I didn’t point that out.

“Maybe we should continue here since we’re partway up already. They’ll expect us to take the easier way out.” They, meaning Prager and Tallin.

“Maybe.” He looked down at me. “We could remain in the ravine a few days. Rest before continuing along the falls.”

We didn’t have a few days. Time slipped and slid inside the labyrinth, and I truly worried we’d used up more days than we should’ve already.

“Let’s find the best place to cross the river.” Assuming there was one. He was right. It was rest or take the “easier” route, and resting wasn’t an option I’d consider.

I still felt like we were being funneled, but maybe that was the point. Each part of this labyrinth would present a new test. We just had to survive each one and move onto the next.

Just. If only it was that simple.

We found a section in the river that appeared wider, shallower. Not good, but nothing about this situation was. And that was the point, right? To test us. I’d begun to suspect that the biggest challenge right now was seeing if wounded Reyla could keep up with not-wounded Lore.

We stripped down to our undergarments, and the fact that we didn’t touch or tease each other was telling. There was no time for anything like that; fear was gnawing on both of our spines.

The river appeared deep even in this section, and there was no denying the current was furious. This wouldn’t be an easy crossing, especially for me still recovering. The morning air bit into my skin, and I shivered as I folded my clothes and placed them inside my pack.

Lore tested the water with his foot, his jaw clenching. “Brisk. We’ll have to be quick. The current’s strong.”

I reached for his hand, not because I needed help, but because I needed him. If the river took me, I wanted his grip to be the last thing I felt.

With a nod, we stepped into the river together. The icy water shocked my system, and the river pinched my breath as its frigid embrace wrapped around me, stealing the warmth from my body. Each step had to be taken with care, searching tentatively with one foot for solid purchase on the riverbed while struggling not to be swept away by the relentless current smacking into our legs, then our hips and our waists as we went deeper.

Halfway across, my injured arm screamed in protest, the pain sharp and sudden. My foot slipped. My arms spiraled, and I tipped sideways. The river rushed up to meet me, swallowed me whole, shoved ice into my lungs.

Panic whipped through me. The world twisted, flipped, and I lost all sense of direction. Above, below, it was all the same endless dark churn. My body bent the wrong way in the current, not a part of me anymore, just something the river owned.

And then pain. A hard yank that nearly tore my arm from its socket before I even registered what it was. Lore, tethering me to the world above. His fingers dug into my wrist as pulled me back to my feet, placing me downriver from him, his body shielding mine from most of the water’s fury.

I opened my mouth to thank him, but the words felt too small. Instead, I gripped his face, my fingers trembling across his jaw. I would carve him into my memory in case the world tore us apart again.

“You’re alright.” He held me, stroking my face, my wet hair, my shoulders all while studying my face. “I’ve got you. Not letting go. Not ever, Wildfire. Remember that.”

“Lore,” I whimpered. I wanted to sit in a heap and sob. But if he could be strong, so could I.

“Got you, love.” He tightened his arms around me, though he couldn’t hold me for long. Not unless we wanted to be swept away.

We started moving again, Lore blocking some of the turbulence from reaching me. I hated how weak I was, how I couldn’t do my share. Here he was again, taking on more burdens. This time, me.

The rest of the crossing was a blur of frigid water and sheer panic, especially when we were chest-deep in water and nowhere near enough to the opposite shore. My injured arm ached with the effort to stay afloat, and more than once, the river’s greedy fingers tried to drag me under again. I sensed the next time, Lore would miss grabbing me, and I wouldn’t find my way back to the surface.

Finally, we reached the other side. Free of the water, we collapsed on the rocky shore, me breathing hard, Lore watching me as intently as he had on the ship. Our bodies quivered from the cold.

We dried with shirts from our packs and dressed quickly, the fabric clinging to our damp skin. With our boots and packs secured, we made our way over to the cliff looming above us, the ledges we’d spotted from the other side now clearly visible overhead. The ascent appeared treacherous and uneven, but it was a path out of this ravine.

“Alright,” I said with forced energy. “Let’s do it.”

“You take the lead.”

The cliff face soared above us, an imposing wall of rock that dared us to challenge it. The river’s spray had turned the lower section of the cliff into a slick, muddy mess. I took a deep breath, steadying myself as I eyed the first ledge above, a narrow strip of stone jutting out an arm’s distance above my head.

I slowly made my way higher. My arm throbbed each time I used it, the stark white bandage a reminder of my weakness.

“You’re doing great,” Lore said, forced encouragement coming through in his voice. “I’m right behind you.”

To catch me, he meant, and he’d be right to name it. He was the strength in our team right now, and even though it burned, I’d have to lean on him until I could offer him my strength instead.

I reached up to grip a piece ledge with my good hand. My fingers curled around the rough surface, and I pulled myself upward, scrabbling with my boots for purchase against the wet rock while Lore boosted me from behind.

“You always did like my ass in leathers,” I croaked, finding enough oomph to inject a soft tease into my words.

“No ass can beat yours, Wildfire.” He let a pause stretch out. “Except mine of course.”

“Ass,” I huffed.

“Exactly.”

As I tugged myself up farther, the muscles in my injured arm screamed, shooting pain to my fingertips and blasting agony up to my shoulder. I gritted my teeth and pushed through it.

Lore remained close behind, pointing out holds where I could see none. We moved mostly in silence, each of us focused on grabbing the next bit of rock. Moving higher. Making sure what we stepped on wasn’t going to crumble beneath us. The world narrowed to the scrape of stone on my raw fingers, the ache seeping into every bone in my body, and the way my grip kept slipping, reminding me that I could fall. Quite easily, in fact.

Lore’s movements were steady beneath me, his breath easy, but I could hear him check his hold more often now, could feel him looking up as if he knew I wasn't going to make it much farther. My limbs were useless things, my strength eroding like the bits of gravel tumbling from each grip I took. Soon, there would be nothing left in me to hold on. Nothing left to survive.

“Love you,” I whispered. I had to tell him. Just in case. He was the only thing in this damn labyrinth that felt real. If I was going to die, I was glad he’d be the last person to see me.

“There is no place in this world for me without you,” he said in an equally hushed voice. “Remember.”

“Always.”

We climbed higher, the river growing smaller and smaller below us. The ledges remained slippery, and more than once, I felt my feet slide out from under me, only to be caught by Lore’s quick reflexes. He was always there, his hand steady on my back, whispering encouragement when I needed it most.

The higher we climbed, the more treacherous the conditions became. The colder the air became. My exhalations turned to frost the moment they left my mouth, brittle shards tinkling as they tumbled down the cliff face behind me. The ledges shifted under the weight of my boots. Small pieces crumbled, falling, vanishing into the void.

My fingers went numb. My arm ached with a deep, throbbing pain that grew worse with each move I made. The river spray turned to a fine mist and was caught by the relentless breeze, coating everything in a sheet of ice, making the handholds slippery.

I couldn’t stop. I had to keep going, pushing through the pain and the fear and the exhaustion. This place wasn’t going to wait for me to heal. It wouldn’t politely pause to give me time to rest. Under Prager and Tallin’s direction, it was testing us with every step we took.

Halfway up, my fingers seized. I knew it before it even happened, the moment when doom looks your way, the heartbeat before the axe swings.

No strength left. No feeling in my arm.

My hand opened no matter how hard I ordered it to hold, and my body peeled away from the cliffside like something already dead.

Lore shouted my name.

The world flipped over itself.

Gravity wrenched me down into the open sky.
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Reyla’s guttural cry rang out. My belly plunged all the way to the ground.

She slipped. Tumbled. Smacked against the wall like raw meat. When she hit the jutting ledge beside me and spiraled to the right, I groaned.

Time slowed to nothing. The roaring river below swallowed her cries. My heart thrust itself up into my throat, and the horror in her gaze drove a blade into my chest.

High stakes. This place took no prisoners.

I lunged toward her, shooting my hand out to snag hers, our arms tangling before my fingers bit into her wrist in a desperate grasp.

She snapped below me, dangling, her drop stopped by a wisp of luck.

“I’ve got you,” I grunted, words more for my benefit than hers. My muscles twitched with adrenaline as I strained to take her weight, the fucking icy ledge digging into my boots as I fought to keep us both from plummeting to the ground too far below.

Her wrist was a slender thing in my grip, fragile and cold, but her eyes met mine with a fierceness that told me my wife was anything but weak. The depth of her resolve made me love her even more. I’d felt this way for her right from the start. We were two halves of the same whole, bound by more than just an arranged marriage.

With a heave that came from both fear and love, I pulled her up beside me, then centered her on the narrow ledge, holding her long after I should be able to let go. Even then, I couldn’t draw back. I tightened my arm around her, hugging her so hard against my chest I couldn’t drag in a breath.

Panting and shaking, we stood on a tiny spit of a ledge, the rock barely wide enough for us both. Her good hand found my arm, squeezing. We shared a silent, knowing look. We were pushing our limits, and this section of the labyrinth was as unforgiving as the rest.

A fall would result in death. There was no way around that.

No wonder no one had made it through the labyrinth.

“You’re alright?” My guttural voice echoed in the ravine. My heart throbbed double time, and my body shook like a terrified creature cowering from the wrath of a feral beast.

“I am.” She lifted her chin. “I’m sorry. So sorry. My hand just…slipped. My arm gave out. I tried. I tried. Really, I tried!” Despair lived in those words, defeat so complete it made my chest ache.

“You can’t help it.”

She gaped down at the ground before she lifted her trembling chin. “I can keep going. We can’t stop.”

No choice but up. “Let’s wait here for a bit. Catch our breath.”

“No, I’m ready.”

“Rest, Reyla.”

“I can’t.” The bleakness in her voice ripped through me like a rusty blade. “

“We have a few minutes. Rest. Please.”

Her shoulders slumped. “I’m a burden to you.”

“Am I a burden to you?” I challenged. “Look at me. I brought you here.”

“Willing, Lore. Willing.” A spark of my wildfire was back, and the growing determination in her voice made me feel better, if such a thing was even possible here.

“I thrust you into a court full of secrets.”

“I’m still willing. Always, Lore. But it’s more than that. My love for you never comes with burdens I’m unwilling to bear.” Such beauty in her voice and in her eyes. “My resolve to end this has never wavered.”

“And my resolve to love you, protect you, and stand by your side forevermore has never wavered either. We do this together or not at all.”

She sucked in a deep breath and released it. “You’re right. I’m sorry about that too. I trust you. Always. I won’t let my worry take over my mind again.”

I slid my fingertip along her jaw, making her tilt her head to meet my eyes. “Wavering only makes us stronger. Challenges make us try harder. There isn’t anything we can’t defeat as long as we do it together.”

“Love you.” Her whispered words touched me like nothing else ever could.

“Love you too.”

“I can do it.” The strength I’d willed into her shone in her words. “I’m going to do it.” She peered up at the cliff we still had to climb.

“Take your time. There’s no rush.” It wasn’t true. I didn’t even believe it myself. All of this needed to be a rush, or the clock Prager had set would ding, shouting time’s up.

If only I’d met my wildfire years ago. But she was with me now, fighting with everything inside her, and I wouldn’t trade that for anything in this world or beyond.

After sucking in a breath and giving me a nod, she started climbing again, taking it even slower this time. Her arm shook each time she used it, and the strain drove deep creases into her face.

“Almost there,” I kept saying, wishing I could make this easier for her. Short of carrying her, there was no other way. And that would no doubt result in us falling.

The climb was a blur of numbing cold and sharp pain, each handhold a battle, each new ledge reached a small victory. My fingers bled. So did Reyla’s. I stayed close, offering support, my hand always ready to catch her if she faltered again.

Finally, we reached the top. A new world opened up ahead of us, a sprawling expanse of forest and sky that stretched for as far as I could see.

We both sighed with relief, collapsing on the ice-encrusted grass, our bodies frazzled. Cold air seared my lungs as I tried to catch my breath and untangle my nerves. Reyla lay flat on her back beside me, her chest rising and falling at a faster pace than my own.

I untied the bandage I’d washed in the river and ripped it in half, then carefully bound the popped blisters on her palms, using a torn section of one of my tunics to gently wrap the tips of her fingers as well.

She held up her bound hands and sent me a crooked smile. “How am I going to use them now?”

“You won’t. I’m going to be your hands from now on.”

“In everything?”

I wiggled my eyebrows, pushing for humor that was too hard to find. “Where would you like me to start, Wildfire?”

Her eyes smoldered, and I would give almost anything to hold her. Touch her. Renew our love in a way only our bodies could. But I didn’t dare do anything like that here, not while we sat in the wide open.

“I’m not letting you wipe my ass,” she huffed, showing a hint of the wildfire who’d stood over me with her sword and teeth bared while a borgon was about to kill us. The wife who’d declared to the very fates themselves that she loved every part of me. I adored all her sides, her strengths and her weaknesses. Like Lorant had been the night and Merrick the day, I could do nothing else but adore every facet of this woman I called my own. My wife. My wildfire queen.

“It’s such a cute ass,” I said, playing along because the memory of how gutted she’d been on the cliff after she fell kept gouging me with a red-hot poker. “You’re sure I can’t wipe it, stroke it?”

“I’ll let you know. No promises, sweetums.”

“That nickname,” I growled.

Her low laugh trickled through me like a soothing balm, shoving my worry out of the way for now.

We sat, and she crawled into my lap and sighed. “Thank you for everything. Love you. So much, Lore.”

“Mate.” I curled around her, my eyes tight and stinging, holding this woman I’d give everything to save.

Her pale skin and blue-tinged lips made distress gnash through me, but her eyes held the fire I’d cherish until my dying day. She’d survived this, and she’d make it through whatever came next.

“We made it to the top.” The words sounded inadequate for what we’d gone through.

She nodded, a small smile playing on her mouth. “That we did.”

“Because we’re doing this together.”

“We are.”

For a long moment, we simply sat there, the silence of the wilderness washing over us, even pushing back the roar of the river far below. I wished we could stay like this, just the two of us with nothing else but our need for each other. But we had to get going again. If we didn’t keep fighting, we’d drop and never get back up. There was still so much at stake.

“Time to move on,” she said, gobbling up my thoughts and spitting them out. “I’m ready.”

“Truly, we can sit here for the rest of the day. Kiss. Talk about anything.” I was teasing, doing all I could to bring out her smile.

And I was rewarded, though it came out shaky.

“Kissing sounds good, but we should get up. See what this thing is going to throw at us next.”

I scoffed, pretending insult. “My kisses are much better than good.”

“You’re right, Lore. Completely right. They’re a tiny bit better than good.”

I tapped her ass. “You are so going to get it.”

“Threats, threats. I’m still waiting for action.”

I buried my face in her neck and pushed for a smile. I loved her so much it hurt to breathe.

As I helped her to her feet, the wind carried a new scent, the sweet, cloying bloom of flowers instead of the crisp, piney scent of the forest.

Turning away from the cliff, my heart sank. The woods had been replaced by a vast thicket, a tangled wall of brambles and thorns stretching far above our heads and in both directions.

The cliff we’d climbed had disappeared too, misted away when I wasn’t paying attention.

I swore this place was conspiring to create one impenetrable barrier after another. Now we faced a living maze determined to keep us from going forward. The thicket grew, expanding until it loomed around us, a writhing wall of gnarled branches and vicious thorns so dense even light could barely seep through. The tangled growth twisted upward in skeletal fingers, clawing at the sky, the bark-covered sticks twitching with feral life. The brambles hissed as they wove back and forth. They were assessing us, trying to guess our next move.

“Another test.” Frustration tightened Reyla’s voice. “There’s no way forward or backward.”

I nodded, my gaze tracking the wicked curves of the thorns glinting in the muted sunlight, each as sharp as a dagger. “We’ll push through.” The thought of putting Reyla through more pain made my belly curdle.

After sheathing our knives that would be too small for a task like this, we approached the area in front of us. The moment we came within reach, the brambles shifted. Thorns extended toward us, swiping through the air with a menacing hiss. Reyla cried out as the tip of one caught her cheek, carving a thin line of blood.

I tugged her backward and encircled her in my arms.

A thick, cloying smell choked my throat, something sickly sweet, decaying. Too many things had rotted here. We would not be the next. An acrid scent of magic hung beneath the taint, one of burning metal and mold. Nothing new there. Prager and Tallin had sent us yet another challenge, one I suspected would test us physically, if not mentally.

After all, they must know Reyla had been wounded. That she was weaker. That she’d nearly broken.

“It’s enchanted,” she said. “Maybe we’re not supposed to go through it.”

If only I could fly or flit but despite testing for power, I’d found nothing to tug in and use. It was truly blocked away.

I gritted my teeth. “I’m beginning to think we have to take the hardest route at all times, that it’ll purposefully lay out easier paths but that they’ll be full of danger.”

“Then forward it is.”

“Take this.” Opening my pack, I tugged out my cloak and wrapped it around her, pulling up the hood to protect her face. I wiped the blood off the cut the damn thorns had given her already. “These too.” I handed her a set of gloves that would be too big for her small hands but would provide protection. “Single file. I go first.”

“Not unless you take these.” She offered the gloves back, plus her torn tunic from her bag that I tied over my head and pulled forward enough to shield my face somewhat. “I’ll take my turn in the lead. You’re not forging a path on your own.”

It would be useless to argue. She’d insist, and while I didn’t want her to have to work at all, I’d only take small breaks.

Spying a long stick on the ground, I grabbed it and used it to hack at the thorns in front of us. They hissed, recoiling, releasing tiny shrieks of pain.

Good. Stay out of our way, and I won’t decimate you.

Our leather clothing gave us some protection, but the thorns tore at any exposed skin, peppering us with stinging cuts and scratches.

I sensed this writhing mass had tasted blood and was eager for more.

At one point, I reached for a bramble to test its strength, but at my touch, the vines shuddered, recoiling, then whipping toward my hand, gouging out. Only reeling backward saved me from a brutal wound.

The enchantment clung to the thicket in a heavy fog, sapping our energy with each step we took. My limbs felt weighted, and my head swam with exhaustion. The climb up the cliff had worn us out. Reyla’s pale face made my heart clench, and I didn’t like how rapidly she was breathing already.

“Look,” she cried, pointing to our right.

I glanced that way but didn’t see anything but endless brambles. I also noted that the path had closed off behind us, trapping us in a spiked embrace. The wind barely stirred here, swallowed by oppressive heat. Even the sky had dimmed, smothered by the weight of this thing.

“What did you see?”

“Farris,” she said in a dejected voice. “I’d swear it was him, but how could it be? I’m worried about him.”

I was too. “Maybe it was a mirage, something to tempt you to run in that direction.”

She huffed. “No running today.”

We’d only stopped for a few seconds but already, brambles were sprouting beneath our feet. If we remained in place too long… I wouldn’t think about what might happen.

“Just a trick,” she said sadly.

We continued moving, taking turns leading the way, though I took the largest share. When one of us faltered, the other was there to step in front and continue hacking a path through this mess. As always, Reyla impressed me. She was equally exhausted and afraid, but her resilience and strength couldn’t be matched.

Time lost all meaning, and it didn’t help that the “sun” hovering overhead didn’t move across the sky. We remained trapped within an endless, stifling moment, though that could be the point. It could’ve been hours or days; we were pinned within an endless cycle of pain and fatigue. If it appeared we’d made no progress but were wearing out, we’d be tempted to give in. Sit and rest. Let it consume us.

The fucking thorns had minds of their own. They coiled and struck like vipers, lashing out at us. One caught my forearm, slicing through my sleeve and into my skin, a sharp burn rushing through me. Blood welled up right away. I clenched my teeth and kept moving.

Even though I shielded Reyla with my body as much as possible, she wasn’t faring much better than me. Her breathing had grown ragged, and her legs trembled underneath her.

She stumbled, her boot skidding against the packed earth. The brambles tensed, the thorns angling inward, sensing a weakness. A single beat of hesitation and they would strike. They flexed, eager, waiting. Knowing that if she fell, they’d get their chance to feast.

A hair’s breadth more and she would’ve pitched sideways, into the writhing mess of thorns. Her outstretched hand struck my back, and she clutched my tunic, her nails biting deep.

“Are you alright?” I asked, and she grunted.

Taking her hand to help hold her upright, I shoved ahead, using the stick to carve out a path. Her breath caught, and it jagged through me like a rupture in the world itself. If she went down, if I wasn’t fast enough, they wouldn’t only cut her. They'd pull her apart. Piece by piece. They’d feed on her before I could wrench them away.

Each of my swings met resistance, the vines twisting and tightening, snapping outward to tear at my flesh. They caught the edges of Reyla’s cloak and yanked the fabric of my improvised head covering down, exposing my scalp to the sharp sting of whipping thorns. This place was eating us alive at a crawl, and that was exactly the point.

Wear us out. Make us give up. Take us.

The foul magic running through this maze clogged my throat, soaking into my lungs, making every breath feel like I was inhaling water. My vision blurred, dizziness creeping in. Too much blood loss. Not enough rest. I couldn’t remember when I’d last eaten or had anything to drink, and my bladder…didn’t dare stop to do anything about that either.

Lead had replaced my bones.

I wedged myself between her and the lashing brambles, but they were learning. One feinted toward her, then curved sharply midair, striking for my throat. It could smell where to hurt me most. I barely jerked back in time, its tip skimming across my jaw, leaving behind burning skin. Another vine struck like it had been waiting for the distraction, punching through the leather at my shoulder, anchoring in. It tightened, trying to drag me into the mass of writhing vines on my left. I wrenched it away. Pain shot through me like liquid fire, but I ignored it.

“We’re getting through this,” I panted.

Reyla gave me a weak nod, swiping sweat from her face with the back of her gloved hand. A streak of blood smeared across her pale skin. “We have to.”

I hated that the fight in her voice had dulled. That worried me more than anything else. “Stay with me. Don’t let this place mess with your head.”

She swallowed, working it hard, her pupils too wide in the dim light. “It feels like it goes on forever.”

I wanted to tell her there was an end, but my tongue sat thick in my mouth, useless for anything but swallowing my rising panic. Because fuck, what if there was no end? What if this was the real trap? Not the climb, not the river, not the fall, but the slow unraveling of us, the breakdown of body and will, until the maze simply had its fill and let the thorns drink the rest of us down?

They were bleeding us out step by torturous step.

But I couldn’t think like that. Neither could she.

I made my legs keep moving, forcing my body through the next tangle of brambles. The one after that. Vines curled around my arms, digging in, thorns poking my skin, sinking deep. I yanked free, my blood a hot trickle welling up beneath my sleeve.

When Reyla gasped behind me, I spun.

A thick vine had snapped up from the ground, curling fast, sinking its barbs into the soft part of her ankle.
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Reyla let out a strangled cry, her knee buckling as the vine yanked hard, testing its grip. Blood welled where the thorns punctured, dark against her paling skin. Her breath hitched, and her wide eyes sought mine. I saw shock first, then terror, as the vine coiled tighter, tightening like it intended to create enough grip to drag her below the earth.

Bellowing, I hacked at the vine, gouging through with the stick. It whipped backward, coiling on itself, hissing while I stooped down. Even severed, thorns pulsed like living veins, tightening around her leg, working their way higher. I tore at them with my fabric-wrapped hands, ignoring the way the barbs bit through the material, sinking into my flesh.

Once I’d removed them all and flung them away, I wrapped another strip from my tunic around her ankle.

Her hand rested on my shoulder, her eyes murky with terror.

Standing, I wrapped my arms around her. “I’ve got you. Nothing’s going to touch you.”

How could I promise her something like that after what happened? But I would not let them take her. Nothing and no one would steal this woman from me. By the fates, I swore it.

For a moment, neither of us moved. We gasped for breath, our hearts hammering.

“Did any others get you?” I asked, my voice rough.

She shook her head. “I’m alright.”

So fucking close. Too close.

I checked her over quickly. Didn’t have time to do more than that. As it was, I could feel the thicket gathering itself for another attack.

Cuts covered her arms, fresh ones oozing in thin crimson lines. But she was still here with me. Still breathing.

“We’re not letting this damn place win,” I snarled.

“You’re right.”

Taking her hand, I moved forward again, slashing at the thorns with the surge of energy I’d gotten when I thought I could lose her. My body screamed to lay down, to let sleep take me, but if we stopped now, we wouldn’t get started again.

Thorns hissed around us, shifting, closing in.

I tightened my grip on Reyla’s hand.

At first, the whisper was only a breath of wind through the brambles, but then it thickened, pressing against my skin. Colors dulled. My vision blurred. Reyla's grip was there, but distant, like a thing remembered, but not quite felt.

The words slithered around my ears, sinking straight into my marrow.

You cannot win like this.

I jerked to a stop, and Reyla ran into my back. The echo of the voice felt like fingers inside my mind, shifting things aside that shouldn’t be touched. It wasn’t a sound exactly, more like an idea pressed directly into my skull.

Give an offering and the thorns will part.

My gut twisted.

“Did you hear that?” Reyla whispered. “Something’s speaking to us.” She stared around with blurry eyes. “I don’t see anyone here.”

It was the thorns themselves. I knew it.

I didn’t trust bargains, not inside this cursed place built to break us.

My body screamed, the sting of open wounds and the bone-deep pain turning my limbs into lead. Reyla was worse off. Her skin was too bloodless, her lashes fluttering and her body swaying as if she was moments from losing consciousness.

The voice hissed again, silky and patient.

The price is small. A memory. A secret. One piece of what makes you who you are.

Reyla sucked in a breath. I found her staring past my shoulder, her eyes fixed on the twisting vines, her pupils black holes swallowing the light. “It’s in my head, Lore.”

“Ignore it.” I squeezed her hand hard. “It’s a trick. Focus on me.”

No trick. You suffer for no reason. A gift, that’s all. Give, and I will free you.

I gnashed my teeth. “Yeah?” I snarled. “And what happens when I do?”

Nothing at all. Only escape.

Escape. A real way out instead of clawing ourselves raw against these cursed vines. My arms burned, my back screamed, and my legs could barely hold me up. How much longer could I keep going?

The brambles had stopped weaving through the air. They’d paused mid-motion, suddenly aware. The branches quivered. Watched. A predator sinking to its belly, content to wait for its prey to collapse before making its final strike.

Reyla shuddered, pressing against my spine. “I don’t trust anything here.”

“Me either.” Taking a bargain in a place like this would never end well. The price would be too stiff to pay. There was always a hook buried beneath the bait.

“The thorns can’t last forever,” I said. “We’ve made it this far. We keep fighting.”

Reyla hesitated.

That pause made my heart splinter. She was tired. Worn down. She wanted a way out. Needed one.

I turned to face her fully, gripping her shoulders. “You trust me?”

Her lip trembled, but she nodded.

I rested my forehead against hers, and she sagged into me.

The voice hummed with amusement. No?

“We don’t give this place anything,” I said for her and whatever monster was trying to twist its way through my mind.

She nodded again, her gaze meeting mine.

Beware. If you hesitate, the price will only grow steeper.

With a snarl, I spun and hacked away at the thicket while Reyla held onto the back of my tunic. I would make it through. I would do this for myself and for her.

As I moved, the voice slithered deeper, curling through my thoughts, tasting them, unraveling them like an old blanket.

It had patience. It had time. And it knew things it shouldn’t. It pried me open with ease and riffled through the locked places inside me like a thief with the only damn key. My lungs felt too tight around my heart. Without magic, I couldn’t raise my impenetrable mind barrier.

This place had my name.

It had my past.

And it was laying claim to the one thing I never wanted anyone to touch, my certainty that I was enough.

Lorant was the better man.

And there it was. I stiffened. Reyla shifted behind me, still catching her breath, unaware of the way the words coiled around my throat like a noose.

Look at you. You can’t protect her. You can’t even defend her pitifully thin skin. She’s bleeding and it’s your fault.

The words didn’t only sound in my head; they settled, creeping into the hollows of my mind where doubt already lurked. It didn't need to convince me. I'd always known. Lorant had been everything Merrick wasn’t. We’d merged. We hadn’t lost anything of the other. But still… Maybe I was more Merrick than I should be.

I could barely keep Reyla from bleeding out at my feet. I wasn’t keeping her alive. I was only prolonging her suffering.

“No,” I growled, pressing on, slicing through the twisted brambles, moving forward. It would end soon, and this part would be over. Maybe the talisman would even be waiting on the other side.

Lorant should’ve killed Merrick rather than grovel and merge with such a pitiful king.

“I am Lorant,” I hissed. “I’m Merrick too. I have the strength, the compassion, and the ruthlessness that will end this.”

“What did you say?” Reyla asked.

Her voice was a thin thread reaching toward me, but I wasn’t sure if I was holding onto it anymore. It was too soft, too frayed on my end. It was already pulling apart.

“Nothing. Almost through.” I forced my mouth to move, pressed the words out. They felt distant, as if I wasn’t the one saying them. Would we ever be through? Or was I lying to her now, dragging this out, promising something I was not capable of giving?

How the fuck did it know all this about me? It had gnawed its way across my soul and stolen the thing I feared most: that I was the lesser parts of each man, not the better. No one knew this. Only me.

I hacked at the vines with all my strength, slowly moving forward while the endless thorns bit and gouged.

Lorant would’ve found a way through this already. He would’ve saved her.

I could not pull in a breath. My grip went slack on the stick before I knew I'd let go. It dipped, pulling down as if made of stone, my arm too loose, too distant, like it wasn’t part of me anymore. Tightness built around my chest, pressing hard, closing in. Not from the vines.

From me. From the part of me that already knew that the whisper was right.

You’re weak, Lore. And she knows it.

I swallowed the lump forming in my throat, staring straight ahead. The thicket kept moving closer, shuffling in, making the air cloyingly hot and unbearable. Reyla was right behind me, but she was too quiet, too exhausted to do more than stand in place. I needed to focus on her, not let this place crawl around inside my head.

You feel it, don’t you? How you’re going to fail her?

“Shut up,” I growled under my breath.

But the whisper only deepened, wrapping around me like a sodden blanket. I couldn’t shake it loose.

You’ll fall before the end. But she won’t. She’s stronger than you in every way. She’ll make it through, but you won’t be there with her. She’ll have to carry on without you, and she’ll realize in a short time that she never needed you at all.

“Shut the fuck up!” I clenched my jaw, my blood pounding like furious drums in my ears. My hand holding the stick trembled, but I steadied my grip, shoving forward through the tangling brambles, ignoring the way the thorns tore at me, cutting deeper, drawing more blood.

Reyla stayed close, her hand tightening on my shirt when she stumbled. I caught her, steadied her each time.

She needed me.

She needed me.

But the voice laughed, low and knowing. Are you sure?

The vines twisted, curling in tight patterns around us, biting like hungry things into our skin. The path was gone. The sky was gone. All that remained was the thicket, the whisper, and the gnawing doubt it kept feeding me.

She’ll never tell you. I bet she doesn’t even admit it to herself yet. But she’s losing faith in you. Wouldn’t it be easier to let go now, before she realizes she can’t rely on you? Before she wishes you’d never come into her life?

My body went cold. Had she begun doubting me a long time ago? Maybe I was only able to see it now.

“You’re lying,” I ground out, but the doubt lingered, sinking into my resolve like water in parched soil.

Then why is she so quiet?

I stopped breathing. Not because I believed this thing, but because Reyla hadn’t said a word for too long. The air between us was a seam coming undone, bit by bit, her silence widening the gaps. I listened harder, but there was nothing but the rasp of our breathing and the soft scrape of her fingers dragging against my back.

I turned my head enough to see her, my heartbeat squeezing.

Too pale. Shoulders hunched. She looked⁠—

Too lost in her own thoughts.

Too drained.

Too far away.

A pit formed in my stomach, a gaping, clawing thing. I wanted to shake her, demand she say something, anything. What if the voice was right? What if she was beginning to have doubts?

The air left my lungs, pushed out by a raw and ugly thing I couldn’t find the will to deny.

She still hadn’t looked at me. Not once. Her breathing came too slow now, sluggish, as if she had to remind herself to do it. And her fingers on my back weren’t dragging anymore. They tapped once, then again, irregular, like her mind wasn’t fully here anymore. She was already drifting away from me.

She won’t say it now. But soon, she’ll realize you weren’t her salvation, that you were a dead weight all this time. And she’ll regret everything.

The stick slipped from my fingers, thudding on the soil by my boots. I barely noticed.

Won’t you spare her that, Lore? Stop this before she hates you.

A haze swept over me. The brambles hissed and the thorns gleamed, stretching toward me. Beckoning.

The weight of their promise, the slow, creeping certainty that I was losing everything was too much.

My feet shifted before I knew what I was doing.

Wrenching away from Reyla, I plunged into the thicket on the right.
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The ground shifted under my boots, whipcord branches spiking through. Each step was a fight against twisting roots, jagged limbs tearing at my hair and skin. My hands stung, a steady throb where brambles had torn through my palms and the backs of my fingers. Despite Lore’s gloves, they still found me. My legs burned from forcing one foot in front of the other.

Wildfire, the voice purred from behind me, in front of me, and within me. It slithered into my ears like venom.

My pace slowed.

Only Lore called me Wildfire. With love. When he was teasing. And when he wanted to show me how much he adored me.

My stomach churned, nausea shoving aside my exhaustion.

He’s thinking about leaving you.

“No,” I rasped, shaking my head. But even as I said it, doubt crawled up my spine, cold and sticky.

He knows you’re slowing him down. You feel how you tremble, don’t you? Every breath takes more effort, but it’s not only physical. You’re weak inside where it counts most. Pitiful. A wreck is all you’ll ever be.

A thorn snagged my thigh, slicing deep, and I cried out, barely catching my balance. Lore gripped my arm, steadying me, but the voice hissed with laughter.

Did you see his hesitation? Yes, he caught you, but next time, he’ll let you fall. He’s wondering how much faster he’ll be able to move without you.

“He’s not. He would never.” But I sounded weak even to my own ears.

Gusty, moldy wind shoved against my chest, and the thorns whipped around my head like snakes. They were waiting for me to fall. Waiting for me to give up.

My pulse slammed in my throat, telling me to keep going. The end was in sight. We’d make it through, and this part of the labyrinth would be over.

I sucked in a breath, but the air smelled like a thousand bodies left to curdle in the sun.

Wildfire.

“Don’t call me that,” I snarled. “Only Lore gets to use that name.”

Lorant does. Never Merrick.

So snide.

So mean.

It wasn’t true. Merrick had used it as well.

The voice continued, stroking my ear with a lover’s caress.

Look at you. You can barely stand. He knows it. You know it. Why keep pushing to drag yourself forward? Rest. If he truly loved you, he’d notice how you’re struggling. He’d carry you or protect you while you took a break. Slept.

Wouldn’t he?

My breath snagged in my throat. Lore wasn’t turning back any longer, wasn’t checking on me like he had before. He kept moving as if he knew I would follow, as if I was something steady, something sure.

But I wasn’t. I never had been, and I never would be. Even back at the fortress, it had all been a front. I’d seen by the time I was ten that I’d never be as confident or strong as my best friend. I could pretend, and by the fates, I sure tried, but she’d always been better at everything.

Had Kinart seen it too? He must’ve. It had erupted from my skin like a blistering sunburn.

The vines twitched and convulsed, a dreadful, knowing throb that ran through them like the sinew of a closing fist. A dozen thin tendrils coiled upward, snapping toward my throat, their tips tongues catching the scent of prey. The thicket wasn’t only agreeing with the voice now. It was responding to it.

A gurgling chuckle coiled through the snarling branches.

Do you think he’s oblivious to your faults? No, he sees you failing. He sees you falling behind. He just refuses to say it out loud because then he’d have to admit the truth: You’ve always been and always will be a burden.

A pang twisted in my chest. My throat locked up, my feet turning numb beneath me. I wanted to scream at the voice, at the awful words that clung to my skin.

But what if they were right?

Thorns snagged my wrist, cutting deep. I gasped, nearly falling, but Lore was there, yanking me upright. Hauling me forward. His grip was firm, but it did not linger. No caress. No kind words of encouragement. He didn’t even look at me. He kept going, pacing forward as if I wasn’t actually behind him.

Maybe he did want to leave me behind.

See?

There was so much tenderness in this…kind voice.

He’s already decided. Stop now, Reyla. It’s for the best. If you give up, he won’t have to watch you waste away, won’t have to watch your hands grow unsteady, your mind lose itself to exhaustion. Such a mercy. A loving thing to do, some might say. Then he can find his way through this wretched trap and be free.

Yes, free.

He can return to Evergorne and live a long life.

But—

The voice sighed, coiling around me like the vines choking my path.

Imagine how good his life will be without the burden of shouldering you.

A section of the thorns flipped back enough for me to see untouched ground ahead.

Exhaustion sank into my bones, a gnawing hunger hollowing me out from inside. My lungs had been scraped raw, my limbs had become foreign things, their puppet strings severed and useless. My body didn’t only want to stop. It was being drained, piece by piece.

Lie down. Rest.

The path beyond darkened again, the vines slithering together, blocking my view.

A breathless, ragged cry echoed around me, but it carried no shape, no way to pinpoint its direction. It split and overlapped, twisting around itself, speaking in a voice I didn’t recognize. Something was crashing through the thicket on my right, but the sound came too slowly, like a memory of movement rather than the movement itself.

It’s just an animal running away. Oh, little Wildfire. You’re so close. The voice hummed.

Hold on.

Prager and Tallin knew Lore would die if we didn’t find the talismans and break the curse but…

…the labyrinth did not.

I wasn’t sure what to think of that.

My eyes snapped open. Thorny branches had coiled around me while I stood in place.

And Lore was no longer with me.

Gone.

He ran from you, gave up on you. You’re better off without him.

Fuck, no.

Panic surged up my throat, tightening its grip until I couldn’t suck in a breath. My legs trembled, ached, but I forced them to go right. I barreled into the thicket, shoving past blade-like vines that clutched, desperate to hold me back. Thorns bit into my skin, slicing fresh lines across my hands, face, and neck, but I didn’t care.

“Lore!” My voice came out raw, shaking, not strong like I wanted it to be.

The mesh was as thick as ever, shifting in ways that made my stomach churn. It wanted me to stop, to lie down, to give up. But I never would. Not while Lore was out here, lost in this nightmare alone.

Something crashed through the brambles ahead. I pushed harder. My lungs burned and blood dripped from my limbs, sizzling like a sacrifice when it reached the ground. Every step was like swimming through horig, as if the labyrinth itself was trying to hold me back.

I glimpsed him, barely visible through the writhing snarl, his breath ripping through the air in a rage. He’d gone feral. His body leaned into a dead sprint. He was a single thread slipping through my fingers, unraveling too fast to catch. I lunged, but the labyrinth pulled back, the space between us stretching, stretching, as if he existed in another place, one out of reach.

Damn twist of the mind.

I flung myself forward, my fingers clawing until they hooked, sinking into his tunic, a drowning hand catching a ledge. His muscles beneath were cords wound too tight, shuddering under my grip. He jerked, a hoarse cry ripping up from deep inside him, twisting to break free. I would not let go. If I lost him now, if the labyrinth swallowed him whole, I would slash through every thorn and shadow until my blood paved a path to drag him back.

Tightening my grip, I leaned back, putting all my weight into it.

I would break myself before I let him get away. I would bleed, shatter, tear through every forced doubt and dark whisper if it meant I could keep my hands on him. Nothing in this twisted place could make me let go.

“Lore, stop. Look at me,” I gasped, my voice breaking. I tipped my head back and screamed at this wretched place. “Let my fucking husband go!”

His green eyes, wild and desperate, locked onto mine, and suddenly, nothing else existed. The whispers, the pain, the suffocating vines. They were random noise when compared to the storm brewing in his gaze.

There was only him. Only this moment, where the fear clinging to us could either sink into our bones or be burned away. My love for him had always been greater than my fear. It always would be.

“I love you,” I said. “I always will.”

His hands snapped out, grasping mine, and tightened to the point of pain.

“I’m not a burden,” I said, my voice steadier. “And neither are you.”

His expression shattered, a crack in the armor he always wore too well. His mouth opened, then closed, and in one sudden, wild motion, he pulled me into his arms, crushing me against him. He held me, rocked me, pressed his chin to the top of my head.

I tipped my head back, and his mouth landed hard on mine as if he was pouring every unspoken word and every aching fear into the kiss. His hands eased through my hair, holding me like he was afraid I’d be stolen away.

Pushing closer, I dug my fingers into his back, my body trembling from more than only exhaustion. I wasn’t just fighting this trap. I was fighting time itself. It terrified me that I could’ve lost him. If I could stitch myself into him, if I could carve my love into the air around us so it could never be pulled apart, I would.

Heat flared between us, an undeniable, searing pulse that drowned out everything else—the thorns, the dark whispers, even the pain roaring through my limbs.

Lore groaned against my mouth, his grip tightening as he tilted my head, deepening the kiss, stealing the breath from my lungs. I fell into him completely, because this was real. This was the only thing that mattered. Not the fear, not the doubt. Just this. Him. Us.

His lips softened, turning tender instead of frantic. I twined my hands around his neck, my mouth parting under his, welcoming him, promising him.

I'd clung to this man when he was near death, held tight through fire and ruin and every time my own mind told me to run. I would cling to him now, through this nightmare and every one that followed, because there was no existence for me without him.

“I’ve got you,” I whispered against his mouth. “I’m never letting go.”

He pressed his forehead against mine. “Wildfire.”

I’d never adored him calling me that more than I did right now.

The vines around us shuddered. Like a beast with a sword plunged through its heart, they collapsed. Unraveled.

Hissing, they slithered away.
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The world morphed and twisted around us, the vines whipping away, replaced with lush grass. A blue sky arched overhead. A sweet wind fluttered the canopy of nearby trees.

We sank into the grass, holding each other, whispering everything and nothing.

Love was a powerful weapon. My weapon. And his.

We refused to let Prager, Tallin, or this torturous place win.

Lore took my hands. His grip was strong, but his fingers clenched, and his breath wrenched in and out before he spoke. His eyes burned, dark and searching, and I knew he wasn’t looking for answers, just assurance that I was really here. That we both still were.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “I doubted myself. I let that thing in, let it twist me, and it nearly cost me everything. You. My life. I thought I wasn’t enough.” His throat shifted as he swallowed hard. “I thought you'd see it too.”

My heart ached for him. “Lore⁠—”

He squeezed my hands tighter. “I need to say this.” He exhaled, an uneven thing. “You saved me, Reyla. You pulled me back when I was too far gone. When I let it strip me down to nothing.” The corners of his lips twitched, a poor attempt at a smile. “But you always do that, don’t you? Find me when I’m lost. Hold me together when I’m unraveling.” His voice dropped lower, straining. “I don’t deserve that.”

I cupped his face, forcing him to meet my gaze. “You do. You always have.”

He opened his mouth to argue or deny but I didn’t let him.

“We’ve been through so much, Lore, and we’re still standing. Not because one of us is stronger than the other. Not because we’re unbreakable.” I trailed my fingers across his cheek. “We never let the other fall alone.” I huffed. “You think you’ve doubted more than me? That you’ve faltered when I haven’t just as much?” I shook my head. “I have, too. I will again. But that’s why love matters, why this,” I gestured between us, the space that held everything we were, “is bigger than what this place tried to do. My strength is yours when you need it, like yours has always been mine.”

He nudged his forehead against mine, kissed the tip of my nose. “I don't want to lose you.”

“You never will.”

“Love you.”

“Love you too.”

We had to keep going, keep pushing. The end must be in sight. What we’d given already had to count for something. But now was all that mattered.

Finally, though, we pulled apart. While we had the chance, we ate and drank quickly. By the time we’d placed what we had left inside our packs and risen to our feet, the grass beneath our boots had melted away.

A stone corridor stretched in either direction on both sides of us—the labyrinth’s hallmark signature.

Or Prager’s.

“Right or left?” Lore asked, his gaze searching mine. This place had tried to steal something from me. It had gnawed on a raw place inside him. When we finally returned home, we’d need to rest, restore our souls. It was going to happen.

I peered in each direction, unsure where to go. I imagined this place would soon tell us.

A whisper of claws scratching stone echoed from the right.

I froze. That sound. I knew it well.

Or did I? I would not fall for another trick.

Lore turned his head at the same time, scanning the dim space.

Another soft scrape, faint and distant. Followed by a whine unlike any other. My heart sliced open and a bit of Lore’s hope poured in. It was all I could do not to cry.

Only one creature could make that sound. Could it be him or was this the start of another trap?

“Farris.” His name cracked from my lips. “Farris!”

Another whine, more eager this time.

“It’s him,” I breathed.

“Maybe.” Lore held me back when I would’ve bolted in that direction. “Let’s… be careful about this.”

“Right.” But if it was Farris, he could be hurt. Something was hurting him! He hadn’t been lost during the flit—he was sent here. He must be terrified.

My muscles bunched, and with my small blade in my hand, I threw Lore’s hand away and raced down the corridor.

His sharp curse rang behind me. “Reyla⁠—”

I was already running. Alright, hobbling, but moving as fast as I could. The cuts and slices from the thorns meant nothing. I had to get to Farris.

This wasn’t a trick. It couldn’t be. It was his whine, unlike any other. And that was his scrambling sound, his steady-patterned run that always had a slight pause from the healed scar on his paw. I knew those steps better than I knew my own voice.

Walls blurred. The light did nothing to guide me, but it was enough for me to see. To keep from stumbling over the bones littering the floor. Enough to keep me from falling.

My pulse roared in my ears, matching every step I took. I rounded a bend in an oozing, throbbing-walled tunnel and found another one stretching on forever.

And silence.

I skidded to a stop, my lungs releasing ragged gasps. Blood pounded in my temples, and my ears ached as I strained to hear any sound.

Nothing waited ahead. No small, gray-furred body twitching his fluffy tail. No dark eyes blinking at me with love. Only endless emptiness. A dirt floor. And a set of ghostly pale paw prints scattering off down the tunnel.

As I crouched to study them, not touching, each disappeared, eaten away by something unseen, like he’d walked this way but was gone, his footsteps following.

I collapsed to my knees.

No. No, no, no.

I pressed my fingers against the last remaining mark before it could fade, trailing over the print I knew too well. A front right paw with a half-moon-shaped scar in the largest pad.

Farris. He’d been here. Only moments ago. But fucking Prager and Tallin had stolen him from me.

A sob ripped through my chest.

“Farris. Farris!”

He didn’t yip or whine or run back to me. Where was my little friend?

Lore was at my side in an instant, breathing hard from chasing after me. “Reyla, what—?” His voice broke when he saw me crouching among all that was left of my dreams, hopes, and wishes.

I couldn’t move. I could barely breathe.

“The tracks were his,” I choked. “He was here.”

“What tracks?”

I flung my hand toward the dirt floor. “They were here. He was here. Farris. Farris!”

Lore knelt in front of me, his hands skimming my face. I barely felt his touch. My pulse still echoed with the sound of paws moving too fast down this very tunnel. Hope was battling doubt, and I had no idea who was winning.

“Wildfire.” Lore stared down at me. Seeing my soul. My pain. My everything. I hid nothing from this man, and I never would.

Him speaking my name pulled me back and settled something inside me. His voice didn’t only steady me, it rebuilt me, brick by brick, with a foundation deeper than this labyrinth’s twisted roots. Lore had always been the one only strong enough to do that. My jagged edges never cut him; instead, he wove them into something unshakable.

Hot, angry tears streamed down my cheeks.

“Tell me you saw them,” I croaked. “Tell me I’m not breaking apart again.” Because it sure seemed like that was in store for me here. I hated that I'd been strong and now I was weak, as if all I'd done to shove aside my tremors was worthless. It sickened me that my belief in myself could be swept aside with my first real challenge.

His palm flattened against my cheek. “You’re not breaking.”

My foundations cracked further.

“We will find him.”

“You believe me?” I asked, seeking doubt in his gaze but not finding it there.

“Always.”

I shuddered. “They’ll take him from me.” The words burst from me, wild with fear. “They’ll hurt him. He’s small. Defenseless. A sweet nyxin boy who should be running through the woods, finding a mate, playing in the tall grass. Not doomed like me.”

“Us.”

I blinked up at him. “What?”

“If you’re doomed, I’m doomed along with you.” His lips curled up on one side before smoothing. “Where you go, I go too. We step toward us, love. Always us.”

This man’s love could infuse me with hope and scatter my worst fears and sadness. He gave me peace.

“If he’s here, we’ll find him?” The strength in my voice had been stretched paper-thin.

“That we will. I’ll tear this maze apart before I leave any part of our family behind.”

Something inside me shattered. Not a breaking, though, but a reshaping. For all the nightmares this place had carved into us, for all the things it had made us question, I couldn’t let it question us. No force, no magic, no gods would ever take me from him, because I refused to exist without him.

I surged forward, desperation and love indistinguishable, grabbing his shoulders, crushing my mouth against his.

He showed no hesitation, no pause before catching me like he’d been waiting for this, for me, for us to crash together. I thought I knew what safety felt like. I was wrong. His growl rumbled through my ribs, comforting me more than any reality could.

Lore kissed me back like I was breath itself, like holding me wasn’t only comfort, but salvation. His hands curled around my back, pulling me flush against him. Heat surged between us, a nearly feral cry of love and joy and hope. I tangled my fingers in his hair, holding tight.

He kissed me deeper, fiercely, stealing my breath while giving me his own. This wasn’t reassurance. This was a promise.

We would find Farris. We would survive this labyrinth. We would win.

Still kissing me, he stood, lifting me, pressing my back against solid stone. The impact sent a rush of sensation through me, but it was nothing compared to the way he kissed me, as if we were the last two embers of a dying fire demanding to burn forever.

I wrapped my legs around him, holding him close with my palms on his shoulders.

His hands trailed along my arms until they reached my wrists. He lifted them, guiding them above my head, locking them in place with the weight of his palm and his fingers threading through mine. The grip wasn’t forceful. It wasn’t restraint. It was a wordless request.

Stay with me, please. Right here. Right now.

I gasped against his mouth, lightheaded from the way his body pressed into mine, from the way the fear and grief of this cursed place melted into something else entirely—the amazement of us.

His breath fanned across my cheek, fast and uneven.

“Evermore,” he murmured, speaking the word against my mouth.

Tears pricked in the back of my eyes, but not from grief. From something bigger, heavier, brighter. Something too vast for a body to contain without splitting wide open. Evermore wasn’t just a word. It was an oath, a binding that stretched beyond this nightmare, beyond this moment, beyond anything time could touch. I'd never believed in forever until Lore.

I claimed his mouth again, drinking him in like he was the last real thing in this twisted nightmare. His grip on my hands tightened, his body caging me in, protective, relentless.

This wasn’t about passion. Or need. Or proving something. This was about survival. A tether to hold onto before the labyrinth twisted the world again, before it stole something from us we could never replace.

“You terrified me by running like that,” he growled against my throat. “Thought I’d lost you again.”

“Never, Lore. I’m with you always. I’m sorry I ran.”

His hand roamed across my breasts as feverishly as I stroked his sides, his neck, his back. I needed to feel everything with this man alone.

“Always here,” I said. “Always yours.”

“Show me,” he growled against my skin.
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Reyla was the only thing keeping me sane in this upside-down place. I kissed her hard, wishing I could infuse all of myself into my kiss. Without her… Well, I wasn’t going to think about what I’d do if I lost her. The thought would send my mind spiraling and… No.

She was my home. My only love. My wife. My mate. My queen.

And she’d nearly died.

Her lips softened beneath mine, and she wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me closer. Her legs tightened around my waist, her heels biting into my ass as she ground herself against me. This woman… There wasn’t anything I wouldn’t give or do to keep her. Kissing her forever would never be enough.

Frantic, she ripped at my leather tunic, trying to get to my skin. I loved how her needs matched my own. We were fire that turned into a roaring blaze with one touch. I understood why she felt desperate, that need to reaffirm that we lived, loved. Fusing ourselves together would make us both whole again. Without her, I was nothing, barely breathing. I needed this, needed her—not just her body, but her soul tangled with mine, a reminder that we were still here, still fighting, still together.

Prager and Halendor were playing games with our minds, trying to tear us apart, kill us. But we wouldn’t let them do it. We’d fight back-to-back, side by side until there was nothing left to us but feral will. Our strength lay in each other, and that was what they wanted to destroy the most.

I tore my mouth away from hers and trailed hot, open-mouthed kisses down her neck, nipping and sucking at her sensitive skin. She gasped and moaned, her head falling back against the wall, exposing more of her throat to my touch.

With a sultry smile, she undid the fastenings on the front of my pants, one button at a time. Her grin widened when my cock pressed against my undergarment.

“What have we here, my love? A special prize for me?” she asked.

“Always,” I groaned into her throat. This woman undid me all the time, and with her touch, she put me back together. “Maybe stroke it and find out what it can do.”

She snorted. “Oh, I’ll be stroking it alright. It’s mine, you know.” When she ran her tongue across her upper lip, I nearly came on the spot. “I’m going to enjoy this. Release that bad boy and give him to me.”

My need to be inside her, to feel her heat sheathing me, was driving me out of my fucking mind. The odds weren’t good we’d make it through this wretched place alive. I needed this connection with my mate to give me the strength to go on.

I lowered her to the floor but only long enough to heel off my boots and wrench my pants and undergarment down. My tunic followed, the seams hissing when I ripped it off too fast.

Reyla did the same, though she kept her tunic in place. She patted the wall. “Damn thing’s cold. You don’t need me shivering when I’d rather be completely lost in you.”

“Never,” I breathed, stroking stray hairs off her face. I lifted her and nudged her knees apart. She wrapped them around me and rubbed against my aroused cock.

“That night on the ship…” A hint of vulnerability came through in her gaze. “I didn’t know… couldn’t know. But it meant a lot to me. I barely knew you but already, I knew I needed you more than I needed to breathe. I was falling for both of you already, and that scared me. I’m not a cheater, but then… I felt horrible about what I was doing. Yet I couldn’t resist.”

“I didn’t want you to resist.”

“And now you’re mine.” Her grin rose again. “No dry humping, if you please. I want the real thing buried deep inside me. Now, Lore. Now.”

I kissed her again, hard and deep. I stroked across her belly and… Fuck, she was wet, slick heat, and I’d never get enough of this mate of mine. I groaned, aching to throw her down and rut into her like a beast. But I held back. My need to savor this was overwhelming my need to fuck her hard.

We’d see how long that lasted.

She was everything, the only part of my world that made sense. And if this was all we had left, if the labyrinth drowned us after this, I would make sure she knew how completely she owned me.

With one hand supporting her ass, I slid the other beneath her tunic, tugging on her nipple, stroking it. Wishing I could suck it into my mouth and make her come from that alone.

“Damn you, Lore.” Rubbing against me, she whimpered, her hips jerking forward, seeking what I ached to give.

So much for making this last. Spreading her wide, I impaled her with my cock. We both cried out, the sound echoing in the passage.

“Fuck, tight,” I growled into her hair. “Fucking tight.”

“Faster, Lore. Make me forget everything but you.”

Pulling out, I drove myself back in.

She rode me, pushing her hips forward to meet mine as I stroked her nipple and thrust into her over and over again. She clawed across my chest and slid her hands around to dig her nails into my back. Her body gripped my cock like a fist.

“Deeper. Faster. Please….”

I gave her what she needed, what I needed, slamming into her with all the fear and frustration still churning through me, plus the love I felt for her alone. She met each of my thrusts, her breath coming in jagged gasps, her pulse throbbing in her throat.

This wasn’t just sex; it was a confirmation of our love for each other. A promise that no matter what the labyrinth threw at us, we’d face it together. It was a vow that we would find Farris, that we would take the talisman, that we’d escape this trap.

Only winning would make everything right.

Her body coiled like a bow about to snap, and her sweet passage tightened. My cock was a rod I was driving into her, and it was all I could do not to come. Not now. Not until she’d found her pleasure first.

Fire built at the base of my spine, my balls surging up tight. I reached between us and rubbed her clit in tight circles, stroking it with my thumb while she writhed and moaned.

There was nothing lovelier than my mate with her head tipped back, her eyes heavy-lidded, and her mouth parted as she gasped from my touch.

I sucked on her lip, pulling a moan from deep inside her. Her fingers spiked through my hair, and she pulled me closer. I adored how she made her needs known, how she craved my touch. I’d never get enough of my queen.

Her back arched, and she pressed her chest against mine, her cries ricochetting through the corridor. Let them hear. Let them know that our love was stronger than anything they threw at us.

We were proving it right now.

I broke away from her mouth, smoothing kisses along her jaw, down her neck, nipping at her collarbone. My Reyla tasted like pure desire. Her skin blazed under my mouth, and her breathing came in short pants.

She squirmed against me, her hips moving, writhing. Her legs wrapped tighter, and she jerked her heels against my ass with each of my thrusts, driving me deep.

Her muscles tightened, her body eager to crest the peak.

But not yet. Not yet.

I slowed my pace, making my drives languid, teasing her until her eyes fluttered open and her gaze met mine. The hunger there… the love… All I could do was grin.

She scowled. “What the fuck are you doing?”

I kissed her nose. “Teasing you, love.”

“Fuck you. Get back to work.”

My laugh rang out.

“Lore,” she whimpered. “You’re a cruel, cruel man.”

“Your man.”

“Not if he doesn’t stop teasing.”

“You like my cock anyway I want to give it to you.” I continued pumping slowly while her passage twitched around me. Her pretty little clit had swollen, and I stroked that, too, gliding my thumb across it, over and over.

But fates, didn’t she see? She was the one keeping me sane, keeping me fighting.

“How about this, Wildfire?” Pulling out, I jerked my hips forward, slamming her gorgeous ass against the wall. “And this?” I did it again, moving smooth, fast.

“Fuck, yeah,” she sighed, her fingers tightening on my shoulders. “Keep doing it like that.” Her eyelids slid lower as she wallowed in the sensations I was delivering to her body.

Tightening my grip on her ass, I tilted her. The new angle sent a wave of bliss crashing over me. Her moan ripped out. Her body quivered.

I tugged my hand out from beneath her only long enough to tilt her chin and make a tsk sound. “Eyes on me, Wildfire. Do not look away. You’re going to come when I tell you, and you’re going to scream. Got it?”

“Keep doing what you are right now, and it’s guaranteed,” she quipped, my impertinent little wife.

“You’re mine.”

“Evermore. You know that.”

“Tell me all the time.”

She yanked my hair hard enough to pinch. “I’ll slip it in between gasps during the next labyrinth challenge.”

I fucking loved her mouth. Her body. The way she craved only me.

I went faster, determined to drive her to the best orgasm of her life. She responded, pushing forward to meet me, keeping her gaze on mine. Exquisite friction built with each drive.

I wanted this moment to last forever. I wanted to stay here, lost in her, lost in this perfect dream. But reality waited, the labyrinth lurked, and the danger would creep close again soon.

But for now, this moment was us. Nothing else mattered. Nothing else existed. Just Reyla and me, locked in our love, our passion, our promise.

“I’m gonna…” Her words dissolved in a moan. Her fingers tightened on my shoulders, her nails biting hard enough to sting.

The feeling sent my mind spiraling, and I drove into her faster, harder, riding my pretty little bride while she gasped.

Her eyes widened, and her body shuddered as her orgasm swept through her. She cried out, her eyes rolling back in her head, her body arching toward mine.

My smile came out dark. Hungry. “Take what you need from me, love. Take it. It’s yours. You’re perfect.”

I stroked her clit, my fingers relentless, my thrusts hard and deep as she rode out one shudder after another. Her body convulsed around mine and fuck… My mind melted.

Groaning, I pushed my forehead against hers, keeping our eyes locked together, and pummeled her body with mine, pushing, pushing, pushing until I couldn’t go anymore. My orgasm ripped through me, making my entire body jerk. I went faster, riding it out as my cock rocked inside her.

It was all I could do not to collapse. My knees shook, and my cock kept twitching, shooting more inside my gorgeous mate.

We clung to each other with our ragged breathing echoing around us.

I buried my face in her neck and sucked in her scent, filling my lungs with pure Reyla.

As our breathing slowed and our hearts stopped pounding, I pulled back, looking into her eyes. There, I found love, trust, and a fierce determination that matched my own.

“We’ll make it through this,” I said. “I promise. Together, we can face anything.”

She nodded, reaching up to stroke my face. “Love you, Lore.”

I pulled out of her slowly. She dropped her feet and leaned against the wall, her eyes closed, a soft smile playing on her mouth. My own smile rose, and warmth spread through my chest. This woman was my everything, and I would do all I could to protect her, to make her happy.

I grabbed my pack from where I’d shucked it and rummaged inside for a soft cloth. Kneeling in front of her, I gently cleaned her, taking care of her as she deserved. She looked down at me, her gaze lazy and sated.

“You know, you might need that cloth for something important,” she said, her voice husky.

I gazed up at her, a crooked smile spreading across my face. “And what could be more important than taking care of you?” I’d give her anything. My body, my blade, the last ragged breath in my chest. If the labyrinth took me first, I’d fight my way back just to make sure she lived, because no life was worth living if she wasn’t in it.

Her smile matched mine, her eyes sparkling with love and amusement. I tossed the cloth into my bag and helped her dress, fastening her pants for her. Kneeling again, I took one boot, then the other, gently sliding her feet in each and making sure they were secure. Then I did the same with my own clothing and boots.

I sat with my back against the wall and spread my legs, patting the stone ground between them. “Sit.”

With her back to me, I undid her tumbled braid and smoothed my fingers through the wildfire strands, burying my face in them, though only for a moment. It didn’t take long to redo the weave. I wanted to spend eternity here with her, basking in what we’d just done, holding her, but this damn place would soon force something horrible on us if we didn’t seek it out.

We rose. Taking another clean cloth, I wetted it and returned to her to carefully cleanse her wounds. I hissed and snarled as I did it, needing something to rip apart to release my fury. How dare anyone hurt her. How dare they.

“Me too,” she said, nudging me against the wall, pinning me in place this time. “Hold still while I take care of you.”

I hissed as she dabbed the cloth over a slice across my neck. The cool water soothed, but the sting still lanced through me. She winced as if she felt it too.

“Sorry,” she said, her brows knit together as she cleansed one sore after another.

“I’ve had worse.” I tried for a smirk, but it faltered when she ran the cloth across my face, snagging on the dried blood. Dozens of smaller cuts crisscrossed my skin, angry and red. Some still wept.

She exhaled sharply, shaking her head. “The thorns didn’t hold back, did they?”

“Neither did you,” I said, reaching for her hand. Her palm had been scraped raw, and the bandages I'd carefully wrapped around her hands were long gone, as were the gloves, torn away by the thorns. Thin red lines crossed over old callouses. I wet another cloth and pressed it gently against her neck. Her face. She sucked in a breath, her fingers twitching.

“My turn to say sorry,” I muttered, washing away the worst of it with careful strokes.

She hummed, tilting her head as she worked her way over my collarbone. “At least we’re both still standing.”

“Barely.” My legs ached, my leathers were fused to my skin with sweat and blood. But she was here, her touch careful, her gaze filled with love. That was enough.

We worked in silence after that, the occasional wince or whispered apology the only sound. Each touch was gentle. The pain didn’t matter, not when it was her hands tending to me, and mine to her.

I collected her knife from the floor and handed it to her.

“Can’t believe I chucked this aside,” she said, bemused. “You’re a total distraction.”

“Then I’m serving my role well in life.”

Her snort burst out. “That you are.”

After hefting our packs, I took her hand, lacing our fingers together. “Ready?”

She gave me a pert nod.

“Let’s go find Farris.”
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The tunnel twisted, the walls narrowing until we had no choice but to walk single file. I hated it. How tight the space was. The suffocating silence compressing my bones. It felt like the labyrinth was slithering around us, tightening its grip, doing all it could to pull us deeper into its clutches.

Lore shifted behind me. His fingers grazed my lower back, and I took more comfort from that than I should. I shouldn’t have needed reaffirmation, not after what we’d just shared, after the way he’d shown we were in this together. But this place had figured out how to dig its claws into my mind.

I kept glancing back at him, stroking him with my eyes.

His broad shoulders looked even more amazing in the worn black leather of his tunic, poked and gouged by thorns. Dirt clung to him, streaking the dark fabric, settling into the creases of his sleeves, blending with dried blood I’d missed wiping from his neck. But none of it dimmed this strong man. If anything, the grime and the exhaustion only made him more gorgeous.

That sharp, slashing scar across his face was evidence of the horror he’d survived before we’d met, and it only made him more devastating. Others might see it and feel pity or disgust, but never me. That scar was proof of his determination. Proof that he was still here, still fighting.

Mine.

I could be as possessive as him. I’d slash through the world to protect him. Do anything to save him.

His dark brown hair was a mess, tousled in a way that would look crappy on me but only made him appear more handsome. Some of it fell over his forehead in defiant waves, and I wanted to push it back, to smooth it away and pretend we weren’t in this fates-cursed maze, pretend none of this had to be survived. That this wasn’t yet another fight we might lose.

His pack sat heavy against his back, the straps digging into his shoulders. He held my small dagger in his right hand, and by the tension in his arm, I could see he was ready to swipe it out at any threat.

“If you keep looking at me like that.” The lilt in his voice made my heart flip over. “I’m going to push you against a wall again and do all sorts of things.”

“Maybe I want you to do all sorts of things.” My grin rose. “You’re mistaken. I wasn’t staring.”

“It’s my ass, isn’t it? The rest of me is a wreck.”

Damn, but I loved him. I was about to tell him when I noticed light flickering ahead. No doubt a false promise. A lure. I wanted to stop, but there was nowhere out of this place but forward.

We stepped into a chamber that stretched outward from the narrow tunnel like an open jaw, the walls made up of a weathered gray, stone-like material stretching up to a vaulted ceiling laced with veins of glowing blue crystal. Unlike the stifling, endless tunnel behind us, this space breathed, the walls throbbing. Stone lined the floor in uneven patterns, some cracked, others smooth as though worn down by countless footsteps.

Too many footsteps.

A trickle of water dripped somewhere far away, but I saw no source for the sound here.

My heart raced as I took in my surroundings. The air felt cloying, choking, and charged with a sinister feeling I couldn’t quite place.

Ahead, the chamber split into three corridors, branching off like gnarled fingers reaching into the darkness, each one looking identical yet not, though all distinctly unsettling.

A version of Farris stood in the beginning of each branch, and my heart clenched at the sight.

“Choices,” Lore said from beside me. “Another challenge as we make our way through the labyrinth.”

“Farris?” I called out, and all three paused, staring at me, whimpering. “Fuck this.” I tipped my head back and shouted at the ceiling. “Fuck all of this.”

Lore’s lips twitched in the shadow of a smirk, but his sharp gaze never left the corridors ahead, where three versions of my nyxin friend trembled, each silently begging me to choose.

“I doubt any of them are real.” That thought gutted me. Stupid, foolish hope had sucked me in, but I wasn’t going to play Prager’s games any longer.

“One might be,” Lore said. “But I wouldn’t put it past them to place him here as bait for another trap.”

My eyes widened.

“I felt something when we flitted,” he said. “Not that I’d lost him but that he was stolen away.”

I flung my gaze at the three Farris’s. Was one of them real? I’d swear I’d seen his prints in the prior tunnel. If he was here inside the labyrinth, one of them could be him.

My poor little guy.

Lore took my hand, squeezing it. “If one of them is Farris, we’ll help him.”

I knew my nyxin. Didn’t I?

A soft click sounded behind us.

We spun. The passage we’d entered from had sealed closed and if I didn’t know better, I’d think it had never been there at all. Only a jagged stone wall remained.

Of course the corridor was gone. We would be driven forward until we collapsed. Then this place would leave us where we fell, and soon, someone else would be stepping on our bones.

“I’ll go a bit closer,” I said softly. “I want to look at each one.”

“I’m with you.”

We moved forward, stopping a decent distance away.

The Farris inside the entrance of the left-most corridor lay curled on his side, his bones jutting through the patchy, dull gray and white-tipped fur of his starved carcass. Even his ribs pushed against too-thin skin, and his breathing barely moved his chest. Up, down, gasping as if the next breath would be his last.

“Farris,” I whispered, approaching this creature at a cautious pace with Lore’s hand on my spine. I stopped before entering the passage, studying the creature lying near death on the floor.

The formerly fluffy, well-fed nyxin didn’t lift his head. His eyes stared past me, cloudy, unseeing. He’d curled his tail between his legs and the once sleek, gleaming strands were matted with sticks and coated in feces.

It tore me apart to look at him.

A fist closed around my throat. My chest caved in, my lungs strangled. This wasn’t my Farris. It couldn’t be. But if it was, if they’d done this to him, I would burn the world to the ground to find revenge.

I eased to the right, to the middle corridor. This Farris stood in the center of the opening, his fur bristled and his body tight with fury. His familiar frame had been stretched, and there was something wrong in the broken angle of his limbs. His teeth gleamed too long beneath curled-back lips, and saliva dripped from the edges of his snout. This was not a feral Farris; it was something worse, something twisted. His eyes remained locked on something behind us, unwavering, stretched wide enough that the whites were visible. Whatever he saw wasn’t there, though maybe, it had been.

Dread coiled in my gut while grief gnawed on my self-control. If this was Farris, he was lost, consumed by something monstrous. My fingers twitched, and part of me ached to reach toward him, to comfort him.

Every other instinct screamed stay away.

The final Farris sprawled across the threshold of the rightmost opening, wounded and barely breathing. Blood matted the gray fur along his side, and gashes covered his hide, his dark blood seeping. One paw twitched and he whined a low, heartbroken sound that cracked me in half.

I moved forward without thinking.

Lore wrapped his arms around my waist, holding me back. “Don’t. Not yet.”

“He’s hurt.”

“They all look real, and that’s the point.” He stepped up beside me, his gaze slanting from one nyxin to the next. “You know they may all be traps.”

“One of them could be him.”

Lore was right, but I still drove my nails into my palms. If Farris was here, the labyrinth wouldn’t hand him over without a battle. We’d have to take him.

“A weaponized choice,” he said softly. “I assume if we pick wrong, it’s over.”

It couldn’t be that easy or that torturous. Even if we picked correctly, this may not be the end. No one had made it through the labyrinth, and this could be one of many potential traps.

“How do we know which one to choose?” My creaky voice barely sounded like my own.

“A very good question.”

Silence poked my inner ears hard enough it hurt.

Above us, something clicked.

I jerked my head back. The ceiling started lowering. Not only here. The corridors were being swallowed by the same inevitable descent. Each jolt in the stone shoved more air from the room, squeezing it thin, choking us with unseen hands. This place enjoyed the suspense and savored our fear as it shut its jaw around us.

If we remained in this section too long, the labyrinth would crush us.

A ragged breath ripped up Lore’s throat. He scanned the three Farris-like figures, his eyes narrowed, his mind assessing with that steel that had ruled a kingdom since he was only ten years old. “We have to pick.”

I nodded. “Do you think we can enter each corridor to see if any of them feel right?”

He turned his gaze toward me. There wasn’t enough light to fully read his expression, but I knew what he was thinking. If we have time.

The ceiling jerked down another fraction. Dust trickled from around the edges, and a strangled growl rose up from the center corridor, the one holding the nyxin I wasn’t sure could belong to any Farris.

“First. Go.” Lore nudged my spine.

I rushed to the left and inside, crouching near the skeletal Farris, my chest shattering all over again at the sight of him.

His breath barely stirred the dirt. His whiskers twitched weakly as his head made a slow, trembling turn, lifting toward me. His eyes… The vibrant color I remembered had been reduced to lifeless murk. I found no flicker of recognition there. No warmth. Just emptiness, like something had emptied him out and left nothing but a ragged shell behind.

I reached forward, though I didn’t dare touch. I worried even the skim of my fingertips would hurt his paper-thin skin, sink through the bones trying to poke their way through his fur.

As my hand hovered above him, pain flared through my body. My vision blurred. My head swam. Something recoiled inside me, deep in my gut, my body giving a violent lurch as if it recognized a poison my mind hadn’t yet named.

He was wrong. Not just sick, not just dying. Wrong.

I yanked my hand back, panting, everything inside of me recoiling.

Lore tensed. “What⁠—?”

“Not Farris,” I hissed. Cold certainty sliced through me, and I lurched backward.

The Farris-husk twisted inward, his skin collapsing, his bones thinning into nothing. A whispered scream echoed through the air before his entire body turned to dust.

“It wasn’t him.” Please, let it not be him.

The air snapped. The stone under my boots buckled. No, not buckled, twitched. The chamber rejected us, the tunnel hurling us out into the open cavern as if it was fed up with our presence. I hit the floor hard, barely registering the sting before scrambling to my feet.

“Are you alright?” I asked Lore as he rose himself.

He nodded. “You?” His gaze swept my frame, and he growled. “I wish I could fucking kill this place.”

“So do I.” It was hard not to feel wiped out already. No wonder no one had made it through.

We hurried over to the middle corridor.

The prowling Farris snapped and snarled like a rabid beast, pacing in the opening. His fur had darkened from silvery gray and white to dull gray, and his teeth projected much too far from his jawline. His feral growl rippled around us. Drool dripped from his muzzle and madness glowed in his eyes. I wasn’t going to try to touch this possible Farris.

“Do you feel anything different about this one?” Lore asked, crouching down in front of the snarling creature, studying it from all angles.

“I don’t know. I can’t tell,” I whispered. “Let’s look at the other one.”

We shifted to the right.

The wounded Farris still lay on the uneven stone, his side lifting and falling with shallow breaths.

As we eased closer to the entrance, he whimpered and stretched one paw toward us. His tail flopped, slapping listlessly on the floor.

I couldn’t bear to touch this one either.

We returned to the center of the main chamber, and I faced Lore, linking our hands together, staring up at him. I swallowed the fear clogging my throat. “How do we know which one to choose?”

“You sensed the first was wrong.”

“But I can’t tell with the others.” My voice came out too shrill. “We don’t even know if one of them is really him.”

The ceiling jolted downward, shuddering only a hands’ breadth above Lore’s head.

I narrowed my eyes. “What’s the punishment if we choose wrong?”

Silence answered. He didn’t need to speak, and I hated that more than anything.

We returned to the third tunnel that reeked of decay. Blood. Filth. This was a place where things came to die.

Inside, I crouched near the injured version of Farris, my heart clenching at the sight. His breath barely stirred the dirt. His whiskers twitched, slow and weak.

“Farris,” I whispered.

His nose twitched, one of his ears cocking forward as his head made a slow, trembling turn toward me.

I still couldn’t touch him, though I sensed that might be the only way to know.

Lore’s hand settled on my shoulder. He must hate this as much as me.

The nyxin’s breathing stuttered, wet and guttural, the kind of breathing that comes when someone’s about to die. His front paw twitched. Every part of me ached to pick this Farris up, to cradle his poor broken body. But something clawed at my senses, something off. A warning I couldn’t name.

I lifted my hands away without touching.

“I want to look at the middle one again.”

“We need to do it fast.” Urgency cut through Lore’s voice.

The ceiling groaned, smacking down lower. Now we both had to duck.

We were running out of time.
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We spun toward the middle passage, the air cooling as we approached. This version of Farris, if I could even call him that, still stood rigid, his fur bristling along his spine. His too-bright eyes gleamed with something that no longer resembled thought or recognition. His lips curled, baring his too-long, jagged fangs, and his growl slithered through the air, vibrating in my chest.

Something was very, very wrong with this one.

“I don’t like this,” Lore snarled, glaring at the ceiling that continued to ratchet down. We’d have to walk bent over or even crawl soon.

How to decide? Agitation churned through me, and my hands shook. Pick. Pick. But how?

I stepped closer to the middle Farris, my instincts warning me that I’d already made the wrong move. The beastly thing shuddered, its muscles coiling as it got ready to attack. The sound of its claws scrambling on the stone shot through me, jolting across my skin.

“Reyla. Step b⁠—”

The thing lunged, leaping for my throat, its teeth snapping. Lore yanked me back and spun, flinging us away from the tunnel as the creature landed where I’d been standing. We hit the chamber floor hard, but before we could scramble to our feet, the growl behind us intensified.

I twisted onto my knees, my small blade back in my hand. The thing had backed to the threshold, and it trembled with rage, frothy saliva dripping from its curled-back lips. Empty eyes locked on me, and if I didn’t drag my gaze away, I sensed I’d drown there. Never find my way free. It would make me as mindless as it was. In no time, there would be three of me, one locked inside each passage while Lore was left inside the collapsing cave to decide.

The middle Farris didn’t try to leave the corridor again, though. I sensed it wanted me to come to it instead.

“Not going near that one,” I muttered.

“Wise, Wildfire,” he said. “Wise.”

I raced toward the far-right tunnel, aiming for the horribly wounded nyxin. If Lore had his power, he could heal the poor creature. But we could still carry him, do for him what we could. There was no burden I wouldn’t bear for my friend.

But something still gnawed at me about the one in the middle, and I paused before entering the third tunnel, looking back toward the center one where the beast paced, its thick, grime-coated claws scraping on the stone floor.

The way it stared at me…

Conniving, yes. Sharp and hard. Feral. He made a muffled sound that reminded me of Farris’s whine, but it had to be a trick. He watched me the way a hunter studies prey, waiting for the moment when its guard fell. Then it would spring.

A shiver shot through me. “It’s wrong, Lore. That one is wrong. I’d almost swear it, but…”

How could I know?

The ceiling groaned again, dropping farther. Dirt and loose mortar drifted down, coating my face and clothing with grime. I had to crouch forward to keep from being hit. If we took any more time, we’d be flattened.

I forced myself to look at the wounded Farris again.

Was he real or just another trick?

He still lay sprawled on his side, his chest rising and falling in short, shallow breaths. Catching my eye, his tail twitched, tapping on the floor. Blood trickled from his wounds. The wounds were fresh.

Too fresh?

My gut clenched.

The others had to be illusions. They were clearly unnatural. But this one bled. This one hurt. This one smelled like Farris.

Before I could second-guess myself, I stepped into the right corridor, letting my instincts guide me.

Lore followed.

“Touch?” I asked, holding my hand over the poor creature.

“I don’t know.” Lore’s voice came out strong. Nothing would tear this man apart. He held Merrick’s undying strength and Lorant’s ruthless determination. Even in this, he still wasn’t shaken.

I dropped to my knees beside this Farris, every nerve in my body on edge, waiting for a trap to spring around me. But nothing came. No fake crumbling flesh, no twisted beast snapping at my throat.

Only a poor, wounded nyxin.

Real?

My hand shook as I held it over him, but I still didn’t touch. The white-streaked, gray strands released warmth that coasted across my palms. Drying blood stuck to his fur, matting it.

A sob ripped up my throat. “It has to be him.”

The thought clawed at the edges of my mind, digging in, refusing to let go.

A pulse rocked through my limbs, and I clenched my muscles but could not hold back my tremor. My own body couldn't be the reason I hesitated, couldn’t be another thing making me feel uncertain. I breathed through my clenched teeth, forcing control into my hands while something inside me bucked against the decision.

I wanted this to be right. Needed it to be my poor nyxin.

And that was the problem.

I swallowed hard, trying to force the thought down, but it pressed into the back of my skull like a poisoned barb. If whoever was controlling this knew what I wanted, what else could it know?

Lore crouched beside me, rubbing my back. He leaned close, keeping his voice low. “If you’re sure, touch him.”

A heartbeat of doubt squeezed through me. What if I was giving in to what I wanted instead of what was true? This place had twisted my mind once and it would do it again. Over and over until it broke me.

It could be doing it now.

Deep in my chest, something stirred. A low, quiet hum under my skin, buzzing across my bones. Instinct or maybe something more.

Lore’s magic was locked away. Mine was supposed to be as well. Except… I wasn’t supposed to have any, and I could feel something stirring inside me.

Back at the aerie, nullification magic had forced itself down my throat. Was it still with me now?

The ceiling dropped with a slick, booming slide. I huddled over the wounded Farris, shielding his body with my own while Lore wrapped his arms around me from behind. As always, he was determined to take any blow coming for me.

“Is it common for magic to enter someone on its own?” I asked, coughing through the dust clogging the air.

“What do you mean?”

I tried to ignore the thread of fear in his voice. He wouldn’t break. That was my role in life. But he was scared. Not for himself but for me.

“Back at Evergorne, I called nullification power, and it came, but instead of hovering close and making a bargain, it rushed to me and slithered down my throat.”

“Never heard of anything like that before.”

“Not in those books?”

“They didn’t mention it.”

“Then it’s possible that…” I wasn’t sure if I dared name it. “That I have power inside me that’s not being blocked by the binding spell.” Maybe. Who could know?

The labyrinth jolted around us, the walls and ceiling squeezing inward, compressing farther. I swore the tunnel’s hot breath scorched my skin. The ceiling groaned again, dropping to the point I’d be crushing Farris within moments.

No more time.

“Lore, I think…” My voice quavered. I swallowed back the damn uncertainty trying to crowd through my mind. “I think I have to test it.”

“How?”

“If the nullification power’s still inside me, and it works, then⁠—”

Lore’s hand tightened on my shoulder. “You could break a glamour.”

“Yes.”

I turned to the wounded Farris, his pulse weak, his body trembling.

Maybe that was the trick. He wasn’t real; he was too real. Too heart-wrenchingly pitiful. How could a heart not hurt to see him like this? He was too close to what I wanted to see. The others had been grotesque distortions, blatant manipulations. This one had been crafted with care, made to toy with my sympathy, my longing to see Farris again. To know he was alive and that I could save him even if he was sorely wounded.

I’d be a fool to fall for a trick like that.

I held my hands over his fur. The poor thing didn’t move.

Nothing inside me trembled.

Nothing inside me shifted.

Nothing inside me screamed warnings like it had when I held my hand over the creatures in the left tunnel.

That was what made this worse. It was too clean. Too quiet. A space where instinct should have clawed through my bones and latched onto my lungs, squeezing until it forced me to move. But no alarm came. Just a silent, waiting emptiness inside me, the moment before you stepped into an abyss, when you realized your feet weren’t as firm beneath you as they should be.

Before I could second-guess this, I let a wisp of whatever I’d trapped inside me rise. It slipped between my fingers in a slivered thread of light. I didn’t know how I was doing it. I just was.

A ripple danced along my palm, invisible but heavy enough to weigh it down. It eased forward, tentative, cautious, seeking where a glamour might be clinging to whatever was beneath.

The magic collided with something.

Energy thrummed through my veins, heavier now. Eager. A silent pressure built along my arms, as persistent as a heartbeat. My fingers spasmed. A feeling close to alarm snapped through the meat of me.

A strand or two of the magic that had stolen its way inside me poured through my veins to my fingertips, where I sensed more than felt it leave my body, gliding across the one beneath my hands.

I still didn’t know how to call it, how to guide it, but instinct pushed me forward.

The force stretched outward, seeping across the wounded creature, searching for something unseen. If glamour had been woven into this body with the intent to deceive, it would cling like ink on paper.

Erase it.

That was the trick, wasn’t it? Not to attack. Not to fight. To just…undo.

The magic flexed, rippling. Hesitated. It was waiting.

For what?

“You control it,” Lore whispered from where he still huddled over me, protecting me with his body. “Don’t let it control you. Command it.”

Winking my eyes closed, I willed the power to touch this Farris, to seek something it could unravel. Something pushed back, a slick, oily, clinging thing that made my flesh crawl. Something that had been forcibly tied where it didn’t belong.

Glamour.

Certainty roared through me.

This wasn’t Farris.

At my command, the magic expanded, stretching out from my palms, slipping under the edges of the illusion. The spell wavered, resisting for a fraction of a heartbeat before it let loose.

This was it. No taking it back, no second chances. If I was right, then I was staring down at nothing, kneeling beside a phantom while the real Farris rotted somewhere I’d never find.

A single breath away from unleashing power, the air around me thickened. No, it congealed. The moment between a misstep and a fall. I clenched my jaw and shoved.

My eyes snapped open.

The injured body lying beneath me shimmered like a heat mirage, twisting, collapsing inward.

With a soundless implosion, it burst. Dust whooshed up in a thick cloud, choking the air before settling on the stone floor in a lifeless mound.

Not real.

Not him.

The sealed chamber shuddered around us, and the ceiling heaved down with a deep, grinding groan. The walls lurched closer.

No more time.

Lore gripped my arm, and we staggered back from the remains of the illusion.

“It was a trick,” I rasped. “If I’d picked this one then…” I didn’t dare speak the thought out loud.

“You didn’t.”

Another shudder rocked through the cave, as if it was upset with what I’d done.

“Yeah, fuck you,” I bellowed into the air.

Wind whipped around us, charged with static energy.

We crawled out of the tunnel and paused at the entrance to the middle one. The trembling beast still crouched there, panting. Watching.

A trace of doubt still clung to me. What if I was wrong? What if this wasn’t an illusion? Farris may not even be here. He could be dead.

Or, perhaps, the labyrinth had twisted Farris into something monstrous, something beyond saving. If that was the case, the magic wouldn’t work on him.

But if it did… then we’d know.

I exhaled, steadying my hands, and crawled right up to the middle corridor, so close I could almost touch noses with the snarling beast. Or it could snap out and bite me.

Closing my eyes, I teased the nullification magic again, sifting through the strands coiled tight inside me. I coaxed a fraction of it up, pulsing it through my veins and to the surface of my skin. I shoved it down to dance between my fingertips, asking it if it sensed another spell. One that was deeper, more ingrained. Stronger.

I sent the magic toward the creature. Seek…

The snarling beast flinched. His body shimmered, rippling like water disturbed by a rock.

I pushed harder, and the magic inside me shot forward, unseen tendrils working beneath the layers of possible deception like a careful hand pulling at stitches.

The illusion fought back.

A pulse of resistance struck my chest, sharp enough to make me gasp. I clenched my jaw. Sweat slithered between my shoulder blades. Lore’s hand braced on my lower back, urging me on.

“This one’s real,” I gasped. “He’s there. I can feel him” His pain. His wretched sadness that his body had been forced to attack someone he loved.

My power flexed again, surging up through my arms, and I honed it in on the weak point, on the seam of the spell keeping Farris hidden beneath this monstrous form.

Erase it. Rip it clean.

Another pulse. The illusion convulsed. Cracked. And shattered.

A shockwave tore through me, rattling my teeth. My shoulders wrenched back, a yank from invisible hooks embedded beneath my skin. It scraped through my veins, and my arms trembled under the force of it.

The beast lunged, but it wasn’t a feral thing anymore. As it plunged toward me, the monstrous form twisted, its bones reshaping, its fur smoothing, and its very long claws retracting. The suffocating wrongness that had hovered in my chest broke apart and scattered like fine grains of sand in the wind.

And suddenly, my baby was there. Small, lean, and trembling, but the nyxin I loved.

Farris.

His sleek fur, marred with grime, still radiating warmth. His eyes… By the fates, these were his eyes. Wide and terrified and sharp, but knowing.

I caught him in my arms as the ceiling collapsed another jarring drop.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” Lore barked. “Move!”

I put Farris on the ground, and he pressed against me, whining. Lore grabbed my arm and pulled me into the passage Farris had just left.

Hunched over, almost crawling, we shuffled through the tightening corridor. The tunnel shook madly, chunks of debris crashing down around us. The walls squeezed inward. They’d crush us before we could escape.

We rushed forward, half-crawling, single file, the ceiling scraping our backs, the walls smacking our arms. Stone cracked behind us, the passage compressing.

Lore urged me from behind.

Farris darted ahead, a stream of silver and white inside a dimly lit channel. He kept pausing to turn back and yip as if he too was shouting for us to hurry. Had he been running this whole time, lost inside these twisting corridors, barely surviving as the labyrinth tried to manipulate him?

Light flashed ahead, through a circular opening that was closing, closing. In seconds, it would be gone.

Farris leaped through a hole ahead me, and I dove through after him, tucking my arms over my head and rolling. Lore was right behind. His hand remained on my side as we tumbled down a hill and splatted on a flat surface at the bottom.

Actually, I splatted on deep purple grass.

Lore somehow landed on his feet. How in the world did he manage to do it every single freaking time?

I rose to my knees and caught his smirk.

“You did mention something about licking a short time ago, didn’t you?” he said in the smooth, sultry voice I adored.

I scowled as a breeze feathered through my sweat-sticky hair, carrying a citrusy scent. “I didn’t mention licking. I licked my lips in the heat of the moment.”

“Oh, you want to lick me, love. You know it. It’s only fair, since I’m soon going to be licking you.”

How could I grumble when he said things like that?

As I took in the surroundings, my eyes widened, and my heart thrummed with joy. A reward for making it through the last challenge? I doubted this place would do anything like that, but there was no harm in savoring it for a few seconds. I flopped into the grass and rolled onto my back, staring at a sky brushed with syrupy golds and pinks, plus a sun hovering on a distant horizon in eternal dusk.

I could barely process it, this jarring shift, this instant jolt from death to what appeared to be paradise.

Lore dropped down beside me and wrapped his arms around me, tugging me against his chest. “What the fuck?” He blinked against the sunlight, dragging a hand down his face as if he could wipe away this new twist of reality.

“I don’t think there’s any fucking involved in this.”

“That’s because we haven’t started kissing.”

I wiggled up onto his chest, leaning close enough to brush our lips together. “Don’t distract me.” Backing onto my ass, I sat with my palms resting on the cool purple grass behind me, peering around.

A garden spread around us, vivid and lush and bursting with colors that defied reality. Enormous flowers with inky blue petals etched with silver veins swayed in the breeze around us. Other flowers, wider than my palm and with pink blossoms the size of my head bobbed like they were dancing. Trees arched overhead, the pointed tips of their gouging emerald leaves fluttering in the air. Light filtered through the vegetation, shifting with glimmers of things not entirely natural. At the heart of it all, I spied a pool with pale purple water, which kind of matched the rest of this garden cavern.

Farris yipped and scampered around us, his fluffy tail brushing against my side each time he passed. He quivered with energy and kept stopping to paw my thigh as if he needed to confirm I was real.

“Sweet boy.” My voice cracked.

I caught him, locking my arms around his wonderful, furry body. He licked my chin and went for my mouth until I pressed my face into his neck, breathing in his familiar scent that could not be faked.

Laughter bubbled out of me, though it sounded sharp and broken.

Farris was alive. Trapped inside this labyrinth with us, but whole and himself.

Now to get us out of this wretched trap.
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Lying in the grass felt amazing. Having Farris and my wildfire with me only made it better.

Not much chance of this reprieve holding for long, however.

Was this some sort of “gift” from Prager and the labyrinth? Probably more a lull, a thing given to us only long enough for us to take joy from it before it was snatched away. Might as well do so while we could.

We got up and wandered around the garden. Reyla walked at my side, her fingers skimming close to but not touching the oversized petals shaped like stars. They rippled with shifting colors, and we knew better than to trust anything inside what must be another trap.

The garden stretched in all directions, and it was so beautiful, it couldn’t be real. Purple-streaked vines draped through golden tree limbs overhead, their feathered strands fluttering in the breeze. Pale blossoms the size of our heads bobbed, dipping and swaying to a melody we couldn’t quite hear. The air smelled too sweet, the scent clogging my throat.

Farris sniffed a spiral-leafed bush and sneezed. He didn’t dart ahead like he would if we were walking through a garden at Evergorne Court. His tail barely swished, and his nose twitched with every step. If I wasn’t already wary, that would’ve done it.

Still, there was no obvious danger, nothing slithering in the shadows, no traps snapping at our ankles. Only eerie stillness wrapped in temptation.

Reyla glanced up at me, one eyebrow lifting. “I imagine you’re waiting for something awful to happen, like me.”

“Something awful always happens here,” I grumbled.

She sighed.

We wandered in careful circles around the heart of the garden, eventually stopping at the pool with its glossy surface, studying the lavender water reflecting a sky that shouldn’t exist.

Reyla sat, crossing her legs and loosening the straps of her pack, sliding the bag off her back and dropping it on her lap. As I lowered myself beside her, Farris flopped in the grass between us, stretching his front legs out and yawning. His tail swiped back and forth in a lazy way.

“We should eat.” She was already digging inside her pack.

I pulled out a large pack of dried meat and tossed Farris a few hunks. He swallowed them whole before pressing against my side, whimpering, begging for more. Reyla tore off pieces for him too. He chewed slower this time before he rose and drank from the pool.

“He wouldn’t drink the water if it wasn’t safe, would he?” she asked.

“I hope not. Too late now.” I lifted the flask I’d removed from my pack and held it up. “I’m sticking with this.”

Until it was gone, which would be too soon.

Farris strolled past us and scooted beneath an enormous fern, flopping onto his belly with a tired sigh. In seconds, he’d fallen asleep, another good sign.

We ate in silence, sipping from our flasks. We’d have to find more water. Here or not. I hadn’t decided. I watched Reyla, the way her shoulders remained tense. She was waiting for something to ambush us. It was hard not to feel the same way. Only a fool would let down their guard.

She chewed a bite of dried fruit, staring across the pool. I knew what she was thinking. A garden like this shouldn’t exist inside the labyrinth. Everything about it felt out of place.

Even peace would be dangerous here.

Finished, we put our food and flasks away, keeping our packs close by.

Reyla rolled her neck and stretched her shoulders, eyeing the water. “We should wash our clothing.”

I raised a brow. “Do you think we’ll be here long enough for them to dry?” I’d love to take time to rest, to get ready for whatever might come next, but only an unwise person would trust this lull.

Her lips twisted. “This could be our only chance.”

That was fair. When I stood and held out a hand, her fingers slipped into mine. I tugged her up to stand beside me.

“Let’s bathe first,” I said.

She lifted her brows. “You trust the water?”

I shrugged. “Farris drank it.”

“He didn’t leap in and paddle around, and he likes water.”

I glanced his way. Snoozing. Snoring. “He’s tired.”

“Yeah.” Her frown didn’t fade, but she unfastened her boots, shucking them aside. Her socks, too, before she dipped her toes into the water. “Warm. Feels good. Wet.”

I snorted. “That is good.”

“I’m in.” She lifted her tunic over her head and tossed it onto her pack. Her slow smile curled as she glanced my way. “Are you going to stand there, gaping at my gorgeous body, or are you coming?”

“I came not long ago.”

“Then you should be set for at least a week or so.”

“Or ten minutes or so.”

“Action means so much more than words, Lore.” With a smirk, she unfastened her pants and hitched them down over her hips. A normal gesture, but it made my cock kick against the front of my pants and my body shiver with heat.

“Are you daring me, Wildfire?” I drawled.

“Do I actually need to?”

My laugh burst out. “No.”

Naked, she stepped into the water, pausing while it lapped against her knees, peering down. “Clear. Sandy bottom. I don’t see anything to be concerned about.”

“Yet.” I whispered the word, not wanting to scare her, though I doubted she hadn’t thought of that already.

She was utterly, devastatingly perfect, and somehow, she was mine. The fates could strip me of everything—my crown, my power, my freedom—and all that would matter would be this moment. This woman. She wasn’t just the want. She was the need.

The glance she sent me over her shoulder made my cock throb. So sensual. Sultry. “You’re dawdling, sweetums.”

My low growl echoed in the garden, though my smile chased away any hint of irritation. “That infernal nickname.”

“You love it.”

I loved anything this woman called me.

But I was dawdling. As she stepped deeper into the water and then kicked off, diving beneath the surface, I scrambled to remove my clothing, wishing I could magic them clean. I’d washed my own clothing a few times in the past, but I’d become lazy, and I didn’t like that fact. There’s no duty beneath a king—something my father once said.

Reyla’s head bobbed up out of the water, her hair slicked back, her lashes sparkling with droplets. “Feels great. Still nothing concerning. While I was under, I looked around. Sandy bottom throughout. No dark holes or creatures—so far.”

Eager to join her, I splashed into the water, quickly submerging myself, scrubbing at my hair when I dipped below the surface before rising up beside her.

She held up a wedge of soap. “I’ll share.”

We washed our hair, and then I took the soap from her, lathering it in my hands while I treaded water.

“Hands on my shoulders, sweetums,” I rasped.

Her sparkling eyes widened. “Are you talking to me or yourself?”

“You’re such a bad girl. You’re going to pay.”

“Threats, threats, threats.” Her low laugh rang out. “You’ll have to catch me first.” She submerged, teasing her fingertips up my thigh and running them along the length of my erect cock before she darted away below the surface.

I tossed the soap aside and gave chase, catching her quickly, though probably because she wanted to be caught. Her body felt slick and smooth, and as we rose above the surface, she did place her palms on my shoulders as I’d asked.

She leaned out to snatch up the soap. “Eyes on me, sweetums.” She pretended to scowl. “I mean it. Do not look away.”

“Do I actually look like that when I tell you to do the same thing?”

“Always. You’re so intense. Quite feral. I find it very arousing.”

“I’m grateful,” I said with a snort, teasing my fingertips down her spine.

“You find it arousing yourself. I’ve noted that.” She lathered her hands and let the soap float beside us before smoothing suds across my shoulders and chest. My belly. Dipping lower. My groan ripped out, echoing around us as she stroked my cock, running her thumb across the head with each pass. This woman could unmake me, piece by piece, and I would let her. Beg her. My body was hers, but she had my soul, too, and I wasn’t getting that back. Didn’t want it back, actually.

“This doesn’t seem fair to you,” I said, struggling not to come on the spot. Her pleasure meant so much more to me than mine, but her hands… That look in her eyes as she kept them locked on mine…

Water sloshed as I moved closer, crowding her backward until she landed on the smooth shore of the pool. She laid back, her hand still stroking. Pumping. Driving me out of my mind.

Focus, Lore. I traced my fingertips along her jaw, then teased them down the column of her throat, the steady burn of this hot moment driving me out of my mind.

She tugged my head down, and her lips claimed mine.

I drowned in the feel of her mouth moving beneath mine, warm and slick from the water. I drove my hips forward, into the tight grip of her hand.

Couldn’t have me coming without her, however. I slid my fingers down across her belly, and her thighs parted to bring me home. I tangled with her curls, teasing her clit. Then moved my hand lower, savoring how slick she was for me already.

I angled my head, kissing her in the slow, deliberate way of a man who knew exactly what he wanted and already had it in his arms.

She shuddered as I found the sensitive spot that made her gasp. Her hand still moved on me, but her strokes had slowed. I loved that I could distract her this much.

My head lifted, and I stared down at her. “Eyes on me, Wildfire. Always.”

“You.” She gave me a sappy grin. “Get to it. I’m impatient tonight.”

“Is it night?”

“If we’re not attacked, I’m going to sleep. After, though. Wear me out so I can, alright?”

“Happy to oblige, wife.”

I slid a finger inside her, loving how she bucked up, how she moaned. So responsive. So mine.

Shifting her up and out of the water, I laid her on the soft grass lining the shore. The water lapped at her legs, and she was everything beautiful and pure. Her wet hair splayed out around her in liquid sunset, and her body was open, eager for my touch.

I kissed her again, starting at her mouth, then grazing my teeth down her neck to her collarbone. The tops of her breasts. I lingered there, teasing her nipples with my tongue until she bowed her spine and her guttural cry rang out. She twisted her fingers through my hair.

Moving down her body, I kissed every bit of her skin. Her stomach quivered as I trailed my mouth lower, and her legs parted wider, inviting me in.

I settled between her thighs, looking up at her. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, her cheeks flushed, and her lips parted. But her gaze remained on mine.

“Such a good girl,” I growled.

Time for her reward.

She was the most beautiful person I’d ever seen and if this was all I ever had, I would die a satisfied man. But I did still want more, greedy king that I was. I leaned in, inhaling her scent before tasting her with a slow lick.

She bucked her hips and let out a heady moan. I loved her taste, her scent, the sounds she made when I touched her. I teased her with my tongue, exploring every sensitive spot I’d branded into my mind. Her hips moved faster, driving upward toward my tongue, and she tore at the grass, ripping it up by the roots.

I glided two fingers in and out of her, and her body clenched around me. Stroking her inner walls, I continued to flicker my tongue across her clit.

Reyla’s breath caught, her body tensing as I brought her closer to finding joy. Her hands found my hair again, grasping, yanking. Urging me closer, holding me in place. She was so far gone her eyelids had closed.

I increased the pressure, circling her clit and flickering. Her hips bucked against me, and her moans echoed around us. She took three fingers so well, and I pumped them fast, determined to make this moment solely about her.

Her passage tightened around my hand, her body coiling tight.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” she groaned.

I snorted against her flesh, my grin rising. But I kept sucking on her clit. Pumping my fingers inside her. Faster. Harder and deeper while she thrust up to meet me. She was my wildfire bursting into flames, and watching her blaze would make my life complete.

“I’m going to…” Her eyes popped open, glazed with passion, and she focused them on mine. “I’ll keep my eyes on Lore. Don’t look away.”

Her spine arched, and gasps filled the low meadow, each one driving me wild. I lost myself in her eyes reflecting pure bliss. I was caught up in the heat of her and the intensity of her gaze.

“Lore,” she groaned.

“Come, Wildfire. I’ve got you. Take what you need. Take everything.” There was no me without her. No life, no throne, no future I wanted if she wasn’t in it. I would carve the world into something worthy just to make sure it kept her safe.

Her orgasm hit. Her body convulsed, and she ground herself against my mouth. My hand. I kept my tongue moving, riding out her pleasure. Her release was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. She was wild and free, lost in the sensation, and it was all because of me. Because of us.

As she rocked through her orgasm, her body trembling and her breathing coming in short gasps, my cock throbbed, aching with a need that was pure torture. It was so hard it hurt, and I knew I wouldn’t last long.

Her body tightened around my fingers, and her gasp told me she was coming again.

Such a very good girl.

I couldn’t hold out any longer. My balls rose, and my own orgasm roared through me like a dragon’s flame. I groaned against her body, the sound muffled by her flesh. My cock throbbed and jerked, hot spurts of cum exploding from the tip. I came so hard that stars spun in the periphery of my vision. My body shook with the force of my release.

I kept my eyes on her the whole time, drinking in her satisfaction as my own consumed me. It was intense, overwhelming, and the most incredible thing I’d ever experienced.

As my body began to relax, I gently pulled away from her. I climbed up to collapse beside her and tried to catch my breath. Tracing my knuckles down the curve of her cheek, I whispered, “Everything. You are everything.” It was a confession carved from bone-deep truth. I didn’t know if she could hear me. Some would say a king should never be this vulnerable. But with her, I always would be.

She wrapped her arms around me and snuggled into my side.

I ran my nose through her hair, inhaling her scent before kissing the top of her head.

I traced lazy circles along her spine, still damp from the water. She shivered, not from cold but from what we’d just done.

A scent reminiscent of roses drifted through the air, so familiar that it sent a twist of unease through my chest.

She gazed up at me, her eyelids drooping from exhaustion. “You’re thinking too much.”

“I don’t believe that’s possible, do you?”

Her lips quirked up on one corner, but humor didn’t shine in her eyes. Sighing, she got up, going to the pool to rinse before she knelt on the shore and started washing our clothing. I joined her, helping, before we dressed in tunics and pants and tumbled to the grass again, wrapped up in each other.

She pressed her face into my chest. “We should sleep while we can.”

“You rest. I’ll keep watch.”

Lifting her head, she scowled. “Only as long as you agree to wake me after a bit so you can sleep while I take watch.”

I could argue, but this woman was stubborn, if nothing else. “Alright.”

She gave me a brisk nod before settling in my arms again. In no time, her soft, even breaths fanned across my throat.

As exhaustion tugged on my mind, I swore I caught movement in the trees to the right of the pool.

A brush of shadows where none should be.

A flicker of something watching.

That was when I fell…

No, I was dragged down into sleep.
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The garden hummed like a living thing, its heartbeat throbbing under the roots of every plant, every blade of grass, and every tree. Even the pool rippled with energy.

I stood in the middle of the open meadow near the water, my bare feet standing into grass that no longer felt like it should. This grass was too smooth. Too soft. The scent in the air had changed, too. Roses, yet deeper, with something spicy. A touch metallic.

And the trees whispered.

No, not trees. The wind? No. Voices coming from somewhere nearby.

A shudder raced across my naked skin.

I turned in a full circle before studying the now unnatural stillness of the pool, its surface slick and unmoving, reflecting a sky that didn’t exist when I tipped my head back and looked up at the jagged rocks above.

A hiss sent me spinning, facing the area to the right of the pool where spindly trees with blood-red bark grew in a thick copse. Figures twisted among the trees, wearing wispy shreds of clothing in pure white that hung on their rail-thin bodies. Rather than walk, they floated on their skeletal legs, their feet dragging across the rocky ground. They held their equally skeletal arms at their sides.

Faceless, they had smooth, pale skin. No eyes or mouths. Yet I could hear their screams.

As the figures slipped through the dense forest, the screams didn’t fade. They were devoured. One moment, they scraped against the air in jagged cries, and the next, silence latched onto their throats with a clenched fist.

I waited for you. The raspy voice echoed around me, barely audible over what passed for wind in this place.

“Me?” I croaked.

You. Him. Her.

The three of us?

You didn’t come.

Cricking my neck, I sought the speaker, but the moment my heel lifted, vines jerked up from the ground, coiling around my ankle.

They didn't whip against my skin. They slithered, locked, compressed. They were more than plants. Their grips tightened as if measuring the spaces between my bones, deciding where they could sink deepest.

Bent forward, I yanked on them, but I couldn’t rip them free.

Do you remember me? The voice slithered between my ribs, gouging at my lungs from the inside.

I wrenched up my head, and opened my mouth to say no, but the scene shifted, the labyrinth lurching. Suddenly I wasn’t standing in the garden anymore, and the vines were gone.

I was elsewhere. Everything inside me recoiled, though I wasn’t sure why.

A table made of stone, weathered and cracked, stretched in front of me. The scent of age and damp earth seeped from it. Vines coiled around its stone legs and over the top. Creeping. Spreading over…

…Someone kneeling there.

A figure crouched with their head bowed, their hands vanishing beneath the mesh the same way the voices had been swallowed by the trees.

They looked like they were about to be sacrificed. But to what?

Pressure built in my chest, and I sensed this wasn’t a dream. Nor was it a nightmare.

The labyrinth was showing me something.

Slowly, painfully, the figure lifted its head. The vines creaked, twisting as if they had become part of the person and didn’t want to let go.

Pale blue eyes. Halendor eyes.

Why didn’t you help me? The words settled inside my skull, beneath my skin, splintering my marrow and burrowing so deep they felt like they'd always been there, waiting for me to hear them.

Their blue eyes burned. Even as vines snaked over their face, their legs, and their arms, twining through bone-thin fingers, they didn’t struggle. A mark had been pressed into their forehead, recessed so deeply it didn’t seem carved, more like branded. Crown-shaped, jagged along the edges. An adornment forced into flesh.

The figure barely moved except for the slow parting of their lips. This place keeps what it’s given. No one ever leaves whole. The air wrapped around the sound, and the edges of their voice frayed, sifting into space.

A grinding sound cut through the silence that followed. The stone table beneath them shifted like something stirred underneath.

Instinct drove my hand forward. My fingers skimmed over their flesh. Not flesh. Rough stone, cool beneath my palm.

A blink and the figure was gone. Vines slithered over the empty stone, curling through the cracks where their knees had pressed, until even the table disappeared as well.

The ground trembled, a slow buckling under my feet, rolling outward, an exhale of something buried beneath the surface, a being shifting, stretching, pressing up against the earth’s skin to test the barrier between us.

With a hiss, the trees came alive. Figures slipped from behind the red-barked trunks in jagged motions. Shrouds of white cloth hung from their bodies, and it swayed as they turned toward me as one.

Their faces weren’t smooth any longer. Mouths had formed, torn into place. Lips splitting, skin cracking, gums stretching wide. Jagged teeth shoved up from their jaws.

Screaming began, though the sound didn’t carry, only the intent of it. Their eyes stretched wide. Their teeth splintered in shards as their lips peeled back farther.

A sharp yank on my wrist made the moment collapse. A hand burst from the vines by my feet, its grip locking around my skin. It burned, as if the fingers were pressing past flesh, sinking all the way through.

With a hoarse cry wrenching up my throat, I flung myself backward.

My eyelids snapped open. I sat up, biting back my groan. My ribs ached as if they’d been pried open by invisible hands. My fingers rested in the grass, but I'd swear I could still feel the rough stone of the figure’s skin.

Panting, I stared around as the world settled back in place.

No vines. No figures with wispy white clothing. No stone table.

A soft trickle caught my attention, water lapping along the shore of the pool. The breeze chilled my skin and made the enormous, too-bright flowers move in a macabre dance.

My pulse thinned, twisting through my veins.

Reyla shifted in the grass beside me, her breathing going ragged before it evened out again.

The grass still felt wrong. Too smooth. Too soft. The scent in the air had changed, too. A cloying scent of roses, deepening into something spicy, though a touch metallic.

It was a dream.

Or not.

My skin twitched where the hand had gripped my ankle, the pressure of its hold lingering like a brand.

A soft whine echoed from nearby.

Farris stood a few feet away, his fur bristled, and his ears pinned back. He stared toward the trees, his dark eyes tracking something.

I sensed whatever lurked there was peering back.

Reyla shifted, groggy, her fingers tracing along my thigh. “Bad dream?” Her voice rasped, thick with sleep. “You jolted awake.”

“I’m alright.” I dragged in a slow breath, tasting the change in the air. The awful feeling still clung to me, seeping into my marrow.

Maybe a dream.

Maybe not.

I wrenched my gaze back to the trees, but I found nothing there.

No one ever leaves whole.

The words echoed in my skull, wrapping around something left there that felt out of place.

And the garden slithered and oozed around us like a living thing.
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“That’s scary?” I said softly. “No one ever leaves whole.” A chill wracked my frame.

“What do you think it meant?”

I scrunched my knees up and wrapped my arms around them. We sat in the grass, and he’d just shared the dream. “Maybe it’s not a warning. Maybe it’s a truth.”

His jaw ticked. “That no one ever leaves whole?”

“That the labyrinth takes something. And if it can’t take, it keeps. Which means…” I couldn’t quite fathom it. “Do you think the labyrinth is running all this and not Prager or King Tallin?”

He shrugged. “I’m not sure but…maybe.”

Ah, yes… “When I was unconscious from my wound, I dreamed.” I frowned. “Or I was sent to a potential court in our future.” One where Lore was dead and our son was alive with his own death looming. I’d told him about it. “A certain wizard knows what we’re facing and what we’re looking for. I figured she’d somehow stolen into my mind. But if…”

His eyes sharpened, and he shoved out a breath. “If this place is alive, it knows everything.”

Our thoughts, dreams, and memories. How sickening.

“Our memories are a powerful weapon, and it’ll keep using them against us. If that’s true, then this,” I flicked my hand to the area around us, “is in charge.”

The labyrinth and not Tallin and Prager. They might have input and maybe they could use magic to send us certain traps, but they may have strolled back to the castle after shoving us inside. Now they were lounging on plush furniture, cackling about all the horrible things the labyrinth must be doing to us.

Interesting to think that Prager and Tallin might not be manipulating this from outside the structure.

“I’m wondering if the labyrinth can only hold what’s living,” he said.

A chill slithered up my spine. Living, but in what way?

I hesitated, the thought nearly an instinct. “What if you saw the Halendor heir in your dream? You mentioned the mark on the forehead that was almost a crown. And Halendor eyes.”

The flicker in his gaze told me he’d thought of it too. “He has to be dead.” Lore shook his head. “He was shoved inside this place about five years ago.”

“He could be trapped like us.”

His mouth pressed into a line. “We all assumed—” He inhaled through his nose.

“But you don’t know for sure.”

“No.”

“You knew him.” It wasn’t a question.

“Well enough to call him a friend.” He studied the ground, speaking softly. “Dorion and I met in secret. We were trying to negotiate a truce between Evergorne and Halendor. The old feud between our courts needed to end, and we both knew it. We planned to reach out to Irridain next. He…”

“What?”

He shook his head. “We didn’t even solidify anything between ourselves. His father threw him into the labyrinth before we could.”

I searched his expression with something twisting through my belly. “This could fit with what the figure said.”

His throat bobbed as he swallowed, and his gaze drifted beyond my shoulder. “Maybe.”

Farris let out a growl, his head snapping toward the trees. His fur bristled down his spine, and his tail spiked out behind him.

An unnatural silence thumped through the garden, giving me the same hair-raising feeling I got before a storm broke, the heaviness of the air pressing down on me, tightening to a chokehold around my throat.

“Things are about to change,” I whispered.

“We’ve been here too long.”

I leaped off the ground and snatched up our clothing from the bushes where we’d draped it to air. I expected damp fabric, yet the leather was bone dry.

A fresh chill scraped across my skin.

“We slept a long time,” I said, my voice dull.

How long?

Lore’s head snapped toward me.

If Prager and Tallin had little control of what went on here, that meant the labyrinth could be manipulating everything, including time. Dread unfurled in my gut. When we were shoved inside, we only had fourteen days left to find the two talismans.

Lore smoothed his fingertip across my arm wound that was well-scabbed over, and I could see the same realization appear in his eyes. Days had passed, but how many?

We might have close to two weeks left or we might not.

I tossed Lore his leathers, urgency making my movements sharp. He caught them without a word, and we dressed quickly, packing our things in our bags. The tension in his shoulders told me he felt it too, that shift in the atmosphere, as if an unseen menace was coiling around us.

Farris paced, letting out another warning rumble. He kept staring toward the woods where darkness shifted between the red-bark trees.

Lore flung his bag onto his back and adjusted the straps, his muscles coiled. With his knife in his hand, he must be expecting a fight.

“Where next?” I asked, my pulse stumbling around inside me.

When he met my gaze, dismay passed through his eyes. “I feel like we’ve been driven from the moment we stepped inside this place, and I don’t like it. I also feel like soon, everything’s going to collapse.”

A hollow feeling wrenched up my throat.

The bloody trees shivered. No wind. Nothing moving among them. They began to bleed, gushing slick redness down their trunks. Splattering on the ground. The garden hummed, a low vibration echoing through the ground itself.

Farris barked, his gaze fixed on the water.

The pool changed, the surface rippling. Darkening. Then spiraling open in the middle.

A stone path surfaced from beneath the water, slick and uneven, leading down into a narrow channel. The moment it exposed itself, air gusted, whipping from behind, driving us toward the pool.

Farris lowered his head, his ears pressing flat. His nose twitched as he stepped closer, sniffing the path. A single paw pressed onto the first stone, and his body went rigid. A deep, guttural whine jerked up his throat before he stepped back, his fur spiking high.

I tried to swallow the lump in my throat, but it refused to go down.

A thin wail sliced through the trees. Then another. And another. The garden erupted in screams.

Lore’s gaze snapped to meet mine. I barely had time to register the movement in the trees before faceless figures emerged, slipping between the slick red trunks. They lurched our way.

Already moving, Lore grabbed my hand, dragging me toward the water-slick path descending into the middle of the pond.

Farris howled but ran with us.

The first stone shuddered beneath my foot like it was alive.

With the second step, the world behind us blurred.

By the third, the garden had disappeared.

The descent stole the warmth from my skin. The stone passage stretched ahead of us. It should’ve been damp, but the ground crunched dryly beneath my boots, without even a trace of moisture in the cracks.

Air pressed in, dense and suffocating. The walls pulsed in an eerie rhythm, as though something was growing beneath the surface, struggling to break free.

Farris paced ahead, and Lore moved at my side, his shoulders tense, his head angled like he was listening for something I still couldn’t hear.

It was too quiet, and that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention.

“We’re being watched,” I whispered, my voice carrying through the corridor farther than I liked.

“We didn’t choose to enter this place. It let us in.”

I didn’t like that. Not one bit. But I agreed with him.

A tortured breath echoed around us, deep and rasping. The passage behind us exhaled and wind rushed past us, smelling like something ancient.

Thick footsteps thudded behind us.

Cold washed over me in a flash. My breath whooshed from me in a white puff, the frigid air biting into my exposed skin.

Lore reacted before I could, his fingers tightening around mine as he pulled me forward, passing Farris.

The nyxin’s gaze went wild, and he let out a low whine, his muscles bunching as he glared at the area behind us.

“Stay with us,” I cried out to him.

With a shrill bark, he scrambled to keep up, his tail tucked between his legs.

Our follower didn’t rush. They slowly kept pace, each step timed to ours. A predator that knew its prey had nowhere else to go.

My heart slammed against my ribs. Pressure built in my chest, my every instinct screaming at me to move and move fast.

The corridor funneled us downward, the walls warping, shifting along with us. Out of the corner of my eyes, the stone blurred, and each step jarred through my teeth as we fled. Sticky fear and desperation coated my lungs.

A voice rasped around us. Run.

We bolted.

Ahead, the corridor narrowed, the way beyond dimming to a faint glow. A silver seam cut through the darkness. A doorway? The closer we got, the more our chaser pressed against us from behind.

Lore gritted his teeth. “Almost⁠—”

A growl echoed around us.

Shadows at our sides twisted, coiling into the shape of monstrous things. Silence stretched, thick enough to taste. My scalp crawled. The thing behind us began to take shape, sinking into the world like limbs clawing through fabric, stretching, testing how much reality would allow before it tore through.

A wave of cold burst through the tunnel. Ice laced the breath leaving my mouth.

Lore’s grip tightened around mine. I matched his pace, my boots skimming over the uneven ground. Farris ran ahead, only pausing until we caught up.

The thing behind us didn’t charge. It didn’t lunge or shriek. It followed like it had plenty of time, like it could afford to be patient. Its presence lapped at the back of my mind like a tide dragging pebbles out to watery depths, taking tiny pieces of me along with it.

A mass of shadows unfolded from it, stretching along the walls. I knew shadows—or I was starting to. These didn’t feel like any I’d worked with before.

As they slithered along the walls, the stone vibrated, dark ripples swelling across the surface as if a horrifying thing underneath was spreading its wings.

We ran harder, the tunnel widening into something vast. Darkness consumed the world.

We came to a halt at the silvery door we’d seen from far back, and peered around, seeking escape. Nowhere to go. Nowhere to hide.

Lore braced his hands on the stone surface.

“We need to find a way through,” he growled, shoving.

A silver rune burned to life beneath his palms, deep grooves twisting through the door.

Behind us, heavy breathing rattled. The rumbling snarl that followed raked through my bones.

Farris whined. He pivoted behind us, his hair standing on end and his lips peeling back from his fangs. A low growl clawed up his throat, followed by shrill barks.

I grabbed his ruff before he could bolt toward whatever had stopped in the darkness. Out of view. Watching. The shifting mass blurred, its shape flickering between that of a formless shadow and something worse.

It started pacing forward, one lumbering step at a time.

As it hit the murky light, spines unfurled across its back. A snap of movement, and limbs contorted low to the ground, claw-tipped and bent in unnatural places. Two hollow slits that could be called eyes locked on us standing by the door.

Not, wait. Not us. Lore.

My breath ground to a halt.

Whatever it had been before, I’d bet anything it recognized something in him now. Something it wanted. Or maybe something it had been waiting for, though I didn’t know why I believed this all the way to my soul.

It wanted my husband.

While Lore traced the rune with his fingers, I swore it hesitated. His lips parted and the strain in his jaw told me he might be able to read it. His hand flattened against it and the silver blazed, making his face glow.

“Lore,” my voice came out strangled.

He swallowed before whispering, “Beneath pale light where sorrows wane, a vow was sworn in blood and flame. Yet trust once sealed will break and sever, unless true hearts restore forever.” His expression shuttered, his eyes darkening with amazement tinged with horror.

I swallowed hard. “That sounds like the poem I read in Ember’s Shadow.” I cleared my throat and spit it out fast, my spine twitching. There wasn’t much time. How long before that thing attacked?

“Beneath the crescent’s trembling glow,” I said softly. “Where rivers twist, and shadows flow. A pledge of twin-born hearts was cast, weaving a bond too vast to grasp.” He shot me a long look, but I kept going. “The elder scales, the crown’s first claim, together bled, bound flame to name. Through kin of sky and earth combined, a kingdom renewed. A fate aligned.” I picked up speed, nearly shouting the rest. “With hearts betrayed by fractured trust, what once was whole, now turns to dust. The path unclear, yet calls to dare, a chosen bond will lead you there.”

I’d bet anything this all tied together—but how?

His gaze snapped to meet mine, sharper now. “The little dagger the Halendor librarian sent you. Do you still have it?”

Silver with a blood-red stone in the hilt. Light enough to forget it was there. But its presence had never faded, not really.

I slipped it from my pack and handed it to him.

The air around us shuddered.

The beast stepped back, letting the shadows eclipse it. Not forward. Back. But I suspected it wasn’t leaving, just hiding in the dark, watching.

Lore slid the blade from the soft pouch onto his open palm. He sucked in a breath, and his knuckles whitened as he gripped the hilt. An odd feeling stirred in the air around us, as if the magic here knew him.

His gaze remained on mine, but the rune on the door brightened. “It wants something from me.”

Frowning, he read the rune again. His jaw tightened, and a tic appeared in his brow. With a jerk of his hand, he sliced the blade’s edge across his palm. Blood welled. Trickled down his hand. But rather than dropping to the floor, it shot out, toward the door.

It struck the flat surface.

Farris whined and backed against my shins, his tail tucking between his legs.

The rune on the door flared so bright, I had to shield my eyes. Silver, then red, then blackness darker than the labyrinth, older than the walls that surrounded us. A new rune appeared on the door and Lore pressed his palm against it. His eyes closed and his lips moved as he read in a language I couldn’t understand.

The air shifted.

A hiss rang out behind us, and I spun, catching the beast lowering its head.

Lore’s whisper threaded through the air, louder this time. Wrapping its cold fingers around my bones. “The bond was lost, yet the blood remains.”

He didn’t move. His wound still seeped, some trickling through the air to the door again, smearing itself across the surface, while a few drops plopped onto the stone at our feet.

The door shimmered and disappeared, leaving a dark gap.

Turning, Lore peered back.

The beast remained in the muted light, a hulking, monstrous thing.

Lore held the creature’s gaze for a long, long time.

And it changed. The wild, maddened hunger in the creature’s eyes calmed and a shiver went through it, reforming it into… I couldn’t quite tell.

Lore didn’t look away. Blood streaked his fingers, and he still gripped the dagger.

The creature’s eyes flickered toward the cut on Lore’s palm, and a shudder rippled through its massive body, its scales shifting like fractured obsidian beneath the layer of shadows clinging to it.

It recognized something in Lore, though I wasn’t sure what.

Lore’s gaze darted to me. “We need to go.”

The creature stayed where it was, its limbs formed into something new.

I tightened my grip on Farris’s fur and took him with me as Lore pushed through the threshold and a distance beyond.

I peered back, catching a final glimpse of the creature. It had moved closer, though it had stopped again. It watched us, standing above the burning glow of Lore’s blood speckling the floor.

A dragon—or something looking very much like one, only still twisted.

Caught up in a curse like us? I wasn’t sure why I believed that was the case, but the realization throbbed through me.

“Halendor killed most of Evergorne’s dragons,” I said.

“Poisoned the eggs.” Lore’s gaze shot to the creature. “Do you think…” He scratched the back of his neck. “It can’t be. Can it?”

As the walls groaned and sealed the opening shut, I swore the beast lowered its head in a bow.

I slumped against a stone wall, unable to process what I’d seen or what it might mean for us.

Or for Lore.

“This…” Lore shook his head.

Turning, I found myself in yet another rocky corridor with dirt under my boots.

Lore’s hand opened and closed at his side, his palm a brilliant red. He hadn’t wiped the blood away. Shucking my pack, I pawed through what I’d brought, dragging out a clean piece of cloth I used to bind the cut.

“Why didn’t it attack?” I kept my voice low.

“I think it recognized us.” His throat bobbed before he sucked in a long breath. “It bowed. I don’t think it even understood why, but it did it anyway.”

The words from the rune hummed in my mind, and I repeated them aloud. “Beneath pale light where sorrows wane, a vow was sworn in blood and flame. Yet trust once sealed will break and sever, unless true hearts restore forever.” And part of the poem from Ember’s Shadow that seemed to match. “A pledge of twin-born hearts was cast. Together bled, bound flame to name.” I smacked my forehead. “Blood. You bled, and the beast bowed.” A shudder rippled down my spine.

This wasn’t close to over, though I wasn’t sure what we’d started.

Lore still held the small knife. It caught what little light reached this stone-walled space. A fine line of red coated the edge of the blade, and the dark red stone set in the hilt throbbed before winking out.

I swallowed. “I think the poem is an instruction.”

Farris let out a whine at my side, his head low, his ears pinned back. He stared at the door, not the dark passage ahead. I scratched his head to reassure him. Or myself. Both of us, probably.

Lore finally wiped the blade clean on his thigh before handing it to me. “We’re not done with it yet.”

I slid it into the velvet pouch holding the key and cinched it closed, tucking it back into my bag. “We’re not.”

I could feel the labyrinth’s hidden eyes scraping across my skin. Not Prager or Tallin. I knew this in my heart.

It was watching.

It had been since we first stepped inside.

And so, it seemed, was whatever might remain of Evergorne’s dragons.

We stepped forward and the world blurred.

Farris yelped and Lore bellowed something I couldn’t make out.

I was sucked away into…
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Iblinked, and my breath got caught in my throat.

I stood inside the tower room at Evergorne, where I’d trained with Lorant.

Odd, but not that unusual.

The warmth of the room wrapped around me like a thick blanket, but unease kept scraping across my mind. Though they moved freely, my arms felt bound to my sides. Trapped. There was something odd about the soft colors on the walls. The lace curtains swaying in the breeze gliding in through the open windows. Nothing was right.

But it had to be.

It felt like home.

The air smelled floral, a soothing, familiar scent, but important parts were missing.

Lore. Farris.

My heart pounded as I turned in place, searching for them.

Not here, but where?

It was only when I glanced down that I realized I wore a dark dress with mourning stripes, not my usual leathers. No weapons, either.

Cold, crushing weight sank into my bones, and I staggered, only righting myself when I snapped my hand out, smacking it against the stone wall. The floral scent turned foul, choking my lungs, and nausea churned through my belly. The world dulled, sound and light gobbled up by my rising panic.

Lore. Was. Dead. I wasn’t sure how I knew it. Maybe the absence of his warmth on my soul. The utter quiet surrounding me.

“It’s a twist of my mind,” I snarled. “He’s not dead.”

Damn labyrinth had sucked me into another test.

Are you sure?

The whisper swirled through the room, making the curtains shiver.

“Fuck you.”

Stepping away from the wall, I took in my surroundings, noting subtle differences. The floor had been covered with a patterned rug in dark blue and green. I strode over to the right, my skirts swishing around my ankles, and yanked back the rug. The “R” I’d inadvertently carved into the floor with my lightning magic still remained.

No L.

No heart.

Because he’s dead.

The awful, insidious voice was crawling across my skin.

Light bloomed near the left side of the room, revealing a crib, its wooden frame gleaming. A rocking chair sat beside it, near the tall window where Lorant and I had climbed out to perch on the roof. A thick throw blanket had been tossed over the back. The room felt safe, peaceful, like a place meant for love and warmth.

But dread slithered through my veins.

A soft sound came from the crib. A coo. A sigh.

A baby? To anyone else, the sound would be considered sweet, innocent. It should’ve made me smile. Instead, it sent a sharp pang through my chest. A truly unbearable thing had happened.

A voice broke the quiet, and I jumped.

“I’m terribly sorry his father isn’t here to see him.”

I spun to find Lord Briscalar standing beside me, his face solemn. As usual, he was dressed in a dark tunic with ruffles around his cuffs and collar. Profound grief and pity filled his eyes.

“Such a delightful son, though,” he said. “King Lorick would be incredibly proud.”

The world tilted.

King Lorick.

I hadn’t saved him.

Lore was dead.

He is, the voice sighed in my ear.

“No,” I snapped.

“Excuse me, my queen?” the lord asked, frowning my way. Without waiting for a reply, he strode closer to the crib, stopping to peer down at…

My son. Lore’s son.

Your doomed child. The whisper crept through the room, filling every corner with sly knowing. It spiked through my skull, drowning me in its depths. I knew that voice. Knew what it wanted.

My soul. My mind. Everything that made me the person I was now.

Lore and I had suspected the labyrinth was more than walls and magic. It thought. It watched. And now, it spoke. Not Prager. Not Tallin. This magical…thing.

Your time is almost up. In three days, your beloved Lore will turn thirty. You won’t make it through the labyrinth.

A taunt. A push to make me give in to the pain wrenching through my chest.

“Won’t make it through you, you mean,” I snarled, refusing to give it the satisfaction of doubt. It was the true enemy, shaping everything to its will.

Discovered that, did you?

And there was the confirmation we needed. It was easier to fight an enemy if you could see them coming, and I recognized this one now.

The silence that followed was almost worse than the voice itself. Was it surprised we’d guessed or simply calculating its next move? I held my breath, waiting.

My skin crawled.

Your child is here. A strong boy. Cursed like his father unless you act now.

Flames seared through my guts.

The words made sense. Again, it was offering a torturous choice. Doubt tangled in my chest. Was this a real vision of my future? Some fae could foretell. Perhaps the labyrinth could too.

I didn’t even know if I was carrying a child. I hadn’t let myself wonder. But the elder had stared into me like she could see everything. “A long and prosperous life awaits you, Queen Reyla,” she’d said in her sing-song voice. “And the child you will soon carry.”

When she’d spoken, I couldn’t have been pregnant. Now it was a very real possibility. Lore and I had been together long enough.

“A son to take his place like all others or a daughter of change,” the elder had added.

My fingers trembled as I pressed them against my belly. Was our child there?

In the crib, the baby cooed and lifted his tiny hand into the air. Small, perfect fingers grasped at nothing.

I could not breathe.

That was our child. A tiny fragment of Lore left in this world. But just as cursed. Just as doomed.

I staggered forward, reaching out before I could stop myself, only now realizing Lord Briscalar was gone, stolen after he’d finished his role in this heart-wrenching game. My mind screamed that this was not real, that this infant was something I couldn’t touch. But the awful, crafty labyrinth was watching. Grinning with horrifying glee.

Because I couldn’t keep myself from moving forward.

Just one look, and I’d turn away. I would not allow this wretched thing to play with my mind.

You can save him, but great magic has a price.

My swallow would not go down. Of course, there was always a price.

I could almost feel the labyrinth’s cold fingers tracing my face, continuing across my throat, as if it was trying to read me. As if it was considering what to take from me next.

Your voice. Your vision. Your ability to write.

“What?” I yelped.

It carved words into my soul. You will never speak with Lore again or be able to communicate with him in any way. Never see his face. Not for his three days remaining.

A shudder ripped through me.

But your son will be free, it purred. Untouched by Prager’s curse.

Tears burned in my eyes. A spasm wracked my frame.

You will return to the fortress of your childhood, stripped of magic. No longer high fae. Nothing but a nullen. Except you’ll also be blind. Silent. Unable to write or speak your thoughts. Slowly going out of your mind.

Needle-sharp fingers gouged at my bones. Not just blind. Erased. Not just silent. Forgotten. Everyone I loved would be wrenched from my arms. My tongue now lay dead in my mouth, as if it already knew I'd never speak his name, never soothe him, never call for Lore in the dark.

“Fuck you,” I growled. Time to ignore it. I would close my eyes and start humming to block out its voice. Refuse to give it an answer.

You will beg for food. For shelter. For survival.

I pinched my eyes closed. Hummed.

Its voice rose above my attempt to block it out. You will never hold your child. Never know him. Never be part of his future.

I sucked in a shaky gasp, my hands shaking so badly I had to press them against my sides.

Lose everything. Lose Lore. Lose myself?

A soft whimper split the silence.

My breath snagged in my chest, and I started walking toward the crib again, my legs carrying me forward all on their own. Even though dread gouged between my ribs like a blade. Even though I knew this wasn’t real. I could not resist.

One look. A glimpse before I stepped away.

The moment I peered over the wooden rail, my heart stopped.

Wide green eyes blinked up at me—his eyes. Lore’s unmistakable gaze, staring at me from a tiny face that carried traces of my own features. Dark brown tufts of hair stuck up from his head in loose curls. His small hands fumbled in the air, reaching...

For me.

My lips trembled, and my eyes smarted with tears.

He smiled, a simple, innocent thing, but it tore me apart because he knew me.

His face reddened, and he kicked his legs, his shrill cry jerking through the room, startling me.

My knees shook, and I reached down before I could hold myself back, touching his small, warm body. Grasping around him, supporting his head with my palm. The moment I lifted and held him, he melted into me, snuggling into my neck, his tiny weight landing over my heart.

He stopped fussing.

His scent of soft linen and myself filled my lungs. I buried my face against his small head, not just smelling him, but needing to inhale deep enough to trap the scent inside me forever. I slid my fingertips along the curve of his arms, the soft tendrils of hair at his nape. Memorizing him. If I couldn’t have a lifetime, then I would take this second and carve it into my soul even if it would never be enough.

Lore’s child. Ours.

I clutched him tighter, curling my body around his. Protecting him. His hands waved in the air, and he tried to grasp my hair. He cooed, and the sound cut through my chest, wounding deep. Impossible to stitch closed. I was cracking apart.

He was warm and perfect. For however long this moment lasted, I existed for him.

And if I chose this bargain, I would never hold him again. See him again.

The knowledge burned through me, and my throat closed around the pain. The weight of time compressed my lungs, suffocating me.

Three days. The labyrinth’s snide voice twisted through my mind. You know how close it is now. He’s dying already. You have no time left.

My chest ached, and I rocked back and forth, the motion soothing my son, though it did nothing to hold back the storm roaring through me.

Everyone died in the labyrinth. No one escaped. They’d traded one suffering for another until they gave up or were swallowed alive. It had broken them, hissing in their ears until they became desperate, selfish, or lost in their fear.

Had the labyrinth ever faced someone like me, a woman who hadn’t been born believing she was fae? I’d fought, bled, and struggled to survive long before I ever experimented with magic or worn a crown. I’d been a dragon trainer, a fighter, long before I came to this land and let the elder and Merrick place a crown on my head. I’d defended villages under attack. Risked my life for those I loved.

I hadn’t changed. Not really.

Dropping down into the rocking chair, I cradled my son. He fit perfectly in the crook of my arms, tiny but so full of life. I stroked his soft cheek, and he blinked up at me.

A lump expanded in my throat.

If I agreed, he’d never know me. He’d never hear my voice, never feel my hands steady on his when he learned to walk, to hold a blade, or to run with Farris. He’d never find me waiting for him when he needed shelter from the world.

The labyrinth purred, feeding off my despair. He’ll split at seventeen, just like his father. He’ll wonder if anyone will ever love him for his kindness or his ruthlessness. At thirty, he’ll die like all the Evergorne kings before him. But you’ll be alive, Reyla. You’ll know you can’t do a thing to stop it. The curse won’t allow you to tell him. Like everyone else at this court, you’ll be swept up in it. Blunted by it. Confused and unable to shout out what he must do.

Not only that, but he also wouldn’t have his father to help him like Lore had. Our son would be starting over, trying to figure this out, unable to make sense of it all.

He’d search for a mother that should've been there. He'd grow up with my absence part of his everyday life, something missing but rarely named. He’d look for me in a crowd, never knowing why no one pulled him into their arms, smelled his hair, whispered that they loved him.

Like I loved him already.

A shiver ran through me. It was too much. Too cruel.

I gritted my teeth, pulling my son closer, my pulse banging in my ears with fury.

Darkness gobbled up the world. Gobbled up me.

It collapsed in on itself like a star devouring space. The loss of vision made my balance tilt sideways. My knees shook. My arms spasmed. Terror boiled through my gut. There was no horizon. No up or down. Only endless, clawing absence.

The labyrinth stole the world from me piece by piece until all that remained was the thrum of my too fast pulse in my ears. I turned my head, searching, gasping, but harsh, guttural cries didn't exist here, because they’d been stolen as well. My body spiraled into itself, drowned by the unbeing.

But I could still feel my son, warm in my arms, his little hand clutching my hair.

I tried to cry out, but no sound came out. My throat convulsed, pushing for something, anything, but nothing came. The silence felt tighter than skin, sealing around me in a sentient way that made horror bolt through me.

I was trapped in the suffocating blackness, in a silence so complete it made my head pound. That same silence shoved its way inside me. It crawled into my skull, turning viscous, filling every gap where my thoughts should be. The absence was so dense it throbbed, beating like a second, awful heart, trying to replace the one my body still stubbornly held onto.

My mouth filled with bile.

Was this what it would feel like every waking moment—blind, silent, incapable of reaching for the people who mattered most?

My fingers twitched. I knew my son was still in my arms, but I couldn’t see him.

I had nothing.

Light bloomed, and the room rushed back into focus, slamming into me in a drowning wave. I sucked in air and spit it back out. Every ragged breath shook my body.

My son reached up, his soft hand nudging my chin. His touch shattered what little resistance I had left.

I stared down at the child in my arms, my heart breaking open. He was mine. Lore’s. And somehow, in the space of a few moments, I already loved him with all I had in me. Tears burned in my eyes, and I kissed his soft curls. He smelled like warmth, like safety, like hope. Like Lore.

The labyrinth whispered again, its voice drifting through the air like tainted mist. You will never see him again. Never hear his laughter. Never feel his hand in yours.

Truly terrifying.

I swallowed hard. My hands trembled. The walls of this wretched place sinking in. Cold and suffocating.

Will you accept your own doom or keep your sight, your voice, and have the chance to protect your son?

Lore would be dead no matter what. I knew this in my heart.

Truly, there was only one answer.

I lifted my chin and glared. “Take my sight. Take my voice. Take my future—but free our son.”

Silence greeted my words.

My son faded from my arms. First his warmth, then his tiny hands gripping at my hair. The ghost of his scent clung to my skin, but I could feel it thinning, vanishing. The warmth he left behind clung to me for one final, agonizing moment, like a hand still pressed against my skin before lifting away. His heat leached from my clothes, and my arms emptied, aching to hold what had been stolen.

I held nothing, not even air.

I opened my mouth to scream, to call his name, but there was no name for what had been taken.

The nursery rocked. A crack split the air in a lightning strike without sound. The walls buckled, the curtains shredding to nothing. The floor dissolved.

For one agonizing heartbeat, I was falling⁠—

Then I stood.

On nothing. No floor beneath my feet. No sky above me. No wind buffeting my body. Just a vast, endless, misty-gray void stretching in all directions.

The soft cooing of my child was gone. The walls of the tower, the cradle, my son’s sweet form.

What had I done?

How? The whisper slithered around me. Poking. Prodding. I sensed… uncertainty. Confusion.

I did not answer.

Why did you accept? The voice had changed, becoming thinner, fraying at the seams. No one else ever has.

Ah, it didn’t understand.

“My love is not measured by what I cling to, but by what I give,” I told the void.

But… You would doom yourself to blindness, to silence, to the existence of nothing.

It still didn’t understand.

I let out a breath. There was nothing to face, nothing to see but endless mist stretching around me. “All this time and all these people you’ve destroyed, and you still haven’t figured it out,” I marveled. “Love doesn’t fade, even if it goes unseen, unheard, or unwritten.”

The labyrinth recoiled, its very essence snapping away from me.

Running.

This was not how it was meant to go. Mine was not the response it expected.

Wind howled through the emptiness as if it was trying to erase me, to wipe away the truth I had given it, one it couldn’t comprehend.

“You think power gives survival. That greed and self-interest show strength. You’re wrong.” I took a step forward, into the nothingness, no longer afraid. “True strength comes from love. True power lies in sacrifice.”

The air screamed with a noise that didn’t belong to this world. Everything cracked. The space I now stood in rippled and fractured like shattered ice.

I’d won this round.

The bargain had never been real. This place had no power to enforce it. But if I’d chosen the selfish choice, I suspected I’d be dead now.

The final illusion shattered around me, blown away, leaving nothing behind but a stone corridor and a single arched door standing at the end.

OceanofPDF.com


23


LORE
[image: ]


Ablink, and I was stolen.

The walls thumped around me like a living thing, breathing in slow, twisting patterns. Shadows stretched across the stone, slithering, their clawed hands reaching for me.

Reyla was gone. One moment she was there, close enough to touch, and the next, the maze had devoured her.

“Reyla?” I bellowed.

She did not reply.

Another test then, another torturous game thrust at me by what might be an entity all on its own, if our guess was true.

I would track down my wife.

I would not let this…thing win.

Sucking in a slow breath, I released it. I tried to center myself, brace myself for whatever was coming. My body ached from what we’d been through so far, from helping keep Reyla safe through that torturous night, but my mind was clear. One way or another, the labyrinth would have what it wanted from me. I could use my head to find my way through it, or I could stress and let it consume me.

You can end this. The voice slid through my mind, around me. Echoing in the stone corridor where I stood.

“Oh, yeah?” I asked with a snort. “How are you going to make that possible?”

It paused, and I’d bet anything it was thinking about my answer, trying to see how it could manipulate me into whatever decision it hoped I’d make. Because with everything inside this torturous place, it came down to a choice.

Reyla will step into the life that was always meant to be hers.

Said so smoothly. Practiced even. But many had been tossed inside this place. None had emerged on the other side. It knew psyche more than almost anything.

She will rule, free from suffering, untouched by sorrow. No curse. No nightmares. No memory of you.

Yeah, Reyla wouldn’t like that. If nothing else, I was certain of her love.

Still, the words slithered through my mind like vines climbing a crumbling wall. Trying to tempt me. It knew I loved her, that I’d willingly die to see her safe.

And it would try to use that love against me.

Mist dumped off the walls and drifted around me, coating me in its silver lure, shifting as if it held something amazing below its surface. Like a veil pulling back, the mist twisted into an image clear enough it could’ve been real.

Evergorne’s throne room stretched around me, its high ceilings gleaming in the golden light. Reyla sat on her throne on the dais, the family crown on her head. The weight she’d carried in the labyrinth, her fear, exhaustion, and grief, didn’t appear to touch her now. This woman was radiant. Powerful. At peace.

Kinart sat on my throne beside her.

I’d never met him, but she’d described him well. And here he was now, whole, alive, and looking at her like nothing in the world mattered more than her. He wore my crown on his head, yet it looked right on him. As if it had always belonged there.

Lords and ladies sitting in their seats along both sides of the aisle where I stood erupted into cheers, their enthusiasm for this stunning couple pointing to my failure. They’d succeeded where I—with Reyla—had not.

There was no place for sorrow here because there was no place for me.

The sadness of it all sat heavy on my chest. Reyla smiled at him, at the court, with her whole self. I didn’t sense even a bit of hesitation or pain. It was a smile that said she’d never known me.

She will not grieve you. The labyrinth slid its evil voice into my ears, below my skin, and spiked it through my bones. Here and now, you never existed. She doesn’t carry your loss like a wound. She won’t wake up at night wondering what could’ve been. No space in her heart will ache for you like it does now.

I swallowed hard, my pulse roaring up into my throat.

She will be happy.

With Kinart. I wasn’t jealous of him. How could I be? He’d always been her first love, the one fate wrenched away before they had a chance. If my life, whatever remained of it, could give that back to her, how could I refuse?

But I suspected the labyrinth wasn’t testing my jealousy. It was testing my resolve. It was showing me exactly how deeply I could be erased.

I’d never resented the memories of him she treasured. What right did I have to deny this opportunity to bring him back? If this would bring her joy, I couldn’t stand in the way.

But the labyrinth knew exactly how to twist the knife. It wanted to see how deep its blade could go.

I kept my expression still. Let it think I was considering.

All it will take is you. Its hideous words pounded like a heartbeat in my skull.

What would I have to give to see this come true?

Sacrifice yourself to the labyrinth. Give all you are, and you will be absorbed.

“Explain absorb,” I growled.

I couldn’t believe I was even considering this, taking it seriously. Lose the love of my life?

You will merge with the labyrinth.

“That doesn’t sound fun.” At least I was holding onto my humor, though I doubted this entity could understand.

Feed us what we need.

Ah, so there it was. “What might that be?”

“Yourself.”

“It’s a nice offer, but I’ve already got a job.” I bowed, my arm sweeping out, sliding through the high lord standing nearby who, like everything else here, was an illusion. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Lorick, King of Evergorne Court and Queen Reyla’s doting husband.” Very doting. I’d kill for her. Die for her. Sacrifice anything for her.

And the labyrinth knew it.

Reyla will be free, never tormented again, never remembering who you are. Imagine the life she could live without the turmoil you bring merely by existing.

“Hey, I’m a decent man. I don’t exactly torment her.” I huffed out a laugh, but it tasted bitter. “I take that back. In bed, I sure do torment her, but she loves it. Ask her. She’ll tell you it’s true.”

Your consciousness will be reshaped, your desires twisted, until you delight in tormenting victims, which those who send souls to this fate do.

“Sounds nasty, actually. Why in the world would anyone accept a bargain like that?”

The walls around me shuddered.

I bit back my grin.

Give yourself to me, and I will set her free. Imagine how wonderful her life could be without you.

I ground my nails into my palms. It wasn’t my death the labyrinth wanted. If I died for her, I’d be me in my final moments, still Lore, the man who loved her. But I doubted the labyrinth would offer oblivion. It would savor a slow erosion of everything I was, until there was nothing left to swallow.

At first, I would remember why I’d done it. I’d believe it was right. But time would stretch, pulling the last shreds of myself away, unraveling everything that made me who I was. Thought by thought, piece by piece, until there was nothing left of me at all.

I’d no longer care about Reyla being free, because one day, I’d forget my wildfire had existed.

My heartbeat pounded in my ears.

Isn’t her happiness and safety all you’ve ever wanted?

It was. I’d shown it. Proven it at least ten times already. The words tried to shove me onto the stone floor. Tried to break me. The labyrinth thought it had already won.

“Why me?”

You have what I need.

“What’s that?”

Silence echoed around me.

Look at her, happy on the throne with him beside her. She doesn’t miss you at all.

Perhaps it was trying to make me jealous. It may thrive on emotions. Anger. Jealousy. Fear.

It must expect me to hesitate, then collapse under the weight of this choice. But it had made a mistake. It thought I would fight to preserve myself, thought I would cling to who I was to avoid vanishing into the stone and shadows of this place.

But I refused to fight out of fear. I would not run from fate.

The labyrinth waited, expectant, ready to claim me, to twist me into something unrecognizable. It knew it had tempted me to the point that I’d give in and allow it to absorb me.

What it needed, my ass. It would control me, suck me dry until there was only a husk left, and then it would snack on what was left for breakfast. I could feel its hunger wrapping around me, eager to pull me into its treacherous embrace.

As I stood in the aisle of the throne room I might never see again, I watched Reyla and Kinart on their thrones. She smiled at him, and he took her hand, linking their fingers and kissing the back like I used to do.

She was happy, whole, unburdened.

A gut wrenching, tiny thing shifted inside me.

The labyrinth expected torment. It wanted grief, agony, and despair. Jealousy too. It wanted me to fight until I had nothing left so it could break me.

Absorb all I was and all I would ever be.

But what if I didn’t allow that to happen?

The love she’d stitched into my being was strong. It could not be torn or erased. It was embedded in my very marrow, inseparable from the man I'd become. She'd made herself part of me in ways the labyrinth could never imagine. A labyrinth might shift, reshape, bend its walls to mold me into something unrecognizable, but it could not unwind Reyla from my bones. No force in existence could.

I willed my heart to steady. My breathing to even out. Sure, I was afraid. I wasn’t reckless. No, I was ruthless according to the woman I loved.

I was not afraid of losing myself because Reyla had made me whole.

The thought dropped into my mind like a stone on glass, shooting splinters outward. I resisted the feral grin twitching at the corners of my mouth.

By the fates, Reyla was beautiful here. But it wasn’t her sunlit hair or the shape of her eyes or her cheeks, nor her battle-hardened body that shouted how lovely she was. It was everything inside this woman I adored. Her tenderness. Her ability to see through whatever façade I slammed up to the man I hid beneath. Her willingness to give everything she had to ensure that others lived and were free.

Even the trembles she abhorred only showed how strong this woman truly was.

To think someone like her actually loved me. Even if I died this instant, I felt full. I couldn’t have been loved by anyone better than her.

I suspected the labyrinth didn’t know how to handle defiance when it wasn’t rooted in suffering or fear. It expected me to plead, to bargain. Or whimper and crumble.

I dropped to one knee.

A shudder coursed through the air, the labyrinth tightening in anticipation. Its excitement snaked around me like a living thing.

Yes.

I felt its greedy fingers stretching out to me.

And I submitted. I bowed my head, not in defeat, but in acceptance.

My skin prickled as the first threads of this place brushed against me, swirling along my arms, ghosting over my face.

It was ready to consume me.

But I was ready, too. I lifted my head and smiled.

For the first time, the presence around me hesitated. I let it feel my willingness, not the broken, crumbling kind it had anticipated, but something more dangerous. Something I suspected it wouldn’t know how to counter.

I wasn’t shattered. I wasn’t falling apart. I was stepping forward with the love for my wildfire in my heart.

It recoiled, shifting uncertainly.

“Yes. Take me. Do it,” I hissed.

The dark tendrils flinched. I bet it had never hesitated before, never paused when it had its victim exactly where it wanted them.

It had not prepared itself for me.

The labyrinth throbbed again, a writhing force in the air. You will not remember who or what you are. It was trying to threaten me with the horrors I’d soon face. To make me feel fear. You will be molded into something you hate.

“Yes, yes, I get it. Can we get on with it, please?”

You will trap others and⁠—

“Like those plants that lure in flies and then snap closed to slowly digest the living thing?”

I felt it pause, processing what I’d said.

How many had mocked it? Probably a few, though I suspected they didn’t mock for long. They gave in because they didn’t have anything worth living for.

Well, I was dying. Quickly, and my end loomed within days.

But the love I felt for my wildfire would live on even if I had no body left to feel it. My all-consuming love for her couldn’t be wiped away or tossed aside as if it had no meaning.

She was my fated mate. My true and only one. And even when the stars had all fallen and the world was nothing but ashes, the flame of my love for her would still flicker.

“This I vow,” I whispered.

You will trap others and feel their exquisite torture. You will guide, lure, and break them. Make them suffer.

“That’s what you do, never me.”

It expected me to break, to weep, to claw for survival. But I wasn’t giving it that. No, I was offering myself on my own terms.

And it had no idea what to do now.

I tilted my head back and stared around. I let my love for Reyla burn through me, bright and untamed. I didn’t fight. I didn’t resist. I welcomed the labyrinth into my heart like an old friend.

The darkness snapped tighter, the walls creaking. The entire place was tensing in confusion. This is not suffering.

“That it isn’t,” I said.

You don’t fear. You don’t ache.

I could feel it poking at my mind, searching for fractures, trying to find something raw to dig its claws into like it had with all the others. I gave it nothing.

They all fought with fear. I could see that now. That was why they lost. That was why none had escaped. They thought refusing to submit was the way forward. But submission wasn’t the prison. Fear was.

I smiled again. “I’m not afraid. Any pain I feel is for her. Not because of this.”

The air thickened, the mist swirling around me. The throne room flickered, the solid image breaking up.

I let the warmth inside me rise, radiating outward, like light shoving aside the darkness. My body hummed with something deep and immovable.

“I will not be remade,” I cried out. “I will not forget Reyla. It’s not possible.” I stared at the labyrinth itself, as if it had form, had shape, and a mind that could hear me. Maybe it did. “But if you insist on taking me, you’ll take all of me. Including my love for my wife.”

A tremor rolled through the walls, the very foundation of the labyrinth quaking.

I let my love flow, let it pour into the air around me. I pushed all of it against the labyrinth’s waiting tendrils.

Love was not fragile. Love did not cower. It was the sharpest blade in existence, and I would wield it in my heart forever. It pushed outward like floodwaters breaching a failing dam. White-hot. Unyielding. Filling the cracks of this place, pushing into every brittle fracture. There was nothing gentle or quiet or restrained about my feelings.

For the first time, the labyrinth knew fear. It recoiled. The inky darkness jerked back, retreating like an animal scorched.

No, it hissed, slithering away from me. This is not the way of things.

“Doesn’t that suck for you.”

The walls groaned, stone grinding against itself. This old, vast thing was struggling to comprehend what was happening. Returning, it snaked around me again, grasping, trying to tighten its grip.

But it hesitated, and I knew why.

It was used to tearing people apart, warping them until they were nothing but extensions of its own will. I refused to give it fragments of myself. I was giving it the love I would always bear for Reyla that could never be stolen away.

By doing this, I was poisoning it. Perchance not for long, but long enough for it to have a taste of what it had done to so many others. “It isn’t nice to force your will on someone else.”

Darkness swirled, tendrils shifting, quaking. Reyla and Kinart wavered, ink washing away from a page.

She was slipping from my sight but not from my heart.

I pressed my palms against the ground, savoring the cold stone beneath me.

And I reached. Not with my body, but with my will, my soul. With whatever it was that had allowed me to endure each trial the labyrinth had thrown at me so far. I didn’t recoil from it or brace for torment. I pushed. Pressed my love for Reyla into the very fabric of this place.

The labyrinth sucked in a breath. That’s how it felt. A pulling, a shivering, a slick tension in the air. It had become aware of something inside itself that shouldn’t be there.

No, it rasped. You are meant to be molded. You are meant to be hollowed out until there is nothing left but pain.

I grinned. “Too late.”

It shuddered as my presence stained it, spreading through its walls like a sickness. I pushed emotions into the cracks of its existence. Heartfelt love. Ruthless devotion. Untamed loyalty. Everything that made me who I was. I forced them deeper into the labyrinth’s bones.

I would not be a puppet.

I would be the fire in its veins.

The walls shook.

I could feel it trying to reject me, to shove me back. It hadn’t expected this. It didn’t know how to handle the twist I was sending into its game.

You cannot change me.

I laughed, the sound echoing in the cavernous space. “Funny, I just said the same thing.”

If such a thing could feel fear, I imagined this was how it looked when it did.

I didn’t flinch. Closing my eyes, I leaned into it, sinking into the cold void, reaching for its foundation with everything I had.

I could feel it resisting, pulling away, trying to twist, to reshape me before I could forge myself into its walls. But it could not get away.

Because I was not alone in this. Reyla would always live inside me. When I reached for the strength to hold on, I was reaching for her. She'd made her home at the center of me. She was in every beat of my heart, every breath I took. Our love would never be small enough for this cage to contain.

Love was the strongest weapon.

It didn’t just want pain, it wanted to unravel everything that made me myself. It ached to reduce me to an empty thing that would never remember Reyla. That was how it won. That was how it took.

I pushed deeper, letting memories of her flood my mind. The way she laughed when I teased her, the way she glared when I went too far. How fiercely she loved, how stubbornly she fought to protect those she cherished. The weight of her hands on my shoulders, the fire in her touch, the way her name felt when I said it out loud.

The labyrinth recoiled, shuddering under the force of my devotion.

You will not succeed. It was lashing out, desperate. This is my domain.

“Yours?” I sneered, shoving another wave of love into its depths. “Surely you know how to share.”

The walls buckled. Groaned. The labyrinth shivered. The being, entity, or whatever this thing was withdrew.

I gasped as I hit the stone floor, cold seeping into my chest and palms. My head spun, and my rough breathing echoed around me.

I was still here. Me. Lore.

A corridor stretched on either side of me again, the walls of the labyrinth too still.

Now it was the one holding its breath.
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When I stepped through the door, I found myself in another stony corridor. Farris lay on the floor, looking forlorn. His ears flicked forward when he saw me. With a yip, he barreled over, leaping, landing in my outstretched arms.

I sat on the floor and held him while he trembled and licked my chin. I gave him so many pats, he crackled with static.

Then I rose, and with my beloved pet by my side, I went looking for Lore.

“Here,” he said from behind me.

Farris whined and scrambled in his direction.

I followed, flinging myself at him, holding him, kissing him. Showing him everything in my heart this horrifying place could never rip away. Finally, I leaned back in his arms, taking in his expression. He looked… Changed wasn’t the exact right word, but he looked subtly different.

“You found peace,” I blurted out, realizing it right away.

His crooked smile rose. “You see that, huh?”

“Can’t be missed.” It was impossible to be happy inside this wretched place, but I’d found a touch of the same feeling. Winning did that for a person. As did realizing that even in the most bitter of nights, true love could survive.

“I would’ve walked on coals and traveled the world to find you. And here you are, staring at me.” His smile rose further, blooming full. “Yet I don’t hear you complimenting me on my amazing ass.”

“You are such an arrogant ass.”

“You only love me more because of it.”

I kissed him hard, pretty much knocking him backward with my enthusiasm. He purposefully took us to the ground and rolled us until he could loom over me. Cage me with his arms and his love and his wonderful smile.

“I do love you even more because of that ass,” I admitted.

He was staring at my mouth like he craved it in a way he never had.

“I think you should kiss it.”

His eyebrows quirked up. “Kiss what in particular? Because I have all sorts of ideas rushing through my mind.”

I tapped my lips. “Start here and see where your imagination takes you.”

I swore Farris groaned. He slunk around the corner, but he’d already gotten used to us getting quickly absorbed in each other.

Lore’s grin was wicked, but his eyes—by the fates, his eyes—held something deeper. Love. Relief. The kind of longing that made my breath catch and my cheeks burn. He laid fully on top of me, pinning me to the cold stone the way I adored. His fingers slid along my waist, and my whole body hummed in response.

“Here, then?” he said, his lips hovering above mine close enough I could feel his breath, but not close enough to satisfy the ache building inside me.

I arched toward him, tilting my chin up, desperate for more. “Stop teasing me, Lorick.”

“Lore to you, love.” His laughter came out low and rough as he dipped his head, brushing the tip of his nose against mine. “I’ll never stop teasing you. You might as well accept it.”

His mouth touched mine, soft at first, a mere whisper of contact. A slow, deliberate torment. His lips moved against mine in a lazy way, as if he was savoring, tasting. As if he had all the time in the world to learn me again. But it wasn’t enough. Not when I’d worried I’d never see him again.

I fisted his tunic, yanking him down on top of me. He let out a growl before he molded his body to mine. His kiss deepened, no longer teasing, no longer gentle. It was hot and desperate and filled with everything we hadn’t been able to say for what felt like forever.

His fingers skimmed along the curve of my hip, sending shivers all the way to my bones, before sliding up to my face. My pulse thudded as he cupped my jaw, tilting my face so he could kiss me even deeper. His tongue swept along my lower lip before stealing inside.

Heat coiled low in my belly, fire spreading through my veins as I met his kiss with the same untamed hunger. I nipped his lower lip, and he groaned, his fingers sliding down to gently encircle my throat. His body shifted, his thigh nudging between mine, and when he slid it higher, I gasped against his mouth. He swallowed the sound, deepening our kiss until I was so lost I didn’t care if I was found.

I ran my fingers through his hair, tugging, and he shuddered, breaking our kiss only long enough to drop his forehead against mine.

“If I could, I’d kiss you forever but…”

This wasn’t the place. It wasn’t the time. But soon. I was going to hold that belief in my heart. Treasure it and keep it safe until I could let it bloom.

He levered himself up and off me, lifting me to my feet and then just holding me. Hugging me. Taking warmth and giving it back tenfold.

“Love you, Wildfire,” he whispered into my hair.

I wanted to ask him what he went through while we were apart and tell him what I’d discovered, but Farris was whining, pawing at the ground farther down the corridor, and I suspected we wouldn’t be allowed to remain here for long.

“Ready for more?” Lore asked, stepping back and taking my hand, meshing our fingers.

“Never, but always.”

“The end has to come soon.”

“I think so too.” I lowered my voice. “I think we’re breaking it.”

He flashed me a grin. “I think so too, and isn’t that an amazing thing? Come on.” He surged forward, taking me with him. “Let’s go slam through it some more.”

We strode down the corridor, whispering about what we’d most recently been through, and I was as stunned as him by what we each revealed.

“Our love is the key,” he concluded. “Always has been. Always will be.”

I patted my bag. “This is also holding a key. We need to go grab the second item that someone doesn’t seem to yet be aware of.” The labyrinth, I meant. Pausing, I looked up at him, needing to restate the doubt the labyrinth had planted in my mind. “Do you think we have more than three days?”

He shrugged. “I believe we have enough time for what we need to do. The fates wouldn’t be cruel enough to let us get this far only to allow a place like this to steal time away. I have to believe in that or…”

“You’ll never give up.”

“Not as long as you’re with me.”

“No conditions, Lore. Never give up. Swear it.”

He blinked before nodding. “I won’t give up.”

“I won’t either.” We started walking again. “So maybe it’s only been a few days. That’s what it feels like.”

“I hope so.”

We rounded a bend and came to a stop, staring forward.

An archway—almost whimsical in a contorted way—waited ahead. We stepped almost eagerly toward it and through it with Farris padding beside us.

Each archway and each corridor and each trap was one less we had to get through. I could taste the end. Feel the pendant warming my hand. Soon, we’d be on our way to Irridain court, where I hoped we didn’t encounter a labyrinth.

But if we did, we’d defeat it too. Because we were going to end this curse and by the fates, kill Prager for what she’d done.

The air shifted, the tunnel thrumming one last time like skin peeling away from muscle. I should have felt the change in my bones, but instead, I was simply…here.

I stood beneath an open sky, the kind you only saw in the heat of summer, with soft streaks of violet stretching through deep blue and the last gold of the day spilling across the edges of the world. Warmth stroked my skin. I smelled wildflowers and fresh bread, bonfire smoke and crisp air rolling in from the hills beyond.

All my favorite scents of home.

The space around me stretched open, too achingly familiar. I could not resist. My throat tight, I took a step forward. The stone beneath my boots disappeared.

So did Lore.

Wait. Who?

Something…was missing. Almost as if someone had reached into my mind and plucked a bit of me away. But I couldn’t remember what it was and truly, did it matter? Look where I was. I hadn’t been here for too long.

Grass unfurled under my shoes, lush and sparkling with evening dew. Voices rose, echoing around me, filling the place with bright laughter. Lanterns flickered, swaying in the breeze, and firelight outlined the wooden stalls and carts taking up the outer part of this big open area.

I knew this place.

A market. A village fair. The one below the fortress where I grew up. It shouldn’t exist, not here within the…

Where was I?

I couldn’t remember.

My breath choked off and a feeling of wrongness dropped into my lungs, but I shrugged it aside.

As I slowly moved through the crowd, cool silk brushed across my ankles. The gown cinched at my waist was familiar and delicate, the dusty blue fabric etched with silver embroidery. I’d only owned one gown back then, and I barely wore it. Only when I wanted to look pretty for…

My heart stilled.

The back laces had always been tricky, and Kinart had teased me endlessly when I’d fumbled with them that night.

That night.

All the warmth in my limbs drained away at once.

This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. Yet it was. I could feel it. Smell it. Taste it on the tip of my tongue.

Laughter swelled through the big open square. The scent of roasted apples made my belly rumble. Someone passed by me, brushing too close, and when I turned, their face had no features.

It didn’t matter.

“There you are, Reyla,” a man said from behind me.

Everything inside me locked in place.

That voice.

My mind was playing tricks on me. That was all this was. I was dreaming. It wasn’t real.

Was it?

I turned.

Kinart stood a short distance away. Tall, broad-shouldered, and with his arms crossed on his chest. His handsome face was filled with the amusement I’d missed so much. The wind tousled his hair, and his brown eyes glowed in the firelight. So sweet. So dear.

So adored by me alone.

All the air eked from my lungs, deflating them. Deflating me.

This wasn’t Kinart. It couldn’t be. Yet my feet moved on their own, taking me right up to him. I stopped close enough I could smell his warm, grassy scent. His gaze softened, his mouth shifting into that sappy, lopsided grin, the one that used to make my knees buckle. And I’d⁠—

“You should smile all the time, Reyla,” he said.

The air whipped around me, thick with wood smoke. My stomach lurched.

Lifting his hand, he traced his calloused fingers across my cheek. A tremor ran through me. My throat stuck, the words choking before I could get them out.

He couldn’t be real.

Dead. Dead. Far beyond dead. I’d stood weeping as his funeral pyre burned.

The world around me vibrated, hissing that maybe he could be alive, standing right in front of me once more. Smiling. Being the boy I’d grown up with, the man I’d loved.

Kinart strode around to my back. “Got something for you.” I should have heard his steps, but the fair swallowed them, leaving him weightless. He was quick, his hands already at the back of my neck before I could register the movement. A metallic clink echoed as the pendant settled unnervingly warm against my skin. His fingertips ghosted across my shoulders, and he leaned forward to kiss my cheek. “Like it?”

I stared down at where it lay warm on my skin, exactly as it had back then. “I…love it. Kinart, thank you.”

“Good.” He strode around to my front and with another smile, he took my hand and tugged me toward the group of villagers playing music along one side of the open market area. “Let’s dance.”

Dance, Reyla. The words echoed in my mind. If nothing else, please dance. Someone had spoken those words to me once, though I couldn’t remember who.

The crowd bustled around us, and the lanterns glowed brighter, richer. Almost too rich. The air buzzed. The fair spun, shifting at the corners, shadows stretching out beyond sight before snapping back into place again.

Kinart led me past the vendors, beneath ribbon-strung stalls, and over to a small wooden stand nestled by the bonfire.

His deft fingers pressed something into my palm.

Paper. A note?

The edges of my world cracked. My heart pounded hard behind my ribs.

Always giving me funny notes, sharing his thoughts and his dreams in written form. I hadn’t saved any of them but one—and I’d left that one…

Where?

“Go ahead,” he said, nudging his chin toward the note. “Read it out loud.”

“Of course.” It took every bit of my strength to lift and unfold it.

The words blossomed on the page.

Stars wink out and new ones shine. But this can replace what was lost.

The ink had reshaped itself into something different. I didn’t remember him writing this. The start of it, yes, but the second part…

There’s nothing more certain in life than that. Yes, that was what I remembered from the note…the note…

Which note? I couldn’t seem to bring the memory forward in my mind.

The parchment trembled in my hands, and my fingers went numb as I struggled to blink through the sudden haze settling over me.

The fair around us grew quieter, as if everyone paused. Listened. I swallowed an enormous lump in my throat and lifted my gaze.

Kinart stood beside me, his eyes fixed on mine. But something had changed. His head tilted, the faintest of shifts, but it sent a ripple through his form. There was something odd in the way his skin flexed in the firelight.

“Don’t you miss me?” His voice was so gentle it made me want to weep. I’d cried many tears for this man. Still did inside.

The weight of my grief cracked open my chest. My throat locked tight. “I⁠—”

“You left me.” His fingers formed fists at his sides. The corners of his mouth twitched upward, the grin too stiff, too forced. “I forgive you, because you don’t have to leave me now.”

Wind rushed through the square, blistering cold against my skin.

So much pain. So much sadness. He was right to make me feel guilty because…

What had I done? I couldn’t remember.

Beyond the bonfire, the sky deepened into darker than night. The lanterns stretched taller, their flames licking high. Writhing. Alive.

“Kinart,” I said.

He stepped closer, his body brushing against mine. As cold as the wind. “You can bring me back.” His lips cupped the words, coaxing them into existence. “We can be together again, Reyla.” His voice tightened with a twisted sense of truth.

The last of my breath tangled in my chest. I wanted to believe him. I missed him. More than anything⁠—

The note crumpled from the force of my fingers.

This wasn’t real.

Kinart, the thing in front of me, must see my hesitation. It saw the longing buried in my heart, the place where his absence still ached like a gash that would never heal. But this… Whatever this was appeared determined to make me remember, to make me hurt and…

And what?

His hand stretched toward mine, urging me to take it. To surrender. “Come with me.” The words settled in my ear but then knotted into something sticky. It was his voice, but not.

The bonfire crackled louder, spitting, and heat slammed into my back, pushing me toward him. The villagers were gone, leaving only a tinkling echo of their presence behind.

I let out a shaky breath. “You died, Kinart.”

“You can fix it.”

I shook my head, but my hand flexed at my side, my feet shifting me closer to…

“I waited for you,” he said. “I’m still waiting.”

Moonlight carved through the square, cold and eerie, casting shadows in the space between us. The reflection caught along the sharp angles of his jaw. It flickered. His skin wavered.

“Kinart.” My voice broke.

“Come closer.” His fingers brushed mine, icy cold. As cold as they’d been after death stole him from me. He tried to snag my hand, to hold it, all while slowly backing up. He wanted me to go with him, but where?

Pain and sorrow pulled at me like a hook in my lungs, dragging me forward, pushing me to take one more step in his direction. Another.

I leaned forward, my lips parting, and⁠—

A growl shredded through the thick, creeping silence, and a blur of fur charged into the space between me and Kinart, shoving us apart. Pushing me backward.

Farris. His teeth sank into my wrist, jarring, snapping me back from…

Shock flared through me. A ragged inhale wrenched up my throat.

The fair shattered around us. The stalls sagged, folding upon themselves as their colors ran like wet paint. The firelight flickered too fast, too erratic before twisting into nothing. The smooth cobblestones beneath my feet vanished. Kinart disappeared, and the reality of where I stood slammed through me.

Jagged nothingness stretched directly in front of me. A sheer drop into darkness. And I teetered on the edge.

A breath more and I would’ve stepped to my death. He’d been luring me to it.

The note turned to ash in my hand, picked up by the wind and carried away.

A whisper curled around me, soft as a dying ember. I will wait for you. A promise carved into the marrow of my bones.

Then nothing.

Farris’s growl kept me locked in this moment. He released my hand but pressed his furry body against my leg, whining.

The life I knew rushed back, and I turned.

Lore was gone.
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Acurved stone doorway waited ahead, and Reyla and I both stepped toward it.

But once we’d passed through, a jolt shot through me. The world shifted.

The pressure I sensed from the labyrinth at all times backed off, and something soft replaced the dirt-strewn stone under my boots. Warmth coasted across my skin, and the scent of wildflowers and roasted meats drifted through the air.

The light changed. Before, there had been nothing but endless stone halls, twisting corridors shrouded in ancient magic. Now, sunlight spilled over rolling meadows, turning the world golden. Distant laughter carried on the breeze.

A blanket had been spread out in front of me, carefully laden with food. Fresh fruit. Roasted meats with a heady scent that tickled my nose. And pastries piled high on plates.

A picnic.

My body felt strange. Glancing down, my breath caught. Small hands. Short legs. The familiar tug of loose clothing. I was a child once more.

I staggered back, my heart pounding its way up my throat. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real.

Warm laughter pulled my attention forward.

“What are you daydreaming about, son?”

The air locked in my lungs.

My father lounged on the blanket, propped up on one elbow, watching me with an easy smile. His dark hair fluttered around his face and his green eyes gleamed bright and clear. Not dulled by death. Not any longer.

Alive. Thriving.

A lump rose in my throat, and I couldn’t speak, but I drank in the sight of him. Damn, but I’d missed him.

Someone moved beside him. Long dark hair. A sweet smile.

My mother? This wasn’t the woman she’d become after my father’s death. The expression on her face wasn’t cold or cruel. This was the mother I barely remembered, the one who’d once knelt in front of me with a pastry wrapped in a soft cloth, pressing it into my hands with sweet love shining in her eyes.

She wasn’t looking at me with irritation. She wasn’t forcing a pleasant mask on her face for noble company. Her gaze truly was warm. Adoring.

“Come eat, darling.” She patted the spot beside her, between them. “You’re too thin.”

My feet carried me forward before I could stop them. The blanket cushioned my knees as I sat.

Was I crying? No, but something in my chest was splitting apart.

Father grabbed a plate and piled it high with meat and fresh bread, adding thick wedges of sharp cheddar cheese since he knew I loved it. “There’s no rush to leave.” He offered the plate to me. “We finally have time together.”

I didn’t touch the plate and with a shrug, he placed it on the blanket near where I could sit—if I chose.

A polished silver cup, filled with something rich and sweet-smelling, appeared in my hand.

“Drink,” my father said, nudging his chin toward it. “You must be thirsty.”

I stared at him, taking in the confidence in his face. The broad set of his shoulders. The way he lounged in the grass, comfortable, utterly at peace.

Theon had been a fair king, a wise one, some might even say. When he died, Evergorne had mourned. Ten at the time, I’d grieved too, while knowing the curse would soon settle on my shoulders.

My father was here now. How could this be true? Had the curse broken? The thought pressed against the walls of my mind, foggy and unclear.

Maybe my mother had loved him enough to save him. Hadn’t she⁠—

I shivered, though the summer breeze was almost too warm.

A fragment of something whispered along the edges of my mind, shifting through a hole that should not be there.

Someone was missing.

My mother ran her fingers through my hair and smoothed a clump of it behind my ear. “You look just like your father, you know.”

The words tickled a part of me deep in my memory, whispering of things spoken to me long ago that had brought comfort. Her words did now too.

Yet still. This wasn’t right.

Theon reached for a piece of fruit and sliced into it with a knife. The flesh gleamed red, vivid in the golden light, and the fruit's surface quivered, a subtle ripple passing over it.

Mother’s laughter trilled through the air as she accepted the piece he extended to her. “You always spoil me.” She took a delicate bite. “But I forgive you for it.” She plucked another slice and laid it on my open hand.

Theon grinned. “Eat, son. You’ll see.”

The fruit smelled sweet, like warm sugar and fresh rain, appealing in a way that set my teeth on edge.

Eat. The word curdled in my mind, rotting and insistent.

A warning quivered through my bones, and my eyes were caught by my wrist.

My wrist.

A mating mark. Mother should’ve seen it, but her gaze hadn’t flickered in that direction once.

The fruit rested in my palm, its red juice bleeding across my skin.

“Take a taste, sweetheart,” she said with a sickening smile. “That’s all you need.”

Sweetheart. The word elongated, pounding in my eardrums. Horig poured in reverse. My mother had always called me dear son, never sweetheart. The thought slithered through my mind, writhing like a serpent in dark water.

Theon took another bite, chewing. My mother’s eyes shone with warmth as she swallowed hers. She tucked another strand of loose hair behind her ear. “Go on. One bite. You’ll see.” Her gaze sharpened. “Dear son.”

The wind hissed through the grass, ruffling my parents’ hair.

Not mine. Thick silence stretched between each second, as if the world held its breath.

Something was missing. No, not something.

Someone.

I closed my fingers around the fruit, the firmness of it denting my palm. Squished from the pressure, juice beaded, slithering across my thumb, glistening in the light. My belly lurched, and for reasons I couldn’t name, my mouth went dry.

Maybe I should drink. Eat.

The cloying scent of the fruit raked down my throat, and a hazy lull fogged my mind. My mother’s hand rested on my shoulder. She was behaving gentler than she had in ages.

I wanted to believe this was real.

Warmth. Safety. A family whole and untouched by fate.

And now, it was.

I lifted the fruit to my mouth.

A rustle snapped from beyond the tree line. Thudding footsteps. The brittle crunch of sticks and small branches giving way. A low, rattling breath.

I turned, but the movement felt sluggish, the picnic ground stretching and clinging, a dream refusing to let go.

A man burst from the woods. Wild-eyed and with overgrown hair. His clothes were worn, nearly tattered. His chest rose and fell in jerky, uneven gasps, every part of him thrumming with the sort of tension that spoke of too many days in a monster’s grasp. His pale blue-eyed gaze locked on me, bloodshot and burning with desperation.

Dorion. The heir of Halendor.

Grimacing, a raw sound tore up his throat. “Don’t eat or drink anything! Not here. Not now.”

The illusion around me cracked.

My mother’s grip on my shoulder tightened, far stronger than any fae noblewoman should possess. Other than…

Who?

“Ignore him.” Her voice slithered across my skin, smoothly oiled with something toxic. It clung to my bones. “You’re safe here.”

My throat clenched.

Theon didn’t move. He sat, still grinning, but his face had frozen, and his eyes had blown too wide, too bright.

The fruit in my hand rattled. Pinched. As if it was going to bore its way beneath the skin to get to me.

I looked down.

My fingers had shoved deep into it, past the thick skin, the soft flesh, into something looser, wet, and writhing.

The world shook.

Peering around, I couldn’t find Dorion. Had he been here or was he just a part of this perfect day?

My mind must be playing tricks on me, because I was sitting in a lovely meadow with my beaming parents, holding a slice of perfect fruit I was just dying to taste.

A gasp rang out behind me. I started to turn.

Reyla bolted over to me—a suddenly big me.

She snatched the fruit from my hand and flung it so hard it smacked into the stone wall on my right.

Stone? Where had the meadow gone?

“Lore,” she cried out, dropping down beside me, taking my face in her hands, making me look at her and only her.

“Wildfire,” I croaked.

The thing that had been my mother shrieked and recoiled, but as Reyla’s fingers tightened on my jawline, Mother’s illusion was sucked away.

A stark cave, buried deep within the labyrinth, loomed around us again.

Reyla threw herself at me, holding me tight.

I buried my face in her neck, cradling her while my heart slammed against my ribs.

The warmth of her. The scent of her.

She’d saved me again.

My mate. My love. My wildfire.
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Lore kept his arms around me, as if he couldn’t convince himself I was real. I pressed my forehead against his shoulder, breathing him in—cold autumn air, leather, and something distinctly this man that I loved more than anything else.

Farris leaned against my leg, a low growl rumbling in his chest. My hand throbbed where he’d bitten me, but he’d brought me out of it. I’d owe him forever.

Lore tilted my chin up. His green eyes searched mine, his pupils blown wide. “Are you—” His voice came out rough, strangled even. His throat moved with his swallow. “You’re here.”

“We both are.” For now, at least.

His brow pinched, his fingers sliding down to cup my shoulder. “What did you see?”

The weight of it settled in my chest. Before, I might’ve tried to shove the dreamy illusion aside, pretend it didn’t happen. Tried to cauterize it from my mind or lock it away where I wouldn’t have to look at it again. But if we were going to make it through this, we needed to share everything. Even one tiny detail could make the difference.

I sighed. “Kinart.”

He stiffened. Not in anger or jealousy. I suspected he already knew what I was going to say.

He exhaled, his jaw working. “It tried to give him back to you.”

“I knew he was dead. Knew it! But it was so good to see him again, to be back when we were happy. This place can fool us too easily. It blocked you from my mind.”

“It blocked you from mine.” The horror in his gaze was mirrored within me.

“The fake Kinart tried to lure me off a cliff. It pulled me so deep into the illusion that I almost walked off the edge. It didn’t drag me there. It sucked on my pain and sadness and it made me feel guilty, made me want to go with him.” If Farris hadn’t bitten my hand, I would’ve fallen.

“That’s the worst part. It doesn’t force us into anything. It makes us want to step into the trap. Makes us doubt what we know is real.”

A shudder ripped through me. “It almost worked. It’s learning from us. It knew exactly what shape to take to break me. That means it has access to more than only our fears. It knows personal things, things only we should remember.” I pulled away, showing him the bruise already forming around the bite. “Farris saved me.”

“And you saved me.” He pinched his eyes closed before opening them. “It lulled me too. Everything was perfect, just the way I’d always wished it could be. The labyrinth plays on what you want most. It knew what to show me. It pulled from my desires, my regrets, and it made them feel real.”

“It wasn’t your true parents.”

“Not one bit. It used familiarity to pull me in. Nothing obvious at first. I thought something felt off, but it wasn’t enough to shake me out of it. Not until Dorion appeared. It eases you into it, bit by bit, until you don’t think to question it anymore.”

“It wanted you to stay.”

“Or be absorbed like in the other challenge. If I’d eaten that fruit or drank, I think I would have been lost here. Not dead in the way we understand it, but I wouldn’t be me anymore.” His gaze met mine. So much sadness there. “How many others have been trapped that way? How many have faded into the illusions?”

“But you didn’t. You broke free.”

“Not on my own. I started to see through it, but Dorion’s warning wasn’t enough. I almost believed it again, almost let it take me. If you hadn’t dragged me out of it⁠—”

“I did.”

“This means something. The labyrinth isn’t invincible. It can’t take and take if it faces resistance. When I recognized the flaws, the illusion weakened. You saw that too.”

“This tells us two things. One, the labyrinth has limits. And two, it can experience fear.”

Lore carefully stroked the wound. “Wish I could heal this.”

“It barely hurts but thanks.”

There was something stark in his expression, something that mirrored the way my skin still felt too tight over my bones.

His voice came out quiet, hesitant. “My mother was kind. I was ten again, and we were having a picnic in a beautiful meadow. My father was there too, and he was so happy. At peace. She loved him and she loved me. Not like she did recently, where her love came with demands, but like she used to. Like she still should have. I almost…” Lore dragged his hands over his face. “But I didn’t.”

“I think it needs our consent. Not outright, but in some subconscious way. It snatches us up and shoves us into its traps, but once we’re there, we still hold onto free will. But it twists everything and it’s very good at making you believe it’s real. That makes it dangerous.”

“You’re right. But we can find ways out of each trap.”

“The labyrinth is toying with our minds, our hearts. That’s how it plans to break us.”

His gaze met mine, and he jerked his head in a nod. “What else can we conclude about the labyrinth from these tests?”

“That we shouldn’t eat or drink anything within an illusion. Stuff like the pool where Farris drank might be alright because that was…a reprieve, I guess you could call it. But specifically offered in a challenge? Nope. Don’t touch it.”

“I agree. In each illusion, it’s offering us what we desire the most.”

“Except each other. It must know by now that we’re stronger together. It’s going to keep trying to rip us apart. We’re weaker when we can’t protect each other.”

“When it separates us, we need to do all we can to remember each other. Our love.”

I hoped I could do that. The illusion with Kinart had felt real.

Although…

“It’s not perfect.” Staring at the ground, I frowned. “There were hints that it wasn’t truly him. His image didn’t hold all the time, and… The villagers around me had no faces. It may not be able to create perfect illusions. We need to look for flaws and focus on those, because they’ll make it easier to break through to the other side.”

“A plan. Mostly.”

“One other thing. Right before it ended, as it fell apart, Kinart or whatever part of him was there said 'I will wait for you.' I'm not sure that was the labyrinth.”

“Prager or Tallin?”

I shrugged. “Maybe. It’s hard to say.” The words haunted me.

“Anything else?”

I shook my head.

“This shows we’re beating this place.”

Maybe.

His smile came easier than mine. “We need to keep moving, but are you hungry? Thirsty?”

I peered around at the blank stone walls, the dirt-strewn stone beneath our boots. At least we’d left the bones behind. Did that mean we’d gotten farther than anyone else? A shiver ripped through me at the thought of how many others might’ve died here.

“We should eat safe things while we can, though sparingly.” I didn’t need to state that this may be the only food and drink we’d have until we escaped. He already knew.

“Let’s eat here. If we’re forced to move, we’ll deal with it then.”

We nibbled on meat and dried fruit, washing it down with water, sharing some with Farris who gobbled everything up.

Blades in hand, we rose and started walking. Lingering felt wrong. I couldn’t shake off the feeling that something was watching us. The labyrinth, most likely.

…Or whatever said it was waiting, because that wasn’t Kinart.

The corridor was warm, but I couldn’t stop shaking.

Since a subtle light shone to our right, we headed in that direction, Farris remaining close by.

Lore’s fingers caught mine, and he wove our hands together.

We entered yet another tunnel made of equally gray stone, also with a dirt-strewn floor. Slowly, the stone around us darkened, twisting into shadowed grooves as if it had seen the illusions we’d walked through and guzzled them down.

It was preparing the next trick.

“Did it always feel alive?” I whispered. “Or are we just picking up on that now?”

Lore’s grip tightened on my hand. “I don’t know.”

The tunnel narrowed, sloping downward. No sharp turn this time. No doorway closing behind us. Only a slow, inevitable descent.

“It may want to kill us now,” I said softly. “But I suspect it’s equally eager to tear us apart.” Or suck away what made us ourselves. Absorb us into its form. We’d turn into nothing. Might as well be dead then.

“Divide and conquer, a common battle strategy,” he said.

The words haunted me as we walked through the tunnel.

“It’s testing us,” he said. “And that’s alright because we’re making it through each challenge. If it was easy, everyone would’ve escaped.”

None did, which told me the tests would get harder, more torturous.

We would not fall.

“Each time we get through another section, it learns what worked and what didn’t.”

“But so do we. We’re more prepared for what it’ll try next.”

A faint drip echoed through the passage, and the ground underfoot softened, shifting from dirt strewn stone to something damp and spongy.

Farris let out a low whine, pausing at the edge of a shallow puddle. His paws sank into the mud.

“Here we go.” Lore’s gaze caught mine. “Together. Remember.”

“Together.” I gave him a fierce grin. “I will not forget you again.”

“You’re mine, Wildfire, and I’m yours.”

I gave him a sharp nod.

Ahead, the corridor widened, and a low mist curled over the uneven terrain, rippling like a beast’s exhale on the surface of stagnant water. The scent of moss and something rotting hung in the air, making me sneeze.

With each step, my boot squelched in mud. Cold seeped through the leather and coiled up my leg.

The stone passage faded away, replaced by an endless swamp.

Pausing, Lore tilted his head, scanning the rank water lapping away at low, gnarled roots ahead of us. A murky “sun” shone through the mist overhead, giving just enough light for us to make out lumpy forms within the swamp but not enough to identify what they could be.

His shoulders tensed, telling me he was feeling as unsettled about this as I was.

Beside us, Farris took another step, his ears flicking back and forth. A low whine slid up his throat.

A ripple cut across the dark surface of the water. Something beneath had noticed us.

Lore released my hand and took a step away from me to give us both fighting room. His fingers tightened on his knife, and he flicked his gaze in my direction. “Stay close.”

“Not planning on wandering off.”

The mist deepened as we moved forward, jutting around our legs in thick tendrils. Damp, putrid air pushed against me. A faint, rhythmic hum rippled through the space. Not a sound exactly. More like a presence, a whisper that jerked through my bones.

We didn’t stop moving.

Farris picked his way across the swamp, his tail hanging low, and his muscles bunching tighter with each step. His growl rumbled, and his tail spiked out before tucking between his legs.

Fear raked its claws down my spine.

A whisper of movement, so faint I almost missed it, slithered through the mist, sliding around my ankles like curious fingers. Something was trying to see how close it could get before I noticed.

The ground under us shifted, uneven patches of swampy earth breaking apart, surrounded by deep pools of brackish water. Murky and still, the pools reflected nothing. Not the dim glow of the cavern ceiling above. Not even our shadows.

A dense fog choked through the air, wisping over the swamp in twisted strands. The ground sucked at my boots, trying to drag me down with each step.

“Don’t stop,” I hissed.

He smirked. “Wouldn’t think of it.”

The swamp stretched outward in endless patches of stagnant water, jagged roots exposed in places like skeletal fingers straining toward the fake sky. Gnarled trees hunched together, their bark slick with rot, their branches warped into grotesque, contorted shapes. Some bent toward us, straining.

And a slow drip… drip… drip… echoed through the haze, jarring down my spine with each patter. I couldn’t tell if it came from water falling off tree limbs or something rising from below with water sliding down its carcass.

With each breath, the stink of wet earth and overripe fruit left too long in the sun.

Or a corpse.

A ripple broke the water a few feet ahead, a movement so subtle, I barely noticed. We eased to the right, continuing across the swampy wasteland, taking care where we placed our boots to keep us on solid ground.

The ground quivered, and the hum continued to throb through the air. More pressure than a true sound, it sunk into my skull. Something was seeking would be my guess. Well, it wasn't going to find anything. Using the trick my brother taught me, I envisioned a wall between my memories and whatever that sticky, nauseating thing was. I built it strong and wide.

“Can you do mind blocks?” I asked, my words coming out shrill.

“Since I was little.”

“Start building one then. Keep it out.”

“That takes magic.”

Truly? “I could do it before I used magic.”

“How?”

With a feral grin, I taught him, and I could tell by the satisfaction rising on his face that he could feel it sinking into place.

The earth pitched beneath us. We only maintained our footing by latching onto nearby slimy trees.

Roots burst from the swamp, ripping a gap between Lore and me. A wall of gnarled, twisted tree limbs slammed into place, forcing me back, widening the distance. I could vaguely see him, but I could not reach him, not even when I shoved my arm through a tiny gap.

“Fuck. Reyla!” Lore attacked the wall from the other side, hacking at it with his blade while I did the same. But it thickened, hardened, and soon I worried I’d break my weapon.

A sharp snarl tore through the silence.

Beside me, Farris tensed, his muscles quivering. His head snapped this way and that as if he sensed something was about to attack. With a yelp, he froze, his mouth open, his lips curled back in a vicious snarl that did not erupt. His fur stiffened, every strand suspended in place like someone had stopped time around him. His tail gave the barest twitch, and I sensed he was fighting against whatever held him in place. I rubbed his back, but it was like patting a doll.

His eyes flicked toward me, too wide, too full of awareness. He wasn’t just frozen, he knew his body had been locked into place. Trapped within his own flesh.

“Farris, no.” I crouched beside him, holding him, stroking his fur, telling him he was a good nyxin. His low whine rang out.

The hum grew louder, beating at my eardrums and making my lungs throb.

“Reyla,” Lore called out.

“I’m alright!” For now. “Farris is…frozen. He’s alive but this place did something to him.” Poor nyxin. I kept stroking his fur, reassuring him, though that was a lie. I couldn’t do anything to help him.

Ahead of me, the swamp rippled, and a stick-like, skeletal figure oozed up from the water, made up of bone and wood and dripping sludge. It didn’t walk. It didn’t swim. Its form stiffened, though the tips of its limbs and its sort-of face wavered like it wasn’t fully anchored in reality.

“Fuck you, labyrinth,” I hissed, rising and stepping between it and Farris.

“You see it too?” he asked.

“I do.”

A shared illusion. At least this one wasn’t trying to separate us—or it was, with the wall.

I clung to Lore’s image in my mind. The feel of his touch. The warmth in his eyes for me alone. Nothing would steal that away.

Though its mouth didn't move, the skeletal figure's voice slithered through the air, layered with age and endless patience. You walk with love. But love, like all things, must be tested.

My pulse drummed in my ears. “We’re not playing your game.”

“Never,” Lore hissed.

The creature laughed, the sound dripping with amusement. You already are.

“Ignore it,” Lore called out. “Don’t listen.”

Its hands lifted, and it extended its bony palms. Two golden vials hovered above them, the glass shimmering, filled with silver mist that swirled and darted inside.

A simple choice, the figure said. One drinks, and the other is freed.

Cold settled in my chest.

“Not touching your crap,” I snarled.

“Me either,” Lore said.

I needed to remember this wasn’t only a test sent by the labyrinth. It could be a chance to start building a weapon we could use against it.

A glance back showed Farris still stood in place, only his eyes moving. He was terrified.

“Damn you, release Farris,” I snarled.

No interference.

“If you hurt him, I’m hurting you.” Though I wasn’t sure what I could do to get revenge.

Sacrifice is the soul of love, the skeletal figure said, clearly brushing off my threat.

I fumed, but what could I do short of lifting him and running through the swamp? That wouldn’t free Lore.

One of you must carry this sacrifice.

I started humming, trying to block out its voice but it forced itself in.

Whoever drinks will forget the other. Whoever does not drink will be set free.

My best friend had fallen in love with my brother, Vexxion. At one point, he’d forgotten she existed. I’d never forget the torment in her eyes as she watched him look at her as if their love had no meaning. The devastation of watching him treat her as if she was a stranger after months of love still haunted me.

Yet if one of us drank from a vial, the other would be completely free, because the one who drank first would never remember the love they had lost.

Take one, the skeletal figure hissed.

Silence stretched on and on.

I didn’t reach for a vial and neither did Lore.

The nasty creature did not like my glare, and I was equally sure it didn’t like my growl. The water trembled around us, and a chilling mist snapped around my ankles. It pulled, subtle at first, an undertow building strength.

“Fucking mist,” Lore grumbled. It was working on him too.

The air twitched, and mist drifted over my face. My mouth. Clinging like the web of an enormous spider. Prying at my lips as if it could force a choice out of me. It was thick enough to taste, and it coated my tongue like rotted sikeen, dragging across my teeth, testing to see how far it could go.

Farris remained frozen at my side, his snarl locked in place, his muscles quivering like he was trying to make his body move and failing.

The labyrinth was controlling all of this, teasing and testing, seeking ways to break us. It could learn. We saw that already. It knew Farris had helped me, that I’d helped Lore, and it had taken that ability out of play in this challenge.

“It wants consent,” Lore snarled. “Don’t give in to this fucking thing. Don't touch one of those vials.”

“No worries about that.” I studied the floating, twisted root being. “It wants to weaken our bond.” I hadn’t missed the word sacrifice. That implied permanence.

Divide and conquer. Lore had named it already.

“It created a challenge where we can’t save each other directly,” Lore growled.

“And it removed Farris to keep him from interfering. Did you notice? The illusions are becoming more refined, more challenging. It’s fixing the mistakes we spotted last time.”

“The hum was a probe. You’re still mind-blocked?”

“I’m going to keep this wall up even when I’m sleeping.” Assuming I’d have the chance to sleep again.

“Any ideas for how we’ll get out of this one?” he asked.

“I think we should wait it out. See what it does next. It expects our emotions will control our actions, so resisting that sort of trap could disorient it or cause it to generate weaker illusions. Maybe it'll fizzle out and go away. We’ve proven we can break it.”

“Look how its arms are shimmering,” he mocked. “It can’t even hold this illusion together.”

Ah, yes. He was testing to see if pointing out flaws would make the whole thing shatter.

A voice like wet earth swallowing bones erupted from the creature. If you do not choose, I will make the choice for you.
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My heart seized.

Force a choice? No. Never.

“Fuck you,” I bellowed.

A shudder rocked through the swamp, nearly knocking me off my feet and into rising water. Farris was lifted and placed on higher ground, and I soon found out why.

Rippling black waves slicked across my boots, slithering up to my mid-calf. The clock was ticking and drowning appeared to be our only way out other than by choosing.

When I tried to move, I found my feet frozen to the ground.

“Reyla… Can you move?” Lore asked.

“No.”

“I love you.”

“We’re not giving up yet.”

But drowning together?

I clenched my teeth, wanting to scream that this was unfair. This trap was not only determined to keep me from saving Lore, but it would also suck us into the structure given half a chance.

“I won’t pick,” I said, my words echoed by Lore. “You can’t make us, and you choosing isn’t a choice at all.”

Forgetting him would be worse than dying. Worse than losing myself. I knew how that played out. I’d seen it carved into Tempest’s face when she fought to make Vexxion remember her.

Could I live with something like that? No. However, I also couldn’t live with him drowning beside me. I wouldn’t see it happen, but I’d hear it. The sounds he’d make as he was stolen from me would carve themselves into my bones.

The water was cold. Grasping. Creeping. Clinging. It spiked through my clothing and gouged at my skin with icicle fingers.

I could hear Lore struggling against the same pull. Digging in. Holding on.

Refusing this.

My breath caught as I realized something.

Refusing could mean something.

The skeletal figure watched the same way all cruel things did when time meant nothing to them. Your silence is meaningless. Love is meaningless in the face of fate.

But was it?

A shiver raced across my skin, and I bared my teeth. “Fate doesn’t get to decide this.”

The water surged higher, slipping over my hips. Lore grunted.

Choose, the skeletal figure bellowed.

Despite the fear roaring through me, I had to think this through. I wasn’t an orphan back at the fortress any longer, hoping someone would love her. And I wasn’t powerless against magic I didn’t understand. The image of Tempest’s devastation kept hammering away at my mind, though, trying to break through my wall.

If I drank from the vial, would Lore look at me like that? Would he search for something missing and never realize it was me? Worse, he might never look at all.

The thing’s insidious voice slithered around me, tightening its hold. Your love makes you weak.

Actually, it didn’t. Choosing to forget wasn’t love. It was theft.

Lore growled, splashing in the water. Was it above his hips like with me? He’d spent most of his life trying to escape a cursed trap. He would not give in to this one either.

“Reyla,” he rasped, and I knew what he’d say before he said it. “I know you’re tempted. Fuck, I am too. Don’t do it. Don’t take a vial.”

The creature chuckled, lifting the small containers higher, and the silver mist inside smacked against the inner walls, eager for us to suck it down.

A decision. The skeletal being wanted a decision. It wanted faith. It wanted belief.

It wanted us to accept its rules.

I ground my teeth together as every lesson I’d learned about magic screamed to a stop. Think. Look at this from every angle. Something about this wasn’t right. I just needed to find that clue.

The swamp water rose, sloshing around my waist. But the ripples… They surged outward in perfect circles. Not like water moving naturally. Not like tides or shifts in pressure. This was controlled magic. If the labyrinth was alive, it was watching us all the time, analyzing our every move and then reshaping itself based on our reactions.

But we’d scared it already. It wasn’t as strong as it wanted us to believe.

A choice. It said one of us had to choose. But what if we didn’t? Nothing said I couldn’t refuse to play this game.

My heart pounded its way up my throat, but I pulled back in my mind, distancing myself from my fear. My anger. Everything this being was trying to make me feel.

Instead, I reached for the power I’d brought with me, the one I’d swallowed. The one I’d used to nullify the spell coating the fake Farris.

It quivered deep inside me still.

That power hadn’t been stolen.

Lore had told me how to use it, though I’d discovered knowing and wielding it were two different things. “Nullification relies on grasping how magic works at its most basic level in order to unravel it,” he’d said. “Magic is energy, drawn from within or from the surrounding world. Nullification disrupts that connection.”

How in the world could I find and break the connection here?

I closed my eyes and tried to picture the labyrinth’s magic like water rushing through a dam. With nullification, I didn’t need to build a taller dam, I had to divert the river entirely.

Sure, sure. Simple, right?

But if I could stop the flow at its source, the magic would be cut off and, theoretically, this trap would disappear, and we’d find ourselves back in a stone corridor.

Or dead, I supposed. I wasn’t going let that possibility control my actions right now. We’d spent too much time falling for the labyrinth’s tricks instead of discovering ways to get around them.

I closed my eyes, and as I’d thought, I couldn’t find even one thread of regular power nearby. Whatever might exist inside the labyrinth could’ve been sucked into the structure itself, which was an interesting thought.

We assumed our power had been bound while we were outside the labyrinth, but… What if, instead, the labyrinth was siphoning our abilities away from us? If so, we’d remain stripped of everything we’d relied on prior to being thrust inside.

Everything Lore had relied on. He’d grown up using magic, where I had not. I hadn’t even realized I had magical abilities until a short time ago. Where I came from, the fae didn’t pull power into themselves from an outside source. They used what was already inside them. A well of power, Tempest called it. I hadn’t been able to find a well inside myself, but… Power had thrust itself inside me and the labyrinth may not know how to steal that away.

How could I use this against the labyrinth now?

“Don’t give in,” Lore growled. “Don’t.”

“I’m going to test something. Remember what I did with Farris?”

“Wildfire,” he breathed. “Yes, try that.”

“I’m on it.”

The labyrinth was magic. Magic was energy. Energy had a source. Time to see if I could do something to disrupt that source.

I sucked in a slow breath and reached outward, not with my hands, but with my mind. I imagined the magic around me as water, flowing unseen through the air, through the ground, through the skeletal creature still holding the vials aloft. It had to come from somewhere. As far as I knew, no magic worked without a tether.

The deeper I concentrated, the more I felt it. Not like my own power or anything I’d heard of before, but something vast and shifting, like a river constantly redirecting itself. Every time I followed a thread, it unraveled, re-knitting somewhere else.

It wasn’t natural. It had been crafted. Like the walls shifting around us. Like the distortions of time and space that had kept us running in circles. I was beginning to believe this thing, this trap, wasn’t a simple spell. It was a construct, designed to react, to adapt, to consume our strength and will, our determination to go on until we no longer could.

When I tried to follow the magic river again, I was instantly scattered. Shrugged me off.

I gritted my teeth.

If I couldn’t track its power straight to the source, I might not need to. I may only need to disturb it long enough for us to escape. Making it through each challenge meant there was one less to get through. We must be getting closer to the end.

I adjusted my focus. Instead of trying to overpower the magic feeding this illusion, I searched for how it connected to us, how it held us here, how it tried to make us play its twisted game.

And then I felt something. Just a tiny bit of tension, but there. A thread, not visible but unmistakable to my mind’s eye. Thin and taut, it wove between the water, the vials, the skeletal being. This magic wasn’t only surrounding us, it was hooked into us, feeding on everything we did. And, oh, how it loved our emotions.

Except love. We needed to figure out why later.

My stomach churned. This wasn’t just an illusion. It was a snare, and we had to find our way free.

The being chuckled, amused at what it must see as our fear, our hesitation. It must suspect one of us would soon give in or try to find my way out of the trap. It was right in that regard.

Your time is nearly up, it said. Choose, or I will.

Lore’s breath caught, and I opened my eyes to find the swamp rising, creeping across my ribs.

I didn’t know if I could end this, but I had to try.

I turned inward again, seeking that subtle quiver of power I still wasn’t sure belonged to me. It had latched onto me when I swallowed it down, a magic both foreign and familiar. It had tucked itself around my bones. Could I pull from it and use it like it was my own?

I reached for it cautiously, as if I was testing the weight of a blade before throwing it toward a target. At first, I found nothing, just my own pounding heart and the creeping cold of the swamp water rising higher. But then, beneath the panic and the fear, I felt a steady pulse. It wasn’t sharp or overwhelming; it was there. Deep in my center. Waiting.

The moment I touched it, the skeletal figure stiffened. The water stilled for a breath, as if the labyrinth itself had hesitated.

I rubbed my fingers in the empty air and pulled in the same way I might tug loose a knot, not with force but with a delicate touch. The thread I’d sensed before, the one linking me and Lore to this entire illusion, shivered.

A snap rang out, as subtle as a whisper.

The swamp rippled in jagged, unnatural waves. The skeletal creature blurred, its form flickering as if it couldn’t hold onto its own reality anymore. The vials rocked, the silver mist inside smacking against the walls.

I’d made the labyrinth hesitate.

The air around us twisted, though not in the way space had shifted before, where the walls had changed and the paths had moved. More like another pause. I’d bet anything the labyrinth had no idea what had just happened. I’d shaken something loose, though only for an instant.

Whatever I’d done, whatever I’d touched, wasn’t enough to unravel the entire spell keeping us here. I hadn’t destroyed the trap, hadn’t collapsed the bridge, so to speak. But I’d disrupted something, even if I didn’t know what it might be.

My knees almost buckled from the strain of trying to figure this out.

Lore’s hiss told me he’d felt it, too.

The skeletal figure’s form solidified again, but something had changed. It no longer watched us with sneering amusement. Now, it regarded me with something close to wariness.

Interesting.

I didn’t know what I’d done but something within this wretched place did, and it didn’t like it.

Reaching out, I sought a spell to nullify. This time, I could sense a river, the possible tether between us and this entrapment. It vibrated wildly.

I tugged at the power inside me harder this time, the way Lorant had taught me, and I sent it out with my command. Unravel. Don’t break. Collapse the bridge. Don’t fight the water.

Another snap echoed through the swamp.

“Wildfire…”

“Nice, huh?”

For a heartbeat, everything held still. Then the water surged backward, sliding away from me in all directions, leaving me standing on a spit of land, fully saturated and dripping. My feet were no longer fused to the ground.

The skeletal figure contorted, twisting and wavering and shimmering as it unraveled. The vials shattered, the silver mist exploding outward in whirling ribbons of light before dissolving into nothing.

The wall between Lore and I collapsed. He lunged forward, grabbing me, yanking me backward as if he thought he could get us away from this place now.

The fog around us buzzed like unseen hands trying to drag us back in. But its hold had been weakened. The labyrinth had expected compliance. It had expected desperation. It had not anticipated nullification.

With a subtle twist, I willed another thread of power up and sent it blasting away from me. Not against the creature but against the swamp itself.

The same energy that broke bindings, that shattered spells, that unraveled the purest forms of magic surged outward. Another stutter shocked through the water. The skeletal figure hissed, what was left of it staggering.

My slick smile rose.

The air around it wavered, stretched too thin to maintain its form. A groan echoed through the swamp, not from the creature, but perhaps from the labyrinth itself. The skeletal figure jerked its head toward me, its face revealing stunned surprise.

I clenched my jaw and stomped forward, sinking into the swamp. “I’m not playing the game. That is my decision.”

The figure’s lips didn’t move, but its voice snaked around me, inside me. You misunderstand. The game has already begun. You must decide. You must decide! Pure desperation came through in its voice. Even now, when it had started to fall apart, it was still trying to exert control. It was determined to steal whatever it could from us.

The air jerked, bending around us. The swamp pulsated beneath my boots in an unnatural heartbeat.

With a surge, the skeletal figure flew back toward us, looming over us, its form wavering, struggling to remain solid. It brought back the flickering vials, lifting them in its hands. They trembled, the silver mist inside slamming against the walls of the glass, frantic to reach us.

Lore bared his teeth. “We do not have to decide.”

You must choose. That is the rule!

My muscles locked as cold bit through my leathers, seeping into my bones. I forced down the panic slamming its way through my mind.

My voice came out calmer than I felt. “You’re bluffing.” I met Lore’s gaze. “This place has nothing. It can’t truly hurt us. It’s one bluff after another.”

“It's desperate,” he said with a slick grin. “Keep poking.”

“I intend to.”

The skeletal thing stilled, the bits of mist still clinging to our legs and boots slipping away to sink into the swamp below.

I met the creature’s hollow gaze. “A choice can’t exist if we change the rules, now can it?”

A guttural sound clawed its way up the creature’s throat, a mix of a snarl and a scream. The swamp shuddered. When the creature spoke again, its voice came out sharper, jagged but still shredding. Love is not defiance. Love is submission.

“You know nothing.” Wonder came through in Lore’s voice. He took my hand, squeezing it. The love in his eyes gutted me. Tipping his head back, he shouted. “Love is everything.”

The skeletal being’s head snapped toward me, something eerie flaring in its empty eye sockets. It stepped forward, or maybe it didn’t move at all, maybe the space bent to meet it. Either way, it knew. And it was not taunting us now.

The swamp heaved, the air around us shimmering like heat rising off stone, distorting reality. The skeletal figure’s voice came softer this time, almost contemplative. Ah. A crack.

Lore’s arm went around the back of my waist. “Reyla⁠—”

I wasn’t waiting for permission. Pulling more threads of power from deep inside me, I shoved harder against the place where the magic connected, where it bound itself to us. If I could destabilize it some more, if I could break it apart⁠—

The swamp jerked, but not in the way it had before. It stumbled, as if a place deep inside it had lost its footing. The mist jutted about, the air quivering in agitation.

The skeletal figure hissed. Dark shadows slithered to it and wrapped around its form. The projection didn’t struggle. Didn’t resist. It simply collapsed inward, like a person disappearing beneath deep water. One moment it was there; the next, the labyrinth had swallowed it whole.

The swamp fell terrifyingly silent.

Lore and I stood frozen, waiting for the next attack. Waiting for the labyrinth to retaliate.

Freed from the spell, Farris leaped off the small hill where the labyrinth had placed him. He splashed through shallow water, joining us on the small spit of land, shaking off droplets before standing to face outward, his teeth bared to protect us.

“That didn’t work the way I imagined.” I explained what I’d done. “I didn’t rip the magic apart, didn’t end the trap. But whatever I did was enough to trigger something deeper.”

“I don’t trust the quiet.” He peered around. “We need to move. Now.”

A crack, and we were thrust apart by a new wall of vines. The labyrinth was fighting, trying to keep control of its latest game. Fuck that. My hollow laugh rang out, and how good it felt. I gathered more of the power quivering deep inside me and shot it outward.

The world detonated. A cacophony of screeches—hundreds, thousands—filled the air.

The labyrinth itself was screaming.

My smile grew bigger.

Gravity pulled the swamp back to its natural state, reshaping it into smooth water and gnarled trees speckled with moss. The vine wall collapsed, sinking into the water.

Lore pulled me into his arms. “You…”

I sunk against his chest. We were still here. Still ourselves. For now.

Slow clapping echoed behind us. With blades lifted, we spun to take on the next threat.

A tall, muscular fae man stood a short distance away on a dry patch of ground, a wry smile on his face. “You might want to come with me.” His pale blue eyes scanned the swamp where mist had started swirling once more, etching across the surface in our direction.

With an excited whine, Farris bolted from my side and leaped into the man’s arms, yipping and whimpering as he licked the man’s face.

Stunned, I stood with Lore, the hand holding my knife dropping to my side.

The man scratched behind Farris’s ears in the exact spot where he loved it most, and his smile crooked up on one corner.

“Dorion,” Lore croaked. “You’re alive.”

“So far.” He leveled us with a long look. “The three of us need to talk.”
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Reyla lifted her chin. “Farris?” The dismay in her eyes…

The nyxin stopped licking Dorion’s face and twitched his ears her way. When she called again, his tail gave a single thump before he wiggled free from Dorion’s hold. Placed on the ground, he shook out his fur. He sent a glance Reyla’s way, then Dorion’s, before he trotted back, pushing his face into Reyla’s palm before sitting beside her, his ears pinned forward, his gaze locked on the other man.

“Good boy.” Reyla stroked his head, but her voice shook.

Dorion’s rumbling laugh echoed around us. “You found him, I see. Or he found you.”

“What does that mean? How do you know him?” Shock cratered Reyla’s voice.

Dorion peered around. “We can’t talk here.” He lifted his arm again, waving. “Come with me. I’ll take you to a secure location.”

She huffed. “Such a thing exists here?”

“Explain yourself,” I said, not trusting what could be yet another game sent by the labyrinth.

“I know why you’re skeptical.” Dorion scratched the back of his neck. “But it’s me. Dorion. I’m asking you to trust me.”

The last time we’d met in secret to continue negotiations for a truce between our courts, he’d told me he suspected his father was having him watched, that Tallin may have discovered that Dorion was meeting with me.

I studied his frame. He looked like the man I once knew, but so had my parents. “The river runs, the stars go dim…”

Dorion blinked and the words appeared dragged out of him. “And the hawk never flies past the northern rim.” He stiffened. “No idea why I just said that.”

That was the confirmation I needed. The last time we met, I’d cast a spell in case I one day had to verify it was him. I worried his father might send someone magically masked in Dorion’s place to trap me.

I took Reyla’s hand, squeezing it. “It’s really Dorion.”

“He’s supposed to be dead.”

“I’ve been doing my best to avoid that,” he said with a low drawl.

Ignoring him, she frowned up at me. “You’re sure?”

“As I’ll ever be.”

“Hmm.” The scowl she sent Dorion hit him harder than one of her blades flung at the back of a door.

“We’ll go with you,” I said.

“Thought you might.” Pivoting, Dorion cut through the swamp like he’d done this a hundred times before, and I realized he probably had.

Reyla and I struggled to keep up with him, our boots sinking into the sludge, the ground shifting like it was eager to grab on and never let go. Dorion kept moving, not even glancing back to see if we were still with him.

Farris trotted at Reyla’s side. A few times, he peered in one direction or another and snarled, but I didn’t see anything—yet. I kept my blade ready, however, as did Reyla. We caught up and walked closer to my old almost-friend.

I grunted. “How do you know where to go?”

Dorion kept striding, unerringly knowing where to place his feet and where not to. “I’m sure you’ve learned that the labyrinth constantly shifts, revealing a tunnel, then taking it away. Sometimes you have to ignore what your senses tell you and rebel against what it wants.” His laugh came out too high-pitched, too shrill. He slanted a glance back at Farris. “He’s helping as much as this thing. His growls tell me when I’m about to make the wrong choice.”

Reyla wiped mud from her cheek with the back of her hand. “Where are you taking us?”

“Telling you would ruin the surprise.”

Reyla glared. Dorion sent her a smirk. He always had been cocky.

But so was I.

“We’ve had enough surprises,” I snarled, coming to a stop.

“And you’ve just gotten started.”

“What does that mean?” Reyla barked, shooting me a look of concern.

Dorion did not reply, just continued striding ahead of us.

Grumbling, we followed. The deeper we went, the more the trees clawed in, their branches stretching above us in skeletal fingers. Twice we passed a boulder that looked vaguely like a dragon’s head, and Reyla’s grip on my hand tightened with each repetition. A loop. He was leading us in fucking circles.

Dorion kept walking.

Farris cut in front of us, letting out a sharper growl. The fur along his back bristled.

Dorion stopped and looked back, clicking his tongue. “Getting impatient, aren’t you?”

Farris let out a soft whine, but his body remained rigid, his tail spiking back and forth.

“Stay with me.” Dorion strode forward, passing the dragon boulder—again.

I came to a halt. “We’re not going any farther.”

Reyla nodded, her gaze grim.

“Ignore the tricks,” Dorion said. “Fates know I’ve learned to.”

“What are you saying?” Reyla huffed.

Dorion turned back. Sighed. “I’m saying that the labyrinth is playing games with your mind, making you think we’re passing the same boulder over and over again. You’re going to have to trust me in this. I know where we’re going, and we’ll be there soon.” He flashed a slick smile. “Promise.”

Reyla’s gaze sought mine. If I wanted to continue, she would too, but if I announced we were going in another direction, she’d be right by my side.

“If it helps any,” Dorion said, “we’re almost there.”

He’d survived here a long time. He’d trusted me when I first reached out about a truce. I would remain with him for a bit longer.

“Don’t fool around,” I snapped.

“I’d never dream of it.” Turning sharply, he continued walking.

We reluctantly followed, nearly running into his back when he stopped a short time later.

What should’ve been more trees, more water, more of the same cursed, shifting swamp had turned into a jagged wall of stone jutting out of the ground, continuing left and right and overhead far enough I couldn’t make out where it might end. Moss clung to the wall, and vines draped in long ropes from above, their deep purple leaves flickering in a breeze I could not feel. The way Dorion stared at the wall with his head high, his hands relaxed at his sides, suggested there might be something here we couldn’t see.

Impossible. Which meant it fit with everything else in this fates-cursed place.

Dorion flicked a hand our way. “Keep up, now. If you fall back, I’m not digging you out.”

Reyla’s lips twisted. “How reassuring.”

Lore and I shared a look, but neither of us voiced the obvious. This could still be another trap. But standing here and arguing about it wouldn’t change the fact that the labyrinth was watching. Waiting for another chance to rip us apart.

Dorion pressed his palm to the stone wall and hummed, a discordant sound that wrenched through my bones.

Nothing happened.

Reyla arched a brow. “Your little trick not working?”

Dorion’s lips twisted. “Shut the fuck up, woman.”

“Do not speak like that to my wife,” I growled.

Spinning, Dorion looked from her to me. “Wife, huh?” He studied Reyla in a way that made my spine stiffen. “Were you a willing bride or not?”

She said nothing, only lifted her chin and stared down her nose at him. There was my love, my wildfire queen.

“Are we done wandering yet?” I asked, my cheery mood somewhat restored. If he had a secure location, we might have time to change our clothing. Leather didn’t fare well in deep, swampy mud. And we reeked.

“I was getting to that.” He turned back to the wall and whispered something in ancient fae even I didn’t understand. The vines trembled and slithered apart like beasts waking up only long enough to roll over in bed. The rock behind them shimmered, twisted.

And split, though only a gap a finger’s width wide.

Dorion gave us a sardonic grin. “Do keep up, Lore. His wife.” He didn’t push through so much as disappear into the wall itself.

Farris took one look at us before following, sliding into the stone.

With an uneasy shrug, Reyla stepped forward, oozing into the rock with me close behind, my hand on her lower spine.

Beyond, everything contorted.

No more swamp. A floral scent replaced the murky stench. The thick fog, the pressing humidity, and the ever-present sense of being watched also vanished.

We found ourselves in another cavern, however.

Bioluminescent moss clung to the walls, throbbing soft blue and green light over a smooth path etching through the center of the room. Stalactites dangled down from above, their crystalline tips catching the glow. The smell of fresh water hit my nose, plus something earthy-green. Ferns, maybe.

Reyla stood a few steps ahead of me, turning with her head tipped back, scanning the strange place.

Dorion leaned against a boulder across the cavern, near a small waterfall trickling from a jagged crack high above, landing in a sparkling clear pool. His smile had spread wider. Less taunting. Triumphant, actually. “Welcome to the only place in the labyrinth that’s truly mine. More or less, and maybe only for a short time, though I’m enjoying it while it lasts.”

“It feels like we’re no longer inside the labyrinth,” I said.

He smirked. “More or less.”

“Then get us out.”

“Sorry. Can’t do that for you any more than I can do it for myself.”

“A safe place shouldn’t exist.” Reyla kept turning, taking it in. “Yet I don’t feel that crawling sensation on my skin.”

“It can’t see us here,” he said.

Stopping, she frowned. “Why not?”

“That’s the real question, isn’t it? You have a name?” His mocking smile could rival my own. “Or should I keep calling you his wife?”

“Reyla,” she bit out, clearly skeptical and for good reason.

“So pleasant to meet you, Reyla.” His arm swept out with his bow. “Please call me Dorion. Prince Dorion, if you prefer to be formal.”

“Yeah, whatever,” she said dryly, peering around again, no doubt marking each boulder on a map in her mind, each small rock that could be used as a weapon.

I’d already done the same thing. Another trap? Time would soon tell. I didn’t trust any of this. The labyrinth would do anything it could to keep us from escaping. It coiled around its prey and consumed them. It didn’t set them free. This untouched place made no sense.

Farris sniffed at the air before padding forward. Stopping at the pool, he dipped his snout close to the water, testing. With a huff, he drank.

I rolled my shoulders, still itching with the feeling of a trap waiting to spring. My voice came out sharp. “Explain.”

Dorion lifted a brow but pushed off the boulder. He strode to the pool, crouched on the edge, and trailed his fingers across the surface. “The labyrinth doesn’t create rooms. It doesn’t have empty spaces. Everything serves a purpose. The tests, the suffering, the way it bends perception.” He sent Reyla a speculative look. “But this place?” He lifted a handful of water, watching it dribble between his fingers before scooping up more and drinking. “The labyrinth avoids it.”

“Why?” she asked.

“The moment I was thrown in, it tried to erase me. Same as you, I’m sure. You’ve felt it, haven’t you? The pull. The way everything warps, as if even your own mind is a battleground for the next challenge.”

We couldn’t deny it.

“I think it sucks down our emotions and power to fuel itself,” Reyla said.

Dorion blinked at her, his brows lifting. “One could say that.”

“Already did.” She sucked in a breath and puffed it out. “It doesn’t appear to enjoy love very much, however.”

“Interesting idea.” Dorion leaned against a big rock, laying his palms flat on his thighs. “I found this place when I was barely conscious. The labyrinth retreated, though at the time, I didn’t know why. All I knew was that it didn’t follow, as if it didn’t dare touch this place for whatever reason.”

Reyla’s gaze darted to me, then back to the stone wall behind us. “Have you figured out why?”

Dorion rose, facing us. “Not so far. I hope I’m not here long enough to find out.” He tilted his head toward a small cave on his right. “My quarters are through there. If you value your life, stay out. But over there.” He pointed to another opening on my right. “There’s a tunnel that leads to a side chamber you can use if you want privacy. Shelter for the night.” He grunted. “I’ll bring you some food shortly.”

Leaving us, he climbed the slope, disappearing into the cave.
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With our saturated leathers and boots rubbing, squelching, we approached the opening with our “suite”.

Yeah, right.

The narrow tunnel crowded around us. Nothing new for this place. The chilly air brought out my shivers. My boots squished and shuffled on the packed dirt, each step shouting our presence. Lore walked behind me, his hand on my lower back. Farris paced behind him, shooting glances over his shoulder at the main cave, perhaps looking for Dorion.

I didn’t like that either. How did he know Farris? Because it was clear the two had met before.

The passage curved, then widened into a smaller cave. Pale light from bioluminescent moss clinging to the walls gave the room a soft green and blue glow that I’d find pretty under any other circumstances. The ceiling stretched high enough to give the cave an open feeling, yet it wasn’t so tall it disappeared into darkness. A thin stream trickled down a worn stone wall on the opposite side, pooling at the base. Clear. It looked deep enough to bathe in.

Oh, how I longed to bathe.

The scent of damp earth and something mineral filled the air, but it smelled clean in a way the labyrinth never had.

I walked over and crouched near the pool. Water flowed to my left, exiting out through a narrow channel. Not stagnant, then. No unseen creatures lurking on the sandy bottom—so far. Cool to the touch.

Lore came over and leaned against the wall beside me, his arms folded across his chest. “Any fish?”

I shook my head. “Nothing.”

He pushed off the wall, stepping forward until he stood at my back. “We might actually be able to wash without something trying to kill us.”

A rare luxury. I let my hand linger in the water before pulling away.

Farris joined us, drinking from the pool. Our water flasks were nearly out. Did I dare trust this “safe space”?

“It’s Dorion,” Lore said softly. “I planted something on him that would compel him to finish a statement. No one knew about it but me. So this has to be him.”

I peered up at him. “You’re sure?”

“I’d bet my life on it.”

Let’s hope it wouldn’t come to that. But his confidence was good enough for me. I cupped some and drank my fill, not stopping until my belly sloshed.

Lore nodded toward the floor made up of dirt with a few patches of moss around the edges. “The ground’s smooth enough. We’ll be comfortable sleeping here.”

That was a matter of perspective. How soft I’d become, lounging in our lovely bed. Snuggling in front of the toasty fire on the sofa in the sitting area.

No blankets, no real protection, but at least here we weren’t out in the open, enduring whatever the labyrinth decided to throw at us next. As far as we knew. This could be yet another trick to catch us. If so, it was a good one. Or bad. Again, perspective.

I rose, wiping my hands on my thighs. “It’ll do for now.”

Lore drank, eventually rising to look around.

“Do you truly trust him?” I asked.

“Farris obviously does.”

“That’s not an answer.”

He shrugged. “So far, I don’t have a reason not to.”

“It could be another game.” Such a fun word, game. This trap was anything but fun.

“We’ll be prepared.”

That was the truth of it. We’d face one challenge after another until we finally reached the end. I shouldn’t feel angry. This appeared to be a time we could rest. Eat—maybe. I should enjoy it while it lasts.

But time kept slithering away, and soon, Lore would turn thirty. I felt like we’d barely made headway in this part of Prager’s game, and the thought of losing my husband…

Well, I wasn’t going to think about it now.

“How does Farris know him?” I stroked the nyxin’s head and he looked up at me, his tail beating on the floor and his wet tongue still dripping. “He likes Calista and Moira, but we don’t see him leaping all over them. He adores Faelith, but she takes care of him. Still haven’t seen him leaping into her arms either.” Only mine.

“We’ll ask him.”

We’d also make sure he gave us a good answer.

Lore’s jaw tightened. “I don’t trust anything in this place, but if I had to trust something, it would be him.”

That settled some of the unease twisting through my belly.

We left the cave and returned to the main cavern with Farris trotting at our heels. Sitting on low rocks, we placed our packs near enough we could grab them if we needed to run.

Dorion entered the cavern with a thin, irregularly cut board balanced between his hands. The scent of stew and bread bit through the air.

My belly roared.

Without ceremony, he placed the board on a flat rock in front of us, taking a handful of flatbreads and one of the three carved wooden bowls from the surface. He crossed the cavern and lowered himself on a smooth stretch of rock, facing us. Leaning back against the wall, he stretched out his legs, placing his bowl and bread on his lap.

His dark, unadorned tunic appeared as if it had seen more time in this place than he cared to admit. Scuffed and thin, he’d clearly worn it for… Well, maybe five years. If he had any other outfits, they were probably as tired as this one. His pants showed similar wear, not torn but softened from long use. The heels of his scuffed boots rested on the stone, their leather equally dulled. All this told me he’d been here a long time, but I still wasn’t convinced this wasn’t yet another game.

Farris trotted over and sniffed Dorion’s leg. He curled his lips and sneezed. Leaning forward and with an unreadable expression, Dorion scratched behind Farris’s ears. The nyxin huffed and padded back to my side, leaping up onto the flat rock beside me. With a sigh, he settled by my right thigh, resting his chin on his paws, peering back and forth from the food to Dorion.

“How do you know Farris?” I asked.

“Is that his name?” At my nod, Dorion tilted his head. “When my father grabbed me, I cast a spell. Sent for help. Interesting choice the spell made. A nyxin?” His wry smile rose but fell quickly. “But don’t worry. He’s still yours.”

I frowned. “That’s not an answer.”

He shrugged.

My spine twitched. “Tell me.”

“That’s the only answer you’re getting. I’ll share what I can, but some things are better left unsaid.”

“Are you cursed too?”

He only lifted one brow before his gaze darted to Lore. “Eat. Or don’t. More for me if you’re too scared.” He flashed a feral grin and ripped off a piece of bread with his teeth, chewing slowly, speaking around it. “Honestly, I understand why you would be. I quickly realized that eating anything offered inside this place could result in…well, death, I suppose. Or something worse.”

“What’s worse than death?” I asked.

“Pay attention, or you won’t find out.”

“Rude,” I muttered.

His lips curled up on one side again. He was handsome in his own way, but pretty things could still bite if you held out your hand. “I don’t see guests often. Ever, actually. Please forgive my…crude way of speaking, illustrious queen of Evergorne Court.”

“Reyla’s enough for me.”

His nose twitched, and he continued eating.

Two clay bowls of steaming stew still sat on the thin board in front of us, along with thick slabs of bread. The food appeared edible enough, but I didn’t touch it. Lore didn’t either.

Dorion’s gaze skipped between us. “You both look as if I served you a pile of shit.” He lifted a brow. “Surely it’s better than…” He sniffed, his nose crinkling. “Whatever it is you two are wearing.”

I ignored his sneer. His opinion of me didn’t matter. We’d survived. That was my only goal in this place besides getting to the talisman as fast as possible. If I stunk when I left the labyrinth, who cared?

He huffed out a breath, his nose still askew. “Don’t take it personally.”

I kept my hands in my lap. The last time Lore was offered food in the labyrinth, it was a trap. More than just an illusion. A deception determined to sink its claws into his soul. A false way of life with false parents, urging him to eat. If he had, he might not be sitting beside me right now.

Dorion ripped off a hunk of bread and flipped it toward us. The piece bounced off Lore’s knee, landing near Farris, but Lore didn’t pick it up. “Someone within this wretched place offered you a fine meal, now didn’t they? It’s an old trick. I’m surprised this place still pulls it out of its bag of goodies. Wise of you to refuse, however.” Dorion grunted out a laugh. “The fates know I’ve nearly fallen for the same trick more than once. The labyrinth doesn’t usually replay games, but its goal? Always the same.” He tapped his temple. “Took me long enough, but I got savvy.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You expect us to trust you?”

He clicked his tongue, then scooped a spoonful of stew, making a big show of placing it in his mouth and chewing. Swallowing. He tapped his spoon our way. “There you have it. A live demonstration.”

“Illusions eat food here,” Lore said.

“So do I.” Dorion’s sneer slipped. “I made this myself. I can promise you almost anything but how can you believe? I will say one thing, and one thing only. She is the reason I’m still fighting.”

I blinked. He didn’t mean me. His gaze—holding too much sorrow—remained fixed on his boots.

Farris snatched up the piece of bread from the ground and ate it.

Lore shrugged and picked up a bowl. “Thank you.”

“Always happy to cook for guests.” Dorion’s low laugh echoed in the room. “Don’t expect a high court dining experience here. I’m only a fair cook.”

“Have you seen any others inside this place?” I asked.

“Just a few who…didn’t make it.” His shoulders drooped, and his hand holding a piece of bread dropped to his thigh. “That’s how I learned you don’t eat anything here.”

“How have you survived, then?”

“Hiding spots like this where food doesn’t create a bridge for this place to suck me down.”

“How many are there?” I asked.

He shrugged and lifted his bread, staring at it. “They don’t last long, so I take advantage of them whenever I find them.”

Interesting. “We’re your first guests, then.”

“Indeed you are.”

I picked up a bowl and placed it on my lap, staring down at it. It looked fine, but so did everything else here.

Actually, that wasn’t quite true.

“If you stare at it long enough, it’ll get cold, but its image won’t waver,” Dorion said with too much cheer.

Lore took a bite.

I held my breath.

When he continued eating, I tasted the broth. Salty. Meaty, with a hint of root vegetables. Not bad. I wasn’t going to ask where he found meat.

I dumped some onto the rock for Farris, and he gobbled it up, looking from me to the board with the pile of bread. He got a hunk of that too.

Finished with his meal, Dorion placed his bowl on the rock beside him and propped an arm behind his head, settling deeper against the stone wall. “You know by now that the labyrinth is more than a prison.”

I chewed, taking in the flickering light of the bioluminescent moss on the cavern walls. The way the glow shifted like something taking a breath.

“It doesn’t trap bodies,” Dorion said. “It feeds on experiences. The way a person twists under pressure. It rewrites souls before swallowing them whole. But I imagine you know that as well.”

I tightened my grip on my bowl. “It’s a mindless entity.”

Dorion jerked up one brow. “Who told you that?”

Lifting his bowl, Lore dumped another bite into his mouth, chewing, thinking before speaking. “It has intent.”

“More than that,” Dorion said. “It has an agenda, one my father was all too happy to serve.”

“He threw you in here,” Lore said. “I thought he did it because⁠—”

“You and I were making a deal behind his back? I’m sure that was part of it, though I’ve learned while surviving inside this lovely place that there was a bigger reason.” Dorion’s lips curled down, and a shadow passed through his eyes.

Lore didn’t look away. Neither did I.

After a moment, Dorion shifted toward the front of the rock, his boots hitting the ground. He dragged a knife from the sheath strapped to his thigh and flipped it into the air, catching it by the hilt. “Halendor’s magic is linked to this place, and it was failing.”

I wiped up the last of my broth with a crust of bread and spoke around the bite. “How does that relate to throwing you inside?” I couldn’t imagine dumping a son inside here, leaving him to die.

The blade twirled between his fingers. “You’re looking at the Halendor’s sacrifice.”

Lore’s jaw ticked. “He fed you to the labyrinth.”

“More like bargained with someone. Himself, probably.” Dorion rolled his shoulders. “The labyrinth needs power to sustain itself. Emotions, as Reyla so nicely mentioned earlier. And whatever power we bring with us when we’re thrust inside. The magic that holds Halendor together is old and linked to the labyrinth.” He lifted the knife and tossed it into the air, deftly catching it.

The words twisted through my gut.

I swallowed and placed my empty bowl back on the board. “What will it do with you in particular?”

“Thrive. Remain alive. Keep the illustrious king of Halendor Court in control.” Dorion smirked like this was some grand joke at his expense, like he wasn’t sitting here explaining how his father had condemned him to this place to maintain his court’s power. He tapped the tip of his knife against the stone beside him, not looking at either of us. “When the magic here weakens, it demands more. My father wasn’t about to offer himself, so, he gave me.”

Lore set his empty bowl down. “It hasn’t drained everything from you yet.”

Dorion shook his head. “I will not give in and feed it my soul.” His mouth curved again, but there was no humor in it. “My determination to survive is the only reason I’m still sitting here, speaking with you two, my first, fine guests.”

Lore shifted beside me. “What happens to the labyrinth if you remain hidden long enough?”

“It collapses. The magic weakens. Halendor crumbles. That’s my assumption, anyway. I have no way to test it other than waiting and waiting.” Dorion tossed the knife again, snagging it blade-first from the air with a careful pluck of his fingers. “I like the idea of my father being angry that I haven’t been swallowed yet.”

“How long until it collapses?” I asked.

“No clue.” Dorion’s gaze landed on Lore. “I doubt it’ll be soon enough for him.”

Lore didn’t react. He only leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

I looked between them, then leaned back against the rock behind me. “You know about the curse.”

Dorion studied me. “I know enough. We have our own history books, though the details are limited.”

How far did we trust this man with the truth?

The moss’s flickering glow created shadows on Lore’s face. He gave me a small nod, like he was telling me it was fine to say more. I’d tell Dorion only what I thought would help us.

“A willing high fae bride is only part of it.” I swallowed back the pain roaring up my throat. “I love him, and that changed things. But it’s not enough. My love only broke the first part of the curse.”

Dorion tilted his head. “What else do you need to do?”

“He’ll die on his thirtieth birthday unless we find three objects we call talismans,” I said. “We found the first at Evergorne. The second was hidden here, inside the labyrinth, and the third is at Irridain.”

Something flickered behind Dorion’s gaze. His easy expression remained intact, but his fingers tightened on his knee. “Irridain, huh? You’re sure?”

“Completely.” I wasn’t going to share much. As Lore had suggested, we weren’t completely sure we could trust Dorion.

“What does the Irridain talisman look like?” he asked.

“A golden featherdorn.”

He blinked. “Truly?”

I leaned forward, watching him intently. “You’ve seen it?”

He shook his head. “Maybe. Or maybe not.”

“What kind of answer is that?” Lore asked.

“The only one you’re getting.”

“If you know where it is, tell us.” I’d give him anything as long as he’d tell us where to find it.

“I saw something like what you’re describing once, but it was ages ago. I’m sure it’s gone by now.”

“At Irridain.”

He nodded. “If that’s your talisman, it could still be there.”

The confirmation made my heart flip over, but we had a long path ahead of us before we could head to Irridain.

And time to quiz Dorion some more about the featherdorn.

“Why do you think one of the two talismans is here?” Dorion asked.

“Your father dangled it in front of us,” I said. “He promised that if we reached the end of the labyrinth, it would be waiting.”

Dorion’s low, amused sound got caught in his throat.

I narrowed my eyes. “What?”

“First of all, never trust my supposed father.”

“Supposed?”

“That’s what most believe.” He frowned at the ground. “I kind of hope we aren’t actually related.”

“If he’s not your father, you won’t be able to offer the labyrinth what it might need to stabilize it.”

“Never fear that. He claimed my mother, his second cousin, as his bride. She wasn’t willing, but he didn’t care about that. Halendor blood still flows through my veins through her. Don’t be too upset that he fooled you. He’s quite good at it; he does it all the time.”

Fury churned through me. Lore and I could trust no one but each other.

“I suppose you’ll find out if you can find the supposed end,” Dorion said.

“Supposed?” I barked.

“Yeah, that’s the thing,” Dorion said with a tightening of his brow.

“Spit it out, Dorion,” Lore growled.

He let the silence stretch long enough to irritate me before he looked at us with something close to pity. “There is no end to the labyrinth.”
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“What the fuck do you mean, there’s no end to the labyrinth?” I snarled.

“Explain,” Lore said calmly. Too calmly.

Dorion spread his hands wide. “There are no true exterior walls, which means there’s no way out. Not really. Believe me, if there was, we wouldn’t be sitting here in this lovely establishment savoring this amazing meal and each other’s company. I would’ve found the exit and blown through it.”

The words settled in my belly like jagged stones. “But the talisman⁠—”

“There is no end,” Dorion snarled. “Hate to break it to you, darling, but the labyrinth loops, reshapes, tricks, but there’s no way to escape.”

Blood pounded in my ears, but I forced myself to breathe. To think. The labyrinth had always twisted the truth, turning reality against us. Tallin had known we wouldn’t be able to find a way to the finish. He’d fed our hope and was no doubt laughing about it with Prager now. A man who’d throw his own son into this place wouldn’t play fair.

I clenched my jaw, anger bubbling under my skin.

Lore’s hand wrapped around mine, squeezing once. Like he knew exactly what I was feeling, how betrayed I was that I hadn’t thought to ask more questions before we were forced inside this nightmare.

I met his gaze, and what I found there brought me back to myself. Trust. Certainty. A belief we could do this.

My anger deflated for now. Plenty of time to drag it back to the surface later.

“If there’s no end, how do we find what we need?” I asked.

Dorion’s smirk returned. “No idea. However, don’t give up hope yet. Something has changed. The labyrinth feels…different, and I think it’s because of you.” His intent gaze locked on me. “You specifically, darling queen.”

“Skip darling when you address my wife,” Lore said softly enough to cause death with his words alone.

Dorion’s right foot twitched. “I rarely get to speak with anyone. I speak with no one other than myself, actually. Lately, I seek whatever game the labyrinth wants to send my way to break through this boredom. So if I wish to call the first female I’ve seen in…” He frowned. “Well, I don’t actually know how long I’ve been inside this trap. Too long, I’m sure. But I’ll call her darling if I want.”

“Five years,” Lore said.

Dorion deflated. “Really? That long?”

Lore nodded. “Call my wife darling again, and you’ll be eating with less teeth.”

I admired how he could threaten someone without even a twitch of his steely jaw. He was a master at courtly games, and one day, I hoped to learn all his ways.

“I do enjoy my teeth,” Dorion said with a true smile. “I missed our talks, Lore.” His smile was gone as fast as it had risen. “Missed…so much.” He raked his hands down his face. “You’re sure it’s been five years?”

Lore nodded.

“Then it’s probably too late.” How bleak he sounded, how sad. It almost made me feel bad for him.

Did this involve whoever “she” was?

“Why do you think things have changed due to me in particular?” I asked, though I had my suspicions after what I’d done in the swamp.

Dorion started flipping his knife from one hand to the other, the blade catching the glow of the moss. His gaze settled on me while he did it. “The labyrinth is afraid.”

It was an ancient thing, vast and relentless. Alive, but not in a way that should allow fear. But I’d felt it too.

“It doesn’t act without purpose. It preys on weakness, latching onto doubt, twisting memories into weapons. But you…” He spun the knife one final time, flipping it into his palm to grip the hilt. “I wonder if…” He shook his head. “Maybe it’s true. Maybe it isn’t, but I think you in particular scare it.”

I squared my shoulders. “If that’s the case, then we need to find out why and use it.”

Dorion’s gaze sharpened, but something like approval shone there. “Now you’re saying something meaningful.” He rose and slid the knife back into its sheath. “Finished? I’d offer more but there is none.”

We may have eaten his breakfast, and that made me sad. He wasn’t living here; he was slowly dying.

“Thank you,” I said.

“I’ll see you in the morning, then.” He placed his bowl on the board and lifted it, striding up the slope and disappearing from view.

We gathered our packs and left the main cave, Farris remaining in the cavern, though I was sure he’d join us soon.

The tunnel felt longer this time, shadows stretching in ways that made my pulse jolt. But my body ached, exhaustion throbbing through my bones like a weight I couldn’t let go of. I felt like we’d been running forever, and I suppose, in some way, we had been. My fingers still stung from digging into the throne room floor, though the cuts had scabbed over and a few had already fallen off. As for the gouges from the thorns, they’d sealed over as well.

Time was slipping away much too fast.

Lore walked beside me, quiet, lost in thought.

Inside our smaller cavern, the pool rippled where the water trickled from the stone wall above. I dropped my pack in the middle of the room. No, wait, in our bedroom. Then I walked over to stare at the pool, though I didn’t truly see it. I was also lost in my thoughts.

My fingers went to the laces on my tunic, loosening them, then to the grime-streaked fabric sticking to my skin. Lore followed my lead, tugging his tunic over his head in one smooth motion while kicking off his boots.

We worked in silence, stripping down to nothing, then scrubbed our clothes in the clear water. The fabric darkened in my hands, swirling dirt and mud and sweat away, channeling it out through the left wall. I wrung each piece out and draped them over boulders to dry. Lore did the same with his own things, his movements quick and efficient.

I let out a breath and stepped into the pool. Cool water lapped at my ankles, then my calves. The chill shocked through me, but it was a welcome feeling because it numbed some of the soreness and sent my wild thoughts in all directions. I could collect them later. I sank until water covered my body and turned to face Lore. He sat in the water, his arms lying on the shore on either side.

“Could be worse,” he said in a low voice.

I huffed. “That’s starting to feel like how the story of our life will be written. Could’ve been worse.”

A tired grin tugged at his mouth. “Such a tale it will be.”

Only if we were alive to tell it.

Water sloshed over his collarbone. His gaze held mine, the weight of everything unspoken stretching between us.

“The labyrinth fears you.” He said it like it was fact, as if there was no room for doubt.

I swallowed, the words grating across my bones. “Dorion could be wrong.”

“I don’t think so. And I don’t think you do either. Tell me more about what you did back in the swamp.”

I tucked up my legs and wrapped my arms around them, resting my chin on my knees, and explained.

“Interesting,” was all he said.

“What conclusions do you draw from it?”

“That we need to hope that the power inside you is endless. I’m equally interested in what Dorion told us about the labyrinth. It’s failing, which could be why the images don’t hold for long. It will seek power to sustain itself until it can drain Dorion. We need to hurry it along.”

“Break it, you mean.”

“Exactly,” he said with a slick smile.

“How?”

“We’ll figure it out.”

Hopefully soon. I stared into the water. Tiny ripples distorted the reflection of the moss’s glow. It would be soothing if I could forget where we were and what we still faced. “Every time I’ve faced it, I’ve barely been able to hold my own. I’m no different from anyone else trapped here.”

“Other than that new magic. It’s a weapon. Maybe the only one we have.”

Frustration gouged through my chest. “You’re suggesting we stride back out there, and I whack away at it with nullification magic until it collapses?”

“That’s not safe.”

“Each trick could be our last.”

The steady trickle of water filled the space between us before he spoke. “We’ll find a way. I promise.”

He pushed off the stone and reached for me. His fingers trailed under my knees, stretching my legs out, only for him to slide his hands around my waist and tug me onto his lap. I let him do it, tucking my legs along his thighs to straddle his waist, face him with my palms on his broad shoulders—that he placed there. He slipped his hands into the water and caught my hips, pulling me flush against his erection.

I hissed in a breath. His arms tightened, and he rested his chin on the top of my head. His heartbeat thumped slow and steady in my ear, a rhythm I knew as well as my own.

“This,” he said. “This is what the labyrinth can’t fight. It feeds on fear, on desperation, on loss. It wants to unravel us. But love…” His lips skated across my temple, as soft as the touch of the water around me. “Love is our weapon. It always has been.”

My throat tightened, and I pressed my face into the damp skin at his throat. His warmth wrapped around me, a shield as sure as any blade. I stroked his sides. His hips. Moved my hands around to his back.

“Is it going to be enough?” I asked.

“Always. I believe in us.”

“I do too.”

“Evermore, Wildfire. Evermore.” His chest shifted with a quiet laugh. “Nullification got us out of the last trap, but our love has broken every other challenge this place has sent us thus far. It’s a true weapon, and we’re going to use it to slash this place wide open. No exit?” He scoffed. “We’ll make one.”

“We need to find the talisman.”

“We will. It has to be here somewhere. Tallin cheats and steals and⁠—”

“Rapes his second cousin.”

“Yeah, that.” He scowled. “But he does have a thread of integrity buried deep inside. He made a vow, and he’ll stick with it.”

“Because he thinks we’ll never find the talisman.”

“We will. Love, Reyla. Our love will guide us to it.”

I closed my eyes. He was right. Every step we’d taken, every choice we’d made, had been bound to this—our love, our trust, our refusal to let the labyrinth or this damn curse dictate our ending.

Lore tilted my head back. His fingertips brushed along my jaw to my nape, and he gave me a slow, careful smile. “Stay still.”

I blinked. “Why?”

“You’ll see.”

After releasing my ragged braid, he combed his fingers through my hair, gently working out the tangled strands. He cupped water in his palms and let it trickle over my scalp until the strands squeaked. No rush, no sharp tugs, just endless care. Warmth bloomed in my chest, soft and so achingly pure. He rubbed his fingertips across my shoulders, my back, massaging away all my tension.

“You don’t have to do this,” I murmured, though I loved that he was.

“I know. Let me do it anyway.”

As he rubbed my back, my hips, and my thighs, my eyes dropped closed again, the simple comfort washing over me. He worked in silence, soothing what days of running and terror had beaten into my soul.

When he finished, his hands lingered on my ass. For a long moment, neither of us moved. The sound of water trickling across stone filled the silence I didn’t dare break.

But he was tired and sore too.

“Your turn.” I lifted my head, meeting his eyes.

He arched a brow but didn’t argue, only shifted to sit between my knees, turning his back to me. The water lapped against my chest as I reached for him. I skimmed my fingers along his shoulders before sinking them into his hair. Dark strands, damp and curling at the ends, slipped and slid as I worked, scrubbing with infinite care.

Lore never asked for things like this. Never told me when he needed anything. But I knew him—knew the way tension always lived under his skin, even when he tried to hide it. So I let my touch linger, massaging along the back of his neck, kneading away the exhaustion he carried.

His head tipped forward as his stress eased from his body.

A quiet hum rumbled in his throat. “Going to fall asleep.”

I smirked. “Not sure the edge of the pool counts as a pillow.”

He exhaled, almost a laugh. “It should.”

I ran my fingers through his hair again, rinsing over and over, continuing until it was clean. He shifted, turning back toward me. His hands gripped my hips again, and he pulled me against his hard cock.

“I meant what I said,” he said. “Nullify whatever you can, but we will fight with what this place doesn’t understand. We will make it truly fear us, because it can’t break what it doesn’t know how to control.”

Rising to my knees, I pressed my forehead against his, breathing him in, allowing his words to press deep inside me. He wasn’t wrong. The labyrinth didn’t know what to do with us.

Dorion thought I’d scared it, and that could be because of the nullification, but I’d felt its fear before that. It had never encountered love like ours. Not an emotion that refused to bend, refused to shatter, refused to let go even with the weight of an entire kingdom’s curse pressing down on it.

“We’re going to carve our way out of this place with love,” he said.

I believed him.

The labyrinth consumed everything, twisted every choice, every soul, into something it could feast on. But us? We’d walk through its endless corridors, its terrifying illusions, side by side. Always seeking each other.

I leaned back, working on his arm muscles with delicate fingers. His chest.

The water lapped between us, and his thumbs skimmed the skin at my waist.

A chill that had nothing to do with the water prickled along my spine.

I studied Lore’s face, tracing the slant of his cheekbone, the strong line of his jaw. He didn’t look afraid. Determined, yes, but not afraid. “What happens if we keep pushing back? I’m not sure I can replicate what I did. The magic here doesn’t feel like the spell your mother cast on the diary.”

Lore’s fingers flexed on my waist. “What else are you thinking?”

The words hovered in my mind, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to say them out loud. We couldn’t be paranoid enough in this place. We didn’t know who might be listening.

I shifted, sliding my hands up his chest, resting them where his heartbeat pulsed under his skin.

“Something small to start,” I said.

His smirk rose. “Always the careful planner.”

I trailed my fingers down his chest. His abs.

His erection was calling to me like the throb of a furious pulse. “And you’re the ruthless one.”

“Only in the best possible way.” He brushed his lips against mine, sharing the barest hint of warmth before he pulled back. “Should we tell Dorion what you did in the swamp?”

I hesitated. “If we need to.” There was nothing wrong with being careful. “This place may not know what I did. No need to share that information with anyone yet.”

Lore nodded once, his gaze sharp.

“We’ll see what happens,” I said softly. “If we’re right, we won’t need to ask for answers. The labyrinth will tell us itself.”

His smile widened at that, slow and dark and full of something close to grim anticipation. “I do love it when our enemies make things plain. It makes it so much easier to kill them.”

“Perhaps you did learn something at your heir-to-the throne school.”

“And my bodyguard-to-the-heir-school.” He tapped his temple. “It’s all up here. And more.”

“Arrogant again.”

“I’m well aware.” His hands roamed my back before sliding forward, between my legs. A delicious heat spread through me. “But you love me despite it.”

“That I do.”

The flickering glow of the moss bathed us in soft green and blue light as I lifted and dropped back down on his cock, taking all he had to offer inside me.

The water sloshed. Our moans echoed around us.

And we showed the labyrinth what it could never steal from us.

Our love.
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When we strode out into the main cave the next morning with Farris loping ahead of us, we found it empty. Food waited on a board perched on one of the taller boulders, even something for the nyxin.

And a note, more or less. A message literally carved—I suspected with a knife Dorion could wield with exceptional skill—into another board resting beside our meal. It told us to wait here for him, that he’d be back.

We ate the bread pockets stuffed with fruit unlike anything I’d tasted before. Sweet, it had a subtle spicy tang that hit my throat just right.

Then we sat and talked, going through all we’d learned so far.

Reyla pulled the diary from her pack. While she leaned back in my arms, Farris snoozing by her feet, she carefully skimmed through the pages. The quiet drip of water echoing from the far wall was the only sound apart from Farris’s snores.

She started reading. “History tells us that Evergorne’s curse is punishment. And I have reason to believe the truth is layered beneath what happened long ago.” Her fingers tightened on the page. “Prager’s wrath did not only shatter love. She shattered something older. Something that should never have been touched. A Cor…if you will.”

“Core?”

“It’s capitalized and no “e”.”

Hmm.

That part may not matter. The curse was supposed to be a direct consequence of my ancestor’s selfishness, though I still hadn’t discovered what happened.

Reyla’s eyes darted over the words. She swallowed before continuing. “King Aricor loved Prager, but he was not the only one. The Halendor and Irridain heirs also sought her favor. Three courts, three suitors. It should have always been her choice.”

“She didn’t choose him?” My voice came out rough.

Reyla turned a page, scanning ahead. “No. And he must’ve known she wouldn’t, because he didn’t leave it to chance.” She shifted against my chest. “He sought out something forbidden. A device capable of altering will, of binding someone else’s fate.”

A chill crawled up my spine.

“The objects we’re seeking…” I said, thinking about how to phrase this. But she spoke before I could grab onto the thought.

“They’re all that’s left of whatever he used. A binding device of some sort.” She kept reading. “Before the talismans were scattered, they were one. A single artifact forged from magic far older than even Prager’s bloodline. He found it, used it, trying to bind her to him so that she’d never love anyone else.”

The stone beneath me might as well have turned to ice. I stared at the diary I still couldn’t read due to the curse’s influence, wishing I knew more.

Aricor hadn’t only wronged a woman. He’d tried to steal her will.

A muscle in my jaw jumped. “She’s a powerful wizard, and he thought he could control her?”

Reyla’s breath jerked out of her. “It sounds like he was only thinking of himself.” Her fingers traced along the page, her voice dropping. “It didn’t work. She was angry, but she didn’t kill him. I imagine she could have.” Reyla tipped her head back, meeting my gaze. “Instead, she broke the artifact, split it into three pieces, and hid them where no one would ever find them.” Something haunted flickered in her expression. “Rather than curse only him, she cursed his entire bloodline.”

Her words sank like a boulder in my gut.

Not a single punishment but a sentence on every heir that would come after, a legacy of suffering embedded so deeply it made everyone forget what had started it all.

I flexed my hands on her waist.

“A curse for forcing love,” Reyla whispered.

The truth twisted through me. This wasn’t about a scorned woman seeking revenge. It was about control, something that was stolen and could never be given back.

Somehow, after centuries of pain, the pieces of that broken talisman still existed.

Reyla kept reading. “In my research within Halendor’s archives, I uncovered whispers of talismans hidden away. Although, at the time, I didn’t understand how the curse itself had been placed. The archives spoke of a binding, one crafted and sealed with ancient blood. The curse wasn’t a new spell. It was a safeguard, the final chain in Prager’s trap.”

That sat wrong in my chest. “She’s saying it wasn’t only about revenge.”

Reyla nodded. “It sounds like it was part of something bigger.”

A part of me bristled.

Reyla’s gaze flicked to mine before she turned the page. “The records in Halendor called it The Severed Crown. A throne divided.”

Heat prickled at the back of my neck. Severed. Divided. It sounded too much like the split, the curse that forced one person into two. I ran a hand over my jaw. “Evergorne, Irridain, and Halendor, or something else?”

She didn’t answer right away, skimming ahead, searching. I watched the way her lips moved as she read to herself, the slight furrow between her brows that said she was trying to piece it together before she spoke.

After a moment, she read more. “I made the mistake of questioning this aloud. I was angry, determined to save the man I loved. A missive arrived within days. No name, no signature. Only these words, carved into parchment in something darker than ink.” She hesitated before reading them aloud. “Blood? I did not want to test it to find out. It said: What was broken, was not meant to break. What was sealed, cannot hold forever. Blood keeps it intact.”

The cavern seemed smaller all at once. I stared the wall where water still trickled, trying to make some sense of it, but coming up with nothing.

Reyla touched my arm. “Blood binds something.”

Always blood.

“The diary also mentions that Prager didn’t like how powerful the three heirs were, that part of her spell may be the reason the three courts still battle.”

A muscle in my jaw tightened. “And if—” The damn curse choked off my throat, keeping me from saying more.

My wildfire was smart, though. “If the curse breaks, does whatever was sealed break with it?” Her words came out hushed, as if saying them too loudly would make them fall apart.

If Prager’s curse hadn’t been the start of this… If it had only been another link in a much older chain, then none of this had ever been only about love.

Before either of us could say more, a shadow darkened the cavern’s entrance. As Dorion stepped inside, his silhouette stretched across the stone. Tension creased his face and made his body shake.

“Time’s up,” he snarled, flipping his dagger into the air and catching it neatly. “This place is shifting, doing something I’ve never seen or felt before. We need to figure out why.”

“Maybe we should stay here and let it play games with itself.” My wife would be safer hidden away.

Dust drifted from the ceiling, speckling the glassy surface of the pool at the base of the wall. The walls shook.

“It’s going to come for us if we don’t go out and meet it,” Dorion said. “This cave is all I’ve got.” His voice cracked. “If I don’t have a safe place to sleep, to eat, I have nothing. Might as well give in and let it claim me.” His gaze leveled on Reyla. “I think it specifically wants you.”

A growl ripped up my throat. “It can’t have her.”

“No.” She placed her hand on my palm. “It’s alright. We need to look at this strategically. If we can learn more about how this thing thinks, we can defeat it.”

“I don’t believe that’s possible, but you’re welcome to try,” Dorion said.

“I meant find a way to accelerate its collapse.”

His eyebrows lifted. “That…” He shook his head. “I imagine it’ll hold on longer than we will.”

Her chin lifted. “You said it’s afraid of me. We need to find out why and use that against it.”

He just sighed.

Reyla shut the book and shoved it into her pack, and together, we followed Dorion out of his safe spot with Farris trotting beside us.

Dorion led us through the stone cliff. He continued across the labyrinth’s uneven terrain with an ease that shouted he’d been here so many times, he could probably make his way through with his eyes closed. I didn’t recognize this area, but the labyrinth was a master of tricks. It would change anything it could, even the hiding spot if it could reach it.

Reyla kept close to my side, her knife in her hand, while Farris picked up his pace to pad ahead with Dorion, his ears pricking back and forth. A low whine slid up his throat, and my skin crawled.

The cliff faded behind us, swallowed by twisting stone and creeping vines. It had been safer than anything else we’d encountered here. Yet we’d left it, stepping willingly into whatever trap the labyrinth might have waiting for us.

“What do you think has changed?” Reyla asked, catching up to Dorion to walk beside him. I took her other side, ensuring she was in the safer spot between us.

Dorion ran a hand over his jaw, scanning the path ahead. “The labyrinth is never quiet this long.”

Reyla tightened her grip on her blade. “Maybe we should’ve remained where we were.”

“If we’d stayed there much longer, it might’ve found us. Trapped us. It learns our weak spots. It’s devoured enough fae to see that everyone eventually messes up. Gives in. Lets it consume them.” Dorion scoffed. “I’m sure it’s deciding how to make us regret hiding for as long as we did.”

I studied his tense shoulders, then took one last glance back. I didn’t sense anything behind us, and I couldn’t see any trace that we were being forced out. But I didn’t like the feeling of being watched. Not one bit.

“This puts us on the defense, not the offense,” I said.

Dorion met my gaze. “Comfort is just another trap.”

The air shifted, growing colder than before. A series of towering stone archways stretched ahead of us, curving slightly to the right. The swamp we’d spent hours navigating had disappeared while we hid. Instead of thick trees and murky water, we faced something new. Hardly surprising.

Polished silver stone lined the walls, streaked with deep veins of black.

Reyla eased back and stepped to the right to run her fingers along the smooth surface, her expression darkening. “It looks like⁠—”

“Marleene,” I said. The stone used to build Evergorne castle.

“This can’t be Evergorne.”

“If so, it’s only a twist of it.”

“Mmm.”

Dorion muttered under his breath and flicked his knife, easily catching it. “Never seen this one before.”

The thought unsettled me more than it should have. If Dorion, who’d survived longer than any of us inside this cursed place, hadn’t come across this before, then we weren’t only wandering deeper.

Something may have changed.

We’d learned from what Reyla had done—maybe. But it had also learned from us. It wouldn’t allow us the same opportunity to defeat it again.

The path ahead split into three identical corridors, each vanishing into shifting darkness. Words carved in flat sections of stone had been mounted above them, and they gleamed faintly in the dim light.

“Truth divides. Trust unbinds. Choose with your mind, never your heart,” Dorion whispered. “Now doesn’t that just suck.”

Farris growled, the fur on his spine bristling.

Reyla traced the words above one arch with her fingertip. “What does it mean?”

“Three.” Dorion pressed his lips together. “I’ve been around here long enough to know it means we’re about to be separated.”

Every instinct screamed against moving away from Reyla. Without thinking, I placed my hand on the nearest wall. The stone throbbed under my palm, as if it recognized me.

A whisper curled through the cold air. Bound to a curse of your own making.

The breath left my lungs. The voice wasn’t Dorion’s or Reyla’s. The labyrinth? I stiffened. “Did you hear that?”

Dorion barely glanced over his shoulder. “Hear what?”

Reyla frowned up at me.

When I pulled my hand away from the wall, the labyrinth moved.

A deafening crack split the air as walls slammed into place between us, sealing me away from the others.

Reyla’s startled shout was cut off as she disappeared behind one of the walls.

Farris barked once, a shrill, earsplitting warning.

Silence descended.

The floor lurched underfoot.

Whatever was coming, I’d face it alone.
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Along, narrow corridor stretched ahead, the walls pressing in close enough that I could reach out and lay both palms against them if I chose. The air smelled different here, drier and dustier, as if no one had passed through this space in more years than I could count.

No movement. No sounds. No sign of Reyla, Farris, or Dorion.

My heart raced, but panicking wouldn’t change anything. I sucked in a slow breath and focused.

The walls weren’t made up of marleene like before. However, these looked different from what I’d seen at Evergorne. Older was the only way I could describe it. The sconces lining them flickered with cold silver fire, casting uneven shadows across the dirt floor.

A familiar emblem had been etched into the left wall. Evergorne’s crest.

My stomach jerked sideways. This wasn’t a place that resembled Evergorne, but I’d bet anything this still was Evergorne. Or a memory of it.

I took a step forward. Another. The torches flared brighter as I moved, outlining a doorway ahead.

“Always a door,” I snarled. “Or an archway. If nothing else, this place is consistent.”

Symbols had been carved into the surface above the door, and I’d seen them before. Not in textbooks, but in my dreams.

Chains. Three interwoven loops. A throne split in two.

A voice whispered through the corridor. Foolish boy to think love can fix anything.

“Here we go again,” I muttered. The labyrinth had delved into our minds and learned how to torture us, but it didn’t seem to have learned that our love could save us.

I wouldn’t mind teaching it another lesson.

The torches flickered, dimming to nothing before blazing brighter, revealing a figure standing beyond the open door ahead. Dark robe. Black hair. A familiar tilt of the head, one that used to make me smile.

My father.

No… My father had lighter hair. This person’s was dark, and I’d seen his face in a portrait. King Aricor. His illusion, that is. He’d been dead for a very long time, and as far as I knew, dead was dead and there was no bringing someone back from that, especially the original person cursed by Prager.

He stared at me with the same stern expression I remembered from his portrait, but his eyes held something colder. As if he’d been hollowed out and refilled with whatever this was standing in front of me now.

“You were never meant to be king,” he said.

Ice slid down my spine. “You’re not real.”

“No,” the illusion said. “But neither is your throne.”

I clenched my teeth, reminding myself this was another trick. A trial meant to shake me. But that didn’t explain the next thing he said.

“The labyrinth doesn’t keep you trapped,” he whispered. His figure flickered, his voice thinning before stretching out strong again. “After what you did, you belong here.”

“Me? Never.” Nausea worked its way up my throat, eager to spew across the dirt floor. “I’m not the Halendor heir.”

“You’re all entwined.”

“I’m not Halendor.”

“Foolish boys. Playing with spells they don’t understand. They've finally learned. Your only way forward must include the past.”

“Explain what that means.”

When he said nothing for a long while, I suspected I wasn't getting any more information about that.

“Tell me more about the curse, then,” I said, choking on the word but pushing it through. “You brought it down on us all.”

The corridor rumbled, and the Aricor dissolved in a swirl of shadows and smoke. Shadows stretched again in the flickering light, twisting like fingers, reaching toward me.

I ran forward, refusing to be trapped in this nightmare. Not by memories. Not by whispers that spoke in my ancestor’s voice but held the power of something far older.

What was broken, was not meant to break. The whisper slithered through the hall. What was sealed, cannot hold forever. Blood keeps it intact.

Reyla read those words in the diary. How did it all tie together?

The next step I took felt like my boots had turned to stone. The walls at my back closed in enough to remind me that stopping was never an option in this place.

A voice echoed from the cracks in the stone around me, filtering through in layered voices. Evergorne oath-breaker.

My breath whooshed out. “Not me. Never me.”

The past can never be forgiven. It’s carried forward through each generation.

“Yeah, well fuck that!”

The corridor shook. The space ahead pulled me toward an open chamber, forcing me to go forward. I gritted my teeth and stepped into another tunnel lined with torches. Three paths branched from the end, but none showed any sign of Reyla, Farris, or Dorion.

The air changed. Wind swept through the chamber, carrying the smell of wet stone and ashes.

Mist swirled and a person came into view, stepping from the middle passage. Their shape flickered and distorted like a reflection on rippling water.

I tightened my grip on my knife.

“You never looked at the full picture, did you?” he said, sounding exactly like my father, but this couldn’t be his ghost. It wasn’t a memory either. The labyrinth was using him again to get at me.

The thing that wore his voice stepped closer, and with each pace, its form warped. Flickers of other faces bled through, kings I’d only seen in portraits on Evergorne’s walls. Ancestors who’d died like Aricor. The last, my father.

“You cling to love,” he said. “But love isn’t enough to protect anyone’s rule.”

The walls flickered, and images bled through.

A man with my eyes stood with another with the distinctive, Halendor pale blue eyes. A third appeared beside them. Irridain’s heir from long ago?

They hugged. Literally hugged, something unheard of today. Our three courts had hated each other for what felt like forever. Was the labyrinth showing me something from the past or playing more tricks with my mind?

Breaking apart, they grinned at each other, though the smiles soon fell, their expressions going solemn. The Halendor heir pulled a small blade from a sheath on his side, and they passed it between them, each slicing across their hands.

Phantom pain arced across my palm but when I looked down, it was as smooth as always.

A woman loomed behind them. Fury filled her face, and her hair whipped around her head with power.

“Love stolen,” she snarled. “Magic bound.” She flung a spell at Aricor, and it hit him square in the chest, thrusting him backward. “You sealed their fate with your own.”

My breath snagged in my throat. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. How could the labyrinth know anything about the past? But the scene gnawed at me, as if it was revealing something I needed to know.

The vision wavered before solidifying again. The kings pressed their hands together, their blood dripping into the earth. But they weren’t the only ones in this scene. Something stood beyond the ring of torchlight, staring their way. Its enormous outline flickered, making it hard to make out.

As if it sensed my attention, it skulked backward, hiding in the shadows. To watch me or the men? I sensed it hadn't always lurked in the dark. Once, it had stood beside them, a part of their circle. Until something was severed.

Perhaps the curse wasn’t only about Evergorne stealing love.

I took a step back.

“You only see one wall of the cage.” The thing that wore my father’s face spoke again, his words stabbing my ears. The men with him stared right at me, speaking rapid-fire, their voices blending into one.

Your bloodline’s penance is to suffer forever.

The labyrinth does not trap only you. You still hold the tether. Frayed. Severed. But not yet undone.

Pressure built in my skull.

“This isn’t real,” I shouted.

Give in to us now, and we’ll let you go free, the illusions hissed in unison.

“I’m not giving in.” I rushed toward the wall with my blade lifted. The moment I gouged down, the illusions bled back into the stone, disappearing from view.

I halted my rush, realizing how foolish it would be to destroy my only weapon. But it appeared unbroken for now.

As the three retreated, their voices remained, echoing through my bones.

You’ll never escape the labyrinth.

Blood of Halendor.

Blood of Irridain.

Blood of Evergorne.

Turning, I rushed into the middle corridor. The walls flickered around me. The lights burned low. At the end of the passage, someone new hovered. The labyrinth hadn’t chosen to give it my father’s face this time.

It was mine. Not Merrick or Lorant, but me as I looked right now. We stared at each other, my reflection marred by distortion.

“You think you can lead?” the other me asked. Shadows skittered across the walls, converging upon him, strengthening his form. “You’re nothing but a cursed heir pretending to be a king.”

The knife in my grip dragged at my side. The labyrinth didn’t have to attack me outright. Its weapon was something quieter, more insidious. It shouted out the fear I’d lived with until recently.

In this other Lorick’s eyes, I saw Evergorne crumbling because of my failure. In this Merrick’s eyes, I saw my people scorning me. I saw myself, as I was now, crowned, but sitting alone in a place that was never meant to be mine. My very blood cursed forever. All because I and my ancestors had not maintained some sort of bond.

I exhaled through my teeth.

“You can’t break me,” I snarled. “If what you say is true, I can fix it.” I just needed to figure out how. “I’m not afraid.”

Your fear will lead to your downfall.

This could also be another trick, a noose tightening around my throat. It was trying to tie the rope to a tree and shove me over the side of a cliff.

“Wrong again, labyrinth,” I whispered.

My greatest fear wasn’t losing my court. It was losing my wildfire.

“You still don’t understand the true power of love.” My voice came out steadier. “And that’s why you’ll never break me. You can certainly try. If love was weak, I wouldn’t be standing here at all.”

I stepped forward.

A low hum rippled through the chamber, an echo I felt beneath my skin rather than heard.

My mirror image collapsed in a whoosh, then spiraled upward, reforming into Aricor. He surged forward, his mist-drenched body wielding a sword flashing black steel in the low lights. He swung the blade at my throat, and I barely twisted away in time, my arm coming up to halt the blow. The impact jolted down to my shoulder. My hiss of pain rang out. I gouged out with my knife, but it slid through him like I was trying to slice through flames.

He couldn't be real. I ducked another strike, his sword whistling over my head. I spun and kicked, but my leg went right through him. He cackled and swung at me again, slashing over and over, driving me backward at a furious pace. I was good, but whatever this was fought with unnatural ability and I held no weapon other than a tiny blade.

“You will not undo the spell cast long ago,” he snarled.

Prager, then? Or some part of her finding its way inside the labyrinth to taunt me.

“We're coming for the curse, and we're going to rip it apart.” The words raked through my teeth.

Wind tore through the corridor.

My heel caught on a stone, and I was falling, falling, my arm snapping out to impact with the left wall as I dropped to the dirt floor.

Aricor rose above me, lifting the sword for the killing blow.

As I scrambled backward, the light stuttered, the corridor going dim. As I leaped to my feet, an enormous shadow rushed past me on the right, snarling, thrusting itself between me and Aricor.

Dark scales glinted in the low light, and claws the length of my arm lashed out, striking the misty figure. The attack didn’t pass through him; it made contact.

Aricor convulsed. His howl ripped through the tunnel, and his figure rippled, eroded, peeling back like skin exposing muscle. His shriek pierced my ears as his shape stretched and twisted before exploding in a swirl of putrid dust.

My scaled protector shrank into the shadows, its slitted gaze flickering to meet mine.

Remember your promise. The words echoed in my mind before the creature melted into the wall on my right. Gone as if it had never been there.

“I will,” I called out in a guttural voice, though I had no way of knowing if it heard.

The labyrinth had tried to kill me but something within it had saved me, just like it had saved Reyla.

Rushing forward, I ran my hand over the wall where it had disappeared, half-expecting it to feel hot to the touch, but it wasn’t. Something inside the wall reached back to touch me, a subtle drag across my palm as if it was tasting my skin. My veins burned as tendrils sunk into my palm and curled through my bones.

A pulse of something old, something awakened, crawled through me.

I tried to yank my hand away, but whatever this was held tight.

Finally wrenching my hand back, I shook out my fingers. The formerly smooth stone now held a mark where I'd touched it, not made by me but by something with talons.

The burn in my hand faded, but the claw marks on the wall didn't. Whatever hid inside the labyrinth knew me. Or it knew who I might one day be if given the chance.

My illusion appeared at the end of the room again, watching.

You’re looking in the wrong place. The shadowy version of me twisted, its form warping, peeling apart at the seams as if something inside had been severed and the wound never healed.

Two distinct shapes unraveled from its collapsing form.

The first hunched forward on elongated limbs, its spine arched like a beast the size of a small building. Behind it, vast, leathery wings dragged on the ground, their edges tattered and torn. Its tail whipped back and forth in agitation.

The second convulsed in jagged lurches, its features flickering half human, half something else, as if caught mid-transformation. Scarred flesh erupted, then receded, oozing and splitting in an endless struggle. The last stood unmoving, its form rough-hewn like a statue carved by careless hands. Cracks lined its surface, faint veins of light shimmering beneath, as if something still living inside waited.

All of them whispered at the same time. Find her before it's too late.

Find her before…

Rage roared up my throat.

Reyla.
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When walls slammed down between me, Lore, Farris, and Dorion, I cried out. I clawed at the stone, trying to find a way through.

Separated.

Another trick about to rake through my mind. Tearing. That's what it felt like. Cutting through our bond with jagged shears.

“Fuck you, labyrinth.” My hoarse voice echoed in the corridor. Could I refuse to play?

Maybe. Or maybe that was also part of this game. Refusal could result in death. Absorption into the structure. A draining of my will and my power. It wouldn’t use the same trick again.

For a moment, my steely confidence wavered, and I was the old Reyla again, trembling but trying to fool everyone around her that she wasn’t afraid. What if this time, the labyrinth carved something out of me that could never be taken back?

It wasn’t easy to shove aside my inner fears, and I suspected it never would be. That Reyla was a part of me. It would be wrong to slice her away. I needed to find a way to embrace her and use her fear to power through this. I had the strength of a queen in my bones, and it was time for me to wield it.

While I stood in place, uselessly clawing at stone, the labyrinth may have already pinned Lore under a monstrous trick. It could be draining the life away from him one agonizing drop at a time. Every second lost here was one less second I'd have to help him.

If there was a way out, I’d find it. No giving up. Together in love. I didn’t need to have Lore by my side to get through this.

After all, the labyrinth feared me.

My slick grin rose. “You want to play?” I snarled. “Come get me.”

The more I learned about it, the easier it would be to break it.

I stepped into the corridor stretching out in front of me, and it shimmered around me, the ground clouded with mist. Each step was like wading through deep water. The shadows crept in ways they shouldn’t, shifting toward me without a source, slipping between the cracks in the stone. If I could call them close, I could ask them about this place. But when I tried to find power, there was nothing nearby.

The shadows slithered through the mist. Glided close to me before snapping back.

Someone whispered from ahead, the voice easing through the darkness. Wildfire.

Lore? It did but didn’t sound like him.

Another trick. The labyrinth wanted me to think he was here. It wanted me to call out. Run to him.

It was already playing with me.

The scent hit next—blood, thick and choking. My stomach tightened, and it was all I could do not to heave the breakfast I’d eaten… When had I eaten? It felt like a moment ago or it could have been days.

Sifting through time again, was it? I lifted my hands. We’d entered the labyrinth a few days ago. Yet the cuts I’d received digging below the throne room floor had shed their scabs. Only pale scars remained.

How long had we been inside the labyrinth? It couldn’t have been two weeks or Lore would’ve turned thirty. He’d be dead, and I’d be alone.

Except I was alone. The labyrinth had stolen him from me again.

Mist clouded around me, carrying the hint of rot. Blood. Death. Choking me. Dragging up the memory. I knew this smell. The marketplace near Evergorne Castle. Bodies torn apart in the streets, both my people and the borgons we’d fought. Lore falling to the cobblestones, pale and gasping and with his very life blood gushing from the mortal wound in his side. The place where I’d nearly lost him.

Where my love had saved him.

But for what? If we remained trapped inside this place, he’d still die. How could I keep fighting when the only reason I fought was no longer with me?

I staggered, my fingers snapping out to the wall to hold myself steady.

The mist swirled and parted, and I saw him, lying crumpled on the stone floor ahead, unmoving. My knees buckled, and cold locked up my lungs. I wrenched myself forward a step before common sense crashed back into me, shouting a warning loud and clear. This wasn’t real. The labyrinth wanted me to believe.

It had learned me well. It had watched, taken note of the moments that stripped me raw, and now it was throwing new, equally torturous memories at me. This was the deepest cut, the one I feared most. Losing the man I loved.

My body buzzed with the instinct to run to him, to drop to my knees at his side, to hold him, to fix this somehow.

I did not move.

The labyrinth shuddered. A voice curved through the space, soft and insidious, raking through my ears. Will you make the same mistake again? Run toward love or let it go?

“This isn’t real,” I forced out through clenched teeth. “I know what you are.”

Lore’s body sucked in a breath and despite lying as still as death, words whispered from his lips. Come closer, little queen.

Feverish, I dragged power from deep inside myself and flung it out. Gone was the precision I’d used in the swamp. I wanted this to end. Now.

A snap, and the stone beneath him crumbled away, revealing a drop straight into an endless, gaping void. A trap. A flawless, cruel trap. One I’d almost walked into.

I stiffened my spine. My pulse was a feral thing beating against my bones, but I willed it to slow.

The labyrinth suspected I’d let my heart rule my mind. That I would act before thinking. It craved the emotions I’d offer. Despair. Overwhelming sadness. Fear.

Anything but love.

I would not give in.

If it wanted me to look, to believe, then I would do the opposite. I shut my eyes.

Shadows pressed in close enough I could taste them. Feel the brush of their ghostly fingers. They sensed my fear and crowded closer. I had to cut off my emotions or the labyrinth would suck me dry, but that wasn’t the easiest thing to do.

Enough. I reached for the subtle place between the illusion and whatever lay beneath, and I found the pulsing throb of the labyrinth itself.

There you are.

I tugged up a thin thread of power from inside me and slid it into the narrow space, opening my eyes while I did it. Lore’s body shimmered, melting before fusing back together again, struggling to hold onto a reality it thought I’d accept.

I subtly fed more power into the crack. I smiled grimly as I nullified this place’s magic.

Lore’s fake body oozed into the floor, disappearing. The corridor pitched, the walls groaning under the force of something breaking.

“Don’t like that, do you?” I hissed.

A door appeared ahead in a steep wall, carved into the stone.

Another game or a way out of this one. The ground tilted beneath me, the incline sharpening, sending me stumbling toward whatever waited next.

My palms hit the panel, thrusting it open, and I tumbled through it, barely keeping my feet.

And then I was falling.

I twisted, grasping anything to slow my descent. The passage wasn’t as steep as the pit that had opened beneath the false Lore, but the labyrinth had made sure I was bound into the same trap.

I hit a flat surface hard. Stone bit into my palms, the impact jittering through my bones. Every nerve in my body screamed to move, to crawl, to leap to my feet before the labyrinth decided where it had dropped me wasn’t low enough.

Pain flared through me, and I struggled to haul in a breath. The area around me twisted again, the walls and floor collapsing and knitting back together, forcing me into another plunge down. Mortar groaned like knuckles popping out of sockets, and the world gave way, splitting apart to keep me tumbling into nowhere. I found nothing to grab onto, and I had the gut-wrenching feeling the world was unraveling around me.

I smacked into something flat again, the wind knocked from my lungs.

A low growl vibrated through the stone.

Farris?

I lifted my upper body up off the surface, gasping as my eyes adjusted to the dim cavern surrounding me. Stalactites dripped inky water overhead, and boulders like the one I’d smacked into before landing on the floor loomed close by.

Farris stood beside me, bristling, his tail whipping, his head low. Not looking at me but in another direction.

I got up and drew my small knife from its sheath.

A figure leaned against the wall, hiding in the shadows on the far edge of the cavern, near the mouth of another passage.

They stepped into the light.

Calista.
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As Calista stepped forward, every instinct screamed at me to run. She moved in a too smooth, too certain way, like she belonged here. Her eyes glowed in the dim cavern light, unnatural, knowing. This wasn't my lady-in-waiting. Nothing would convince me of it. It was yet another projection from the labyrinth. How did it hope to break me this time?

Farris growled, his tail stiff, his body tense. He also knew this was wrong.

Calista smiled, soft and sweet, like she used to when she sat beside me in my sitting area while holding a cup of tea in one hand and a book in the other.

She tilted her head, giving me that patient look she always used when I came back from Lorant’s or Merrick's lessons bruised and bad-tempered.

“Thank the fates you’re alright.” Her arms extended toward me, eager for a hug.

Truly. Did anyone fall for that?

“I was worried,” she croaked. “We all were. Lord Briscalar sent me to find you.” What looked like tears, but couldn't be, shimmered in her eyes, then trickled down her face. “King Halendor caught me on the grounds. He threw me inside this horrible place. My queen, I've been so scared.”

I tightened my grip on my knife. “You’re not Calista.”

Her expression didn’t change, but irritation flickered in her gaze. “Of course it’s me. Who else can it be? I’m Moira’s mother. I'm…” Her eyes closed before she opened them again. “I think you're the only one who knows I…” Blushing, she looked down at her hands. “That I fell for a lord and he scorned me.”

My stomach clenched, and doubts clouded my mind. It sounded like Calista. Looked like her too. Had she shared this with anyone else? The labyrinth had always been good at playing with truth, but this felt subtly different.

Was this actually my friend?

“Why did Lord Briscalar send you?” I asked. “You’d think he’d pick someone else. Turren, maybe.”

She frowned. “I don’t know a Turren. You mean Talvon?”

My heart skipped a beat. Maybe this was Calista.

“There was no one else he could send.” She stuffed her fist against her mouth, holding back the sobs shaking her shoulders. “The borgons attacked again. It's horrible. Everyone went to the marketplace to fight them off. You know I don’t have any skills with a blade. The borgons killed so many, and you and the king weren't there to protect us.”

Guilt slammed through me, and I lowered my knife to my side.

“The lord felt someone had to come find you.” Her chin lifted. The sorrow in her gaze gutted me. “I'm not as brave as you. I don't know how to fight or defend myself, but I had to help any way I could. I volunteered.”

I took a step toward her.

The labyrinth must know I'd test everything. If this truly was Calista, it might play a new game, one where I’d rush toward her. Stab her to make what I believed was an illusion go away. Instead, I’ll kill a friend. How many thrown into this place had murdered others, believing they were illusions come to harm them?

I would not sheathe my knife, but I wasn’t in any rush to use it. Farris still bristled beside me, his ears flat, his fangs bared. If this was Calista, he wouldn’t be reacting like this. He liked her. Trusted her.

A flicker of motion along his back, hardly more than a ripple beneath his fur, sent a cold whisper through my veins. He didn’t just suspect this was wrong. He knew. He always sensed things before me.

“You’re not real,” I said, my voice calm despite the ice slithering through my veins.

Calista’s face curved into something soft and patient, the expression she used when she and her daughter fretted over my hair before court appearances.

“My queen,” she whimpered, her body shaking. “Of course I’m real. Look at me. I've been inside this horrible place long enough to see that it's trying to kill me. It tortures me with one terrifying illusion after another. I've seen my daughter die. Watched while Dulvade marries someone else instead of her, breaking her heart. One time, I found myself inside Evergorne, only it was different. Frightening. Then it was gone, melted away to nothing. Please. You have to help me.”

Her lavender dress, one she loved and wore at least a few times a week, looked the same as always. She'd pinned her hair into its usual twist, with a few strands falling loose. Messy, but in an elegant way. That was how Calista spoke of her favorite arrangement.

Everything about her fit, but I still didn’t trust it.

Lifting a wavering smile to fool the conniving labyrinth, I drew up a thread of power. If she was real, this wouldn’t harm her. But if this was another lie, there’d be something to unravel. This Calista would fall apart.

Magic was energy. A construct. A current.

I pictured her built from strands of that energy, and carefully, I sought a weak point. A seam that would shout where something deadly hid beneath.

I didn't find anything, but I wasn’t giving up. This could not be real.

I walked closer, lifting my knife.

“What…? What? My queen…” Calista reeled away from me, falling back against the wall. Straightening, she took a step toward me. More tears sprang up in her eyes, trickling down her face. “My arm. Ow, I hurt my arm. And I twisted my ankle running yesterday. The day before? I can’t keep track of time here. I'm sore and hungry. Thirsty! King Halendor stole the pack I brought with me. He threw me inside this place, and I've walked for days and days. Stone. So much stone. And corridors. I step into one and it twists into another. I’ve been looking for you because I knew you'd help me. Please, my queen. Help me!”

I’d found the flaw, but it didn’t have anything to do with magic.

We'd told no one where we were going, not even Lord Briscalar.

This was not Calista. Just another game sent to test me. Time to flip this back on the labyrinth.

I tightened my grip on my small blade. If the labyrinth wanted me to believe, then I’d do the opposite. If it wanted me to react with emotion, I’d hold it back. But more than that, I needed to see how it would react when I tested it.

I stepped forward, inspecting every shift in the air around her, seeking shadows that didn’t belong.

“How exactly did you find me?” I asked, tilting my head.

Calista’s breath caught. “I—I don’t know, my queen. The labyrinth pulled me in like you. I walked until…until I found this place.” That quaver in her voice was so Calista. Her appearance had been crafted to perfection. The details she knew about our shared past fit very well.

This labyrinth was clever.

I circled her slowly, watching the way the torchlight didn’t touch her skin the way it should. The way Farris stayed unmoving in the middle of the big cavern, bristling like a predator about to attack. “Your gown is lovely.”

She simpered. A sly smile twitched across her lips. “You know I adore it.”

No dirt, no tears.

“Your hair is still pinned perfectly.”

Calista’s bottom lip trembled. “My queen, what are you suggesting?”

I wrapped mental fingers around the hum of power waiting inside me. “You're not Calista.”

A chill slithered through her eyes.

And I spied a small gap in her seam. I sent the power out, scraping away at that area, sinking magic into the subtle crack, teasing it apart like I was loosening a knot. The space around her rippled, and the waver spread, not only from her, but from the cavern as well.

It had never been about brute force. Nullification worked by understanding the nature of magic, by unraveling what had been carefully constructed. If this illusion had a foundation, I could expose it.

I slid more power between this and whatever lurked beneath.

The walls groaned, and the glow in Calista’s eyes flickered. She froze mid-breath. In one sudden move, she jerked her head up. Her lips curved into a slick, feral smile that belonged to anyone but my lady-in-waiting.

I backed away, joining Farris in the middle of the cavern floor.

Ah, she said, voice layered, fractured, not hers. So that’s how you do it.

Ice slid down my spine.

The magic holding her together twitched, barely clinging to the form it had taken. Her hair shifted shades, and the lavender dress blanched to bitter white before snapping back into its original color.

Calista’s lips curled. Curious little flame, aren't you? Always prying, always testing.

The power inside me coiled tight, eager, crackling beneath my skin. I had the labyrinth’s attention. How should I manipulate it now?

I pulled again, from deeper this time, and threaded the power through the space where Calista’s body wavered. The cavern jerked in response, a whoosh of a wind hitting my backside hard.

Calista’s form peeled back, not only unraveling, but giving me a glimpse beyond the illusion. Beyond the labyrinth itself?

Something massive loomed there. Shifting veins of gleaming silver with deep roots digging into the stone. A vast, living being, throbbing like the walls inside this never-ending trap.

My eyes widened as I stared because…

…Whatever lurked there saw me back.

Farris shrieked, a sound unlike anything I’d heard from him before.

I sucked in a breath with claws wrenching down my spine.

“It’s alright, little guy,” I whispered, afraid to speak any louder.

But was it alright or had everything suddenly gone very wrong?
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The veil snapped shut before I could see more. I staggered, gasping, digging my fingers into my sides as I forced air into my lungs.

Calista, or whatever remained of her, watched with amusement.

You looked too far, she whispered. Now it looks back.

Cold sweat pricked across my skin. She was lying. Had to be. This was another trick. A different kind of trap.

I reached for more power, determined to end this right now.

Except, there was nothing there.

A candle blown out.

I called for it again. Nothing. A hollow ache stretched deep inside me, an empty place where it should've been.

Calista 's slick smile rose. Problems?

“Not at all.” It was all I could do to keep the shake from my voice. Where had the power gone?

Spent, I'd say. Her smug expression made me want to smack her. Like all the others, you squander when you should be frugal.

She’d done this on purpose to drain me, and I’d gone right along with it.

Her sneer grew.

I refused to react. Fear and anger only fed this wretched place.

“I'm not sure what you're talking about,” I said blandly.

It's interesting, actually. She sauntered toward me, while I took steps backward, Farris moving with me.

“What is?” Was the labyrinth itself actually speaking with me or was this the terrifying thing I'd seen beneath? Funny how I was less worried about chatting with the labyrinth than whatever lurked behind it. That frightened me, and I suspected with good reason.

Her smirk deepened. I can see how nervous you are. It's rather tasty. Why aren't you succumbing like all the others?

“They didn’t succumb. You twisted them until they finally gave up.”

That's also rather tasty.

One person had called me tasty in the past, and we lobbed his head off his neck. I would not allow anyone to lord power over me again.

I'm upset with you, actually, she said.

“I can't believe I'm having a conversation with the entity controlling this torturous place.”

Calista scowled. Or, perhaps, the labyrinth did. A shiver went through her before she stiffened and shot me a glare. It's entertaining, not torturous.

“That's a matter of perspective.” What information could I lure out of this thing? With my power gone, we needed to come up with a new plan if we hoped to make it out of here alive.

You keep such strange company. She tilted her head, her gaze locking on Farris.

His growl nipped off, and he slunk behind my legs.

A loyal little beast, she said.

Farris watched her, the muscles along his back tightening. Every fiber of his being was coiled, ready to strike—or bolt.

Information could be as lethal a weapon as a blade. How could I draw it out of “Calista”?

“My nyxin? He’s a pet.” More than a pet, but it was time to learn, not give away secrets.

Calista took a lazy step closer, her gaze too alert, too focused. It was unwise for that nyxin to come here.

A chill licked down my spine. “Why?”

She hummed, her brow knitting in thought. I find the entire situation fascinating. You didn’t have to command him to throw himself into the sentinel veil spell meant to protect Evergorne castle.

“He did it all on his own.”

Yes. Amazing.”

“He’s special.” I loved him. He was my friend. But what was she trying to say?

Nothing, probably. She was playing yet another game, trying to twist his action into something frightening. Trying to rattle me. Except he'd leaped into the spell, and we’d suspected that changed things, though we weren't sure how. He'd acted as if nothing had happened since, but…

Maybe something had.

She tapped her chin, studying Farris, who continued to tremble. To think he came here on his own, knowing…

“Knowing what?”

A very good question. You should seek the answer.

Dorion said he’d sent Farris to find someone to help. Me? He seemed to think so. But my nyxin was a pet, not a magical being.

Or was he?

Farris was different from others of his kind. Most nyxins were skittish, acting more on instinct than with much purpose, but he’d always been sharp and knowing.

Calista watched me too closely. Calculating everything I said and how I moved. My facial expressions. My body language. The labyrinth was a master of discovering ways to manipulate. Tease.

Torture.

Was it lying about Farris? I needed to find out.

Do you think he realizes what he is? she asked. What power now hums beneath his skin?

Farris stilled in an unnerving way, and he poked his head past my leg. His pupils widened, and his muscles tensed under my hand. He let out a low, warning growl. He didn't like this any more than I did. He could sense how conniving she was. Did he realize she was the labyrinth?

Calista’s smirk returned. “After what happened, others will want him. They'll find him. Take him.”

Who?

“The wizard, Prager, for one. She knew his potential the moment she saw him.”

Blood roared in my ears.

Back at the market at Lydel, Prager had wanted Farris. Badly. She’d been enraged when I broke him free of the cage, her fury rolling off her in caustic waves. I couldn't understand why she was so angry about losing a supposed meal.

Now the labyrinth was teasing out details drip by drip. I wanted the full flood of information.

“She recognized him?” I watched for her reaction.

Calista spread her hands, her expression infuriatingly smug. Not just recognized him. She knew what he could do.

Farris’s growl deepened, and his tail lashed, smacking against my leg.

“She’d never seen Farris before that day.”

Calista tsked. You still don’t understand, do you? She started circling me, her footsteps echoing in the cavern. You plucked him from her grasp, thinking you were rescuing a poor, helpless creature. She knew what role he’d played in the past and what role he might play in the future.

“That makes no sense,” I shot back. “He was a trapped creature being sold by a regular old vendor in a marketplace. Food. She couldn't know he'd be there.”

Why not?

If she'd sought him… Maybe.

My chest tightened. Prager was ancient, a wizard of terrifying power. She stole shadows, twisted magic in ways no one else could. She'd cast the original spell that had cursed Lore's family forever. Nothing she did was without reason.

She'd been desperate to take Farris.

Had she been hunting him the way she sought power? I had no idea why she wanted shadows so badly. The few I'd interacted with ached for very little. Pain, lust, and love. I'd be a fool not to see some connection with the last emotion.

Calista paced behind me now, which made my skin crawl. Farris growled, his body rigid, but she only smiled. She was searching for something long-lost. Something she quickly realized he could deliver. She didn’t want him for his paltry nyxin form. She wanted him because he possesses something she needs. Something so few have to offer.

Farris’s ears flattened. His muscles coiled tighter, his tail flicking in sharp, jerky movements. He understood. Maybe not all of what she said, but enough to make him afraid.

I struggled to keep my expression neutral, but my thoughts spun. If the labyrinth was telling the truth, if Prager had known who Farris was, then everything I believed about our meeting was wrong. I hadn’t saved a helpless creature from a butcher’s blade.

I’d stolen something Prager was desperate to obtain.

Maybe we hadn't lost him while flitting. He'd spun off on his own before she could see he was with us. Although… She'd seen him when we arrived at Evergorne. She was the drunk who'd come close to “accidentally” dropping a bottle that sent shards flying, cutting my leg. If she'd wanted him, why not take him then?

And she'd possessed Erisandra, though we didn’t know how long. She'd seen him in the foyer and could've taken him or done whatever she intended then.

“I don't believe you.” I lifted my chin. “If she wanted him badly, she would've stolen him already.”

He pressed against my side, quivering, whining, as desperate to leave this place as me.

“She didn't even try,” I said. “You're lying.”

Calista quivered with rage. Her face darkened, and she formed fists at her sides. Oh, Reyla… Such a bitter voice. Snide. You haven’t even seen half of what you need to know. You’re scraping at the surface, peeling away trivial little veils as if that’s all we are. You don’t even realize how deep things can be.

“That still doesn't prove you're not lying.” I stooped down and started scratching Farris, stroking his silky fur. Pretending that I was bored with this conversation, that she was here at my command, and I'd dismissed her.

If you must know, I was going to— She ground her teeth together.

Almost slipped and told me something, didn’t she? Well, I could guess.

“You were going to hand him over to Prager?” Leaning close, I kissed his sweet little snout, and he rewarded me with chin kisses. “I doubt Prager would even bother to look your way. She’s much more powerful than you. You’re a paltry…structure, I suppose. As trapped here as we are.”

A feral mask overtook Calista’s face, warping her expression. The labyrinth wasn’t used to being questioned, wasn’t used to someone pushing back. I was getting to it, and that meant I needed to press harder. Only then would it reveal details we needed to know.

You really have no idea what you’re toying with. You act as if you’re the one making the first move, as if taking him was your choice. You only think you took him. Perhaps you were meant to.

A chill rippled across my skin.

“I broke him free,” I said. “He chose to swim out to the ship.”

And you chose to rescue him.

“Fish would've eaten him. He's a sweetie.” I deliberately looked away from her, giving him all my focus. “Aren't you, Farris? The most perfect, loving, smartest nyxin out there. He's a friend. A protector. And I will willingly die for him, so keep that in mind, labyrinth.”

Chance is such a flighty thing. It's hard to know what role the fates play in anything. She lifted her hand and gestured vaguely. He just happened to be there, just happened to be noticed by you in particular. Just happened to leap into the middle of the sentinel veil spell.

Farris’s fur lifted along his spine.

That nagging part of me, the one that was always searched for gaps in a story, woke up.

I'd questioned it before, hadn’t I? Why Prager had been so desperate, why she'd been there at the marketplace, ready to pounce. I'd assumed she was there to keep an eye on the latest Evergorne king, to make sure he didn’t find the love he deserved, to prevent him from breaking the curse. But what if she'd also been there because of Farris?

I straightened, tightening my fingers around my knife. “You’re stalling.” I let a slow grin cross my lips, playing the same game as her. “You're trying to confuse me. This is another twist of the mind, a trap meant to lull me into giving you whatever it is you need. I won’t do it.”

Calista’s nostrils flared, and her dress flashed from lavender to pink to black before solidifying into a mix of them all.

“How garish. Calista would never wear,” I flicked my hand toward her, “anything like that.”

How could I irritate the labyrinth enough to reveal more clues?

You want to know why she didn’t take him back each time she had the chance, why she let you believe you'd won? she snarled.

“Maybe. Maybe not.” I sucked in a leisurely breath and shot it out. “I might also want to lie down. Take a nap. I’m tired.” I stifled a pretend yawn, keeping my expression neutral while my pulse hammered.

She was waiting.

“For anything in particular?”

He shouldn’t be anywhere, but now you’ve brought him here. Her smirk stretched wide, cracking her face. What does this wizard seek? What is it she clutches at, feeds from? You already know, little queen. You’ve danced in the dark long enough to understand.

Prager stole shadows. I’d known that for a while, though I still didn’t understand why.

“Tell me!”

Calista’s gaze slid to Farris, and she shrugged. Once she’s claimed him, it will no longer matter.

“He’s not hers to take,” I hissed.

Or yours to claim either, yet you seem to have done so. How?

“He belongs to himself.” Never me.

She cackled.

“She’s not taking him.” I flung my blade straight at Calista …

…driving it into the center of her chest.
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Calista staggered backward, gaping down at my knife embedded where her heart would be if she truly was Calista. Her gasp echoed through the room, and I wondered if I’d actually mortally wounded the labyrinth. If that was the case, I should’ve sent blades at her—it—from the start.

Then her slick smile rose. Tugging the blade from her chest, she whipped it my way.

I snatched it from the air and returned it to its sheath. “Thanks. I’d miss that knife.”

I swore she blinked, stunned by what I’d done and how I’d responded, but she recovered fast.

How dare you threaten me, she thundered.

“I dare whatever I please. You’re not all that powerful, are you? You think because you’d defeated a few weak people that you’re something big and amazing, but you’re just a petty tyrant playing a game meant for children. When you’re ready to take on the adults, let me know.” It took all I had to turn and start walking away.

How dare you. How dare you!

“You get upset much too easily.” I smirked over my shoulder, my grin rising when I saw her image wavering. “Aw, look at you. You’re falling apart. You make this so easy for me. Child’s play. I hope there are better labyrinths around, because I do enjoy a challenge, and I don’t believe I’m going to find it here.”

Cracks fissured down her arms. Her illusion still held, but frustration and anger had started to tear it apart. The labyrinth wasn’t used to being taunted or questioned, wasn’t used to having its games flipped back on itself.

I would use this against it.

Turning, I rolled my shoulders, infusing amusement into my voice. “You really are rather simple, aren’t you?”

Fury flashed across her borrowed face. You think you’ve figured something out, little queen?

“Oh, I know I have,” I said in the lightest voice possible while my insides quaked. “You could’ve taken Farris a dozen times and handed him to Prager, yet you didn’t. You tell me I’ve brought him here, but what you’re really saying is that you needed me to bring him here.”

Calista’s expression darkened.

I stepped toward her, crowding her in the same way she’d tried to do with me earlier. “Such a paltry labyrinth. You can’t do anything on your own. Can’t pull in power like me. Can’t even lure a small, defenseless nyxin into your trap to hand him over to a mighty wizard. You’re resourceful, I’ll give you that. But you’re sloppy when you’re angry. And right now, you’re very upset. Look at you, you can't even control your stolen face. Truly, Calista? You would've been wiser to steal Calista, don't you think? She's the one with the snarly attitude. Calista might have her snappy moments, but she’s a kind person. Some might even say she can be sweet on occasion.” The rare occasion, but still.

She clearly loved her daughter.

So you think, the labyrinth snapped.

That made me pause before I dismissed the comment as yet another attempt to twist my mind.

Her illusion flickered.

I smiled. “Watch out. You’re slipping.”

Her fingers twitched, her hand snapping up as if she wanted to hit me, but I sensed the labyrinth wouldn’t or couldn't lash out at anyone. It was still trying to control a game, and that was all it could offer.

I wasn’t going to let it manipulate me any longer.

I released an exaggerated sigh. “This little confrontation has been amusing, but I think I’m finished for the day.” I turned my back on her, crouching beside Farris, scratching behind his ears. “Let’s go.” Straightening, I didn't bother to look back her way.

A small gamble. Would ignoring her force her hand?

My heart still pounded from what she had revealed, the tiny pieces she'd dropped that may or may not fit into one bigger puzzle, but I couldn’t let her know that.

She let out a low, breathy chuckle. Running away already? You tire quickly.

I didn’t flinch. Didn’t react at all. I simply ran my hand across Farris’s back and peered around at the openings along the cavern walls as if I was considering which to take when I left this place.

Poor, little queen. No power left to play with.

Wasn't that the truth? But while I'd spent what I'd brought with me, that didn't mean I was without strength. All I'd ever truly needed was already inside me.

Turning, I shrugged. “Here I am, still standing, still unimpressed with your latest game.” I lifted one eyebrow. “Let me guess. Will you try to scare me next? Or maybe despair is on your agenda. Oh! Maybe you can summon my mother, make her tell me she's disappointed in me, that she wishes she'd never had me.” Which my true mother wouldn’t do. She'd sacrificed her life to protect me and was murdered not long after I was born.

Farris huffed at my side like he understood the game we were playing now and liked it.

The fact that her expression tightened told me I was right.

I grinned to force it home. “Honestly, you’re getting lazy.”

The cavern walls wavered. Or maybe you’re too easy to fool.

“Then why are you frustrated? You could end this. Absorb me or whatever it is you do with those thrown into this wretched place. Instead, you keep trying one silly game after another. And with each one, you slip farther.”

I do not slip. Her shriek echoed in the enormous room.

“Oh, you absolutely do.” My sigh bled out. “You can’t control me. That’s the real issue, isn’t it? You try to frighten me, manipulate me, make me behave in a certain way, but you can't quite make me do whatever it is you need. And that bothers you.” I clicked my tongue. “Well. That’s unfortunate for you.”

A crack ran through the cavern floor. Fissures like veins of pale fire spread across the stone.

“Is this the part where the ceiling starts dropping?” I asked. “So predictable. I imagine the walls will try to crush me soon. Or the floor will disappear, sending me plunging down into yet another silly game I'll do my best not to get too bored with. You should consult someone for new ideas, because you’ve run out of tricks.”

Calista paused, something new forming behind her smirk.

Doubt.

I let a smile stretch across my lips. “What now? Do you want me to grovel? Beg for a way out? I suppose I could pretend if you explain why you need me to do it.”

The ceiling groaned.

You think you’re clever, she snapped.

“I guess so, because I’m still here, and that means you haven’t won.” I rolled my shoulders like boredom was setting in. “You’re writhing, stomping your feet and wailing like a child throwing a tantrum.” I tsked. “When you toss your next game at me, I'll do my best to act startled. Maybe I can draw up a shriek of shock or dismay.”

You don’t know anything.

“Oh, I know plenty.” Enough? We’d soon see.

Farris pressed against my leg, ready for anything.

“I know you can’t control me the way you want,” I said. “I know there’s something deeper in this place than just your illusions. Something's hiding behind you, isn't it?”

You know nothing!

“I also know this isn’t the only version of you. That means you’re a part of something much larger. Maybe the most paltry, silly, simplest of parts.” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “And that means there’s a way to break you.”

This was a wild guess on my part. I hoped it was true. If we could crush it, we’d be free.

Cracks spiderwebbed through the stone at my feet. The cavern shuddered, a corpse releasing its final breath.

“I wonder what happens when you truly get angry, when your little games stop working, when the emotions you feed on dry up,” I said. “Will that finally bring you the end you deserve?” I was pushing close to something dangerous, but I couldn’t stop.

I suspected the labyrinth didn’t only want Dorion, it needed something else, something it hadn’t found a way to steal yet.

“If you could take what you need, you’d have done it already,” I said. “But you’re still waiting. Why?” I lifted a finger, tapping it against my lips, wishing I could light it up and shoot a bolt of lightning at fake Calista. Truly shake this place down to its roots. “Is it because you need me to do something for you first?”

Her lips pulled back from her teeth. The cavern rumbled, reflecting her fury. The cracks along the floor pulsed, widening further, stretching through the earth.

“What was that?” I asked, feigning curiosity. “A warning or another childish fuss? Have I hit a nerve?”

She hesitated, a flicker of her eyelids. The labyrinth was struggling to hold its disguise together. Her face slipped, and honestly, what kept poking across her features truly was scary.

I kept my voice mocking. “You act like the god of this place, yet you flinch at the truth. I must be getting close to something you don’t want me to see.”

The cavern walls buckled, the air itself thickening like the mud we'd slogged through the day before.

I will break you, the labyrinth hissed.

“No, I don’t think you can, actually, or you would've done it already.”

Farris let out a sharp bark, his body tense. He felt it like I did. The labyrinth wasn’t angry now.

It was afraid.

I needed to get back to Lore and Dorion, and we needed to talk.

A jagged tear split across the floor, a gaping wound. Through the crack, something shimmered, a deep, pulsing throb like the heart of a giant beast. Power radiated from it, swirling, shifting, with more vein-like bands jutting away from the glowing center.

Whatever the labyrinth hid was watching.

My stomach clenched.

“You’re not in control at all,” I said, trying to keep the shake from my voice. “You’re the surface of something deeper. You may weave illusions and twist minds, but you’re not the one in charge of all this.” That thing was.

The fake Calista’s body jerked. You don’t know what you’re saying.

I laughed.

The earthen floor lurched.

Farris yelped, and I barely kept my footing as the cavern tilted, pitching hard, sending loose rocks skittering into the widening cracks. A deep shudder echoed through the space, not the groan of shifting stone, but a sound that felt too alive.

The wound in the floor stretched wider, like something unseen was prying it open from the other side. Not a good thought, right there.

I swayed as another tremor split the ground farther. “You put on a show and hope we’re too scared or stupid to look beyond it.”

Her knuckles went white. You are⁠—

“I exist, and that’s the biggest problem of all.” I smirked. “You don’t like being studied instead of the other way around.”

Her face contorted, slipping between something human and something other. Too many expressions flitted across her features, like different people were trying to push forward but couldn’t break through. Everyone absorbed to feed the structure?

Farris flattened his ears, his tail going stiff. He barked and whined.

I turned back to the labyrinth’s current form and tipped my chin up.

“So here’s the thing.” I pretended to study my nails. “Take me to the talisman.”

You can’t have it.

“After that, you can tell me how to get out of here, and I'll leave you alone. In fact, Lore, Dorion, and I will leave altogether. That's all we want. There's no need to…upset you further.”

You will never find my core.

“What’s that, some sort of heart?” A guess on my part after what I’d seen through the cracks in the floor. I was very good at impaling hearts with my blades and if there was ever a heart that needed impaling, it was the labyrinth’s.

She tsked, stepping forward even as her edges flickered in and out of form. You don't understand at all.

“Then explain, oh, illustrious one.”

A jagged tremor ran through the walls, spreading outward in ripples. Moisture dripped from the stalactites above, disturbed by the quaking.

Something—not Calista—laughed, stone grating against stone. Her voice went deep. Guttural. This is not a prison you can walk out of. There is no door waiting to be opened. Do you realize what you’re standing inside of?

Not a cavern. Not a trap made from simple walls and shifting paths.

It was a very scary thing.

Farris let out a sharp bark.

Fake Calista’s fingertips traced the air as if drawing unseen runes, and her voice of doom boomed through the room. You've peeled back an edge, and that makes you believe you've glimpsed my depths. You’re nowhere near close to that.

The earth beneath me groaned. Not just stone shifting, but deeper. As if layers and layers extended beneath where we stood.

You dig where no hands should reach, she intoned. They built over what should have remained untouched. Wrapped him in a prison of tunnels and stone.

Damn, the terrifying thing was speaking through her.

“Trapped who?”

Now that’s the right question, little queen.

The cavern tumbled beneath my feet, the walls shuddering like something deep inside them was awakening after a very long time. I had a feeling I’d soon be facing something I couldn’t mock or destroy.

Time to get out of here.

I scooped up Farris and ran.

There had to be a way out. A path, a break in the labyrinth’s shifting maze. I spotted the dark mouth of a tunnel ahead and bolted for it. The walls along both sides folded like melting wax, sealing the path before I could reach it. I came to a stop, my pulse roaring in my throat.

The labyrinth thrived on control, on making me choose only to rip that choice away at the last second. I wouldn’t play this latest game.

Instead of running away from the collapsing space, I pivoted on my heel and charged Calista instead.

Her eyes widened.

When I made impact, she shattered, her body splintering into glinting shards before disintegrating into the air.

The cavern walls dissolved, oozing in on themselves. Boulders sank and the jagged stalactites were sucked upward into nothing. The ground beneath me smoothed out in one blink.

A voice cut through the absolute quiet behind me.

I spun and ran into Lore's outstretched arms.
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We decided to return to Dorion’s cave to talk there about what we’d discovered.

The path back there was different this time. The tunnels wound in directions that hadn’t been there before, twisting corners into dead ends, forcing us to backtrack more than I liked. Exhaustion kept trying to slam me onto the ground. Sleeping on a rock floor did not equate true rest, though it was probably as good as I was going to get inside this torturous place.

“It does this every fucking time,” Dorion said, leading the way with Farris padding not far behind him, his head swiveling to take in every flickering shadow. “Just when you think you know where you’re going, it shifts and what was a tunnel is now a pretty meadow with flowers puffing something into the air that knocks you out, or a swamp turns into a desert. But my hiding spot remains the same.” He tapped his temple, not looking our way. “Somehow, something up here knows where to go.”

How? I had a feeling if I asked, he wouldn’t tell us. Maybe he didn’t know.

Reyla walked beside me, her gaze darting my way to make sure I was still there.

Dorion let out a long breath. “Like always, this place will do anything to keep me playing its games. It doesn’t care about anything, outside of itself.” The muscles in his back tightened. “It barely bothers me anymore. Probably because I’ve figured out how to see through most of its tricks.”

Most? Reyla and I exchanged a glance.

Dorion glanced over his shoulder at us. “I know what you’re thinking. It took me a long time to notice that some things didn’t change, or not much. Eventually, I got smarter. It was that or die. That’s when I started paying attention, like you are now. Taking mental notes. Seeing what worked and what didn’t.”

“Yet it leaves your cave alone,” Reyla said in a wry voice.

She was thinking the same thing I was, that there was something odd about his cave.

“The labyrinth can play its games all it likes, but it can’t move my home,” he said. “The cave is always there, no matter what.”

“Always?” Reyla watched him, her expression unreadable to anyone but me. I saw the same skepticism running through me.

He shrugged.

I arched a brow.

Dorion met my stare without flinching. “Trust me.”

My huff rang out. He might be hiding something, or he might not, but returning to what so far had been a safe space was the priority.

The moment we entered his cave, the world around us stilled. The feeling of someone watching slipped away and everything looked the same as when we’d left it, right down to the board holding our breakfast dishes we’d left behind. Perhaps the labyrinth couldn’t influence this section. The big question was why.

Farris trotted over to the pool, drinking before flopping down and resting his chin on his front legs. In seconds, he was snoring.

Reyla’s posture loosened, the tension bleeding from her frame, though her gaze remained wary.

“I'll wash and make us some food,” Dorion said, striding up the slope and disappearing into his private quarters.

The second cave looked the same, the pool shimmering on the other side of the small area in the low light generated by the moss creating flickering shadows. After peeling off our clothing, we stepped into the water, its refreshing coolness sinking into our aching muscles. We washed away the grime. More than that, we washed away the worry clinging to our skin.

After, Reyla leaned into my side, kissing my jaw, my cheek, before seeking my mouth. I wrapped my arms around her, holding her close, reminding us both that we’d made it through yet another attempt to trap us.

Water swished around us, sucking away the tension still bunching up our muscles. My bones ached, and exhaustion had settled on my limbs like lead weights. It couldn’t do much about my internal tension, though. We weren’t much closer to figuring out this place than before.

Reyla sighed, resting her chin on my shoulder. I loved that for now, it was just us. No tightening corridors, no illusions, and no fear about what might come next.

She tilted her face up, kissing a teasing line along my jaw. “I like it here.”

I hummed, turning to look down at her. So beautiful in every way. I still couldn't quite believe that she loved me. “Do you, now?”

“Mmm.” She trailed a finger over my chest, spreading ripples through the water. “It’s quiet. Peaceful. And best of all, you smell amazing now.”

I grinned. “What did I smell like before?”

She wrinkled her nose before leaning close to breathe me in. “Mostly sweat. A lot of worry. But now you finally smell like you, like a man I want to kiss all over.”

My chest tightened the way it always did when she snuck past my defenses. “You’re the only thing here that makes me feel real, so consider this an open invitation. Feel welcome to give in to your impulses.”

“I believe I shall. I suppose we both smell better now.”

“I’d like to confirm that for myself.”

She lifted a brow. “Would you?”

I tugged her up onto my lap, facing me, spreading her thighs around my own. There wasn't anything better than nuzzling this woman's neck, kissing and nibbling as I made my way to her ear. Reyla sucked in a breath, her fingers smoothing through my hair.

My cock was on fire for her already. I'd always be on fire for this woman. My queen. My wife. My love.

I slid my hands up her back, savoring the way she trembled from my touch alone. “Eyes on me, Wildfire. Don’t look away.” Lifting her chin, I made her meet my gaze. There was something incredibly arousing about watching everything inside her unfold. Her eyes burned, full of heat, full of need, reflecting everything roaring through us both.

I tangled my fingers in her hair and cupped the back of her head as I pulled her in. Our lips met, the kiss deep and urgent, her moan vibrating against my mouth. She pressed against me, soft and scorching, fitting perfectly. This was where she belonged. Where I belonged.

Trailing my mouth down her throat, I groaned. She tasted like life. Hope. Love. I adored the taste of her skin, the way she gasped when I found a sensitive spot. The flutter of her pulse beneath my lips only drove me wilder. She gasped, gliding her fingers up my chest, drawing out my shivers of need. She stroked my nape and slid her fingertips into my hair to hold me in place.

I stroked the dip at her waist, ran my rough hands over the flare of her smooth hips. She bowed her spine, arching into me, and a low, needy sound escaped her lips. I'd willingly lose myself in this woman every single day of my life.

I brushed my thumbs over her nipples, rolling them, watching the way she sucked in a breath, the way her lashes fluttered but didn’t close. She kept her eyes on me, just as I’d told her to. My cock throbbed, a needy thing, the friction of her thrusts teasing us both, stoking something fierce and uncontrollable that would soon explode.

Sliding my hand down over her belly, I reached her clit and stroked it in circles and flicks. Her moan broke the silence, her thighs shaking. But she held my gaze, her face flushed, her body strung tight.

Fates, I loved seeing her like this. Wild. Burning. Her fire spilling over just for me.

“Lore,” she whispered, my name unraveling from her lips, breathless, pleading.

I lifted her and guided her down onto my length. So tight and hot, I could not bite back my groan as she took me completely. She began to move, riding me with a wild rhythm that I met thrust for thrust, our bodies moving together in a way that couldn’t be described. Billions had done what we were doing now, but with my wildfire, each time felt new, perfect.

She dug her fingers into my shoulders, her nails biting, scratching.

“Fucking love when you do that,” I snarled.

Gripping her hips, I lifted her and dropped her down, wanting to pummel myself into her body.

“You feel amazing.” My voice echoed in the cave. “Don’t ever stop.”

She leaned close, her breath hot in my ear. “I love you. Claim me, mate. I need you. Need this now.”

“You ruin me,” I rasped. “And I’ll happily spend forever letting you do it.”

I tightened my arms around her, holding her as we moved together. Water churned around us, and the sound of our love shot through the cave.

I stroked her clit harder, rubbed it, and rolled her nipple with my other hand. Anything to give my love pleasure.

The world outside this cave, the labyrinth, and whatever else we might face soon faded to nothing. All I cared about was the woman in my arms, her body moving against mine.

As she got close, goosebumps rose on her wet flesh. She shivered, her eyes fluttering closed before she snapped them open again, fixing them on mine. I adored the wildness in her, the fierce way she showed everything so freely, and the way she wanted to make sure I could see her very soul when she came.

“Good girl,” I said. “Keep those eyes on mine. Don't look away. Not ever. I want you to see when you wreck me.”

She nodded, her breath catching as I increased the pace, driving up into her with a need bordering on desperation. We were two halves, only truly complete when we were together. Our love was pure, and no one was going to tear it away.

I slipped my hand around her throat, keeping my grip gentle. Seeing her like this, knowing I was in full control, made my balls coil up and my cock stiffen to the point it was an aching, throbbing thing. Her pulse fluttered beneath my fingertips, a furious pace that matched the slamming of my heart. Her gasp rang out, and her eyes widened, and I found only trust and a deep, abiding love there.

“Don't look away.”

She shook her head, her lips curving into a smile that was pure heat and hunger. “Never.” Her low, sultry purr sent shivers across my skin.

I tightened my grip on her hip with one hand, guiding her movements, urging her to ride me faster, harder. She did as I asked, her body moving with an almost savage grace that stole the air from my lungs.

The water sloshed, small waves surging against us and the shore, adding another layer of sensation to the mix. Pressure was building inside me. I was going to snap soon. Fall apart in this woman’s arms. I held on, determined to make this moment last forever, determined to make sure she came first. Watching her fall apart healed something inside me every single time.

Reyla's breathing grew ragged, her soft cries driving me on. Her inner muscles tightened around me, a clear sign she was close to falling apart.

I slipped my hand from her throat to her breast, rolling her nipple. She arched into my touch. I pinched gently, stroking the sensitive bud until she was writhing in my lap, her movements frantic.

“Lore,” she gasped, her voice barely more than a whisper. “I'm close. Take me. All of me.”

“I will, Wildfire. I will.” With one hand stroking her clit, I moved my other hand back to her throat, applying the slightest pressure. Her eyes darkened, her lips parting in a heady moan. Her pulse was a wild, thrumming beat that was going to drive me out of my mind.

“Let go, Wildfire,” I growled. “Let me see you fly. I’m right there with you.”

Her breath hitched, her body tensing before unraveling all at once. The sound she made sent me spiraling after her, the rest of the world disappearing while we found bliss.

We clung to each other. Sagged in the water together, our bodies still linked together. The water settled, and only the sound of our ragged breathing echoed in the cave.

Too soon, reality drove a wedge between us. The cave walls came into focus, the soft, warm light of the pool dancing shadows across the stone wall. Reyla stayed tucked in my arms, her body limp, her forehead nestled against my chest.

I kissed the top of her head and stroked her back in deep circles, finding each knot and massaging it loose. I wasn’t sure how much more we could take physically or emotionally, but for now, we’d reset and found a moment of peace.

“I love you,” I said, my voice croaking with everything I felt for this woman I would adore beyond my dying day. “Evermore.”
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Reyla lifted her head, her gaze falling on mine. Such softness there, such contentment. It mirrored my own.

She hummed, rising to kiss me before easing off my lap. “Let's dress and return to the main cave before Dorion eats all the food.”

“Leave it to you, love, to think of food at a time like this.”

She smirked. “I could eat you instead, but I suspect you won't be quite as satisfying.”

“Oh, I'd be satisfied, alright.” I tapped her gorgeous ass as she slipped out of the pool, following her out. We dried with tunics from our packs, pausing to kiss, our moans rising to a high heat before Dorion's voice sliced up from the cave below.

“You two hungry? I've got food here. Farris seems interested even if you're too…busy.”

“Yuck.” Her face pinkened. “I bet he knows what we did.”

“He'd be doing it if he could. Never doubt that.”

“Yeah, I don't want to think about that either.”

My low laugh rang out.

We dressed in relatively clean leathers and washed out the others, draping them over rocks to dry.

I scooped her up before she could slip away, kissing her until she clung and moaned, just the way I liked it.

“You're much too distracting,” she said, smiling up at me when I'd lifted my head.

I smirked. “And completely yours.”

“That you are.”

After putting her on her feet, I spun her to face away from me. Taking a comb from my pack, I gently worked out the snags and snarls from her hair, admiring the smooth wave after. I'd die a happy man if only I could keep my face buried in the strands and my body buried inside my wildfire.

It didn't take me long to braid her hair.

She gazed over her shoulder, admiring my work. “You do this well.”

“We'll dismiss your ladies when we return to Evergorne. I'll do everything for you myself.”

“You're also good with buttons.”

“You adore how I button and unbutton your clothing.”

She trailed her fingers across my face. “Always.”

We made our way back to the main cavern where Dorion had brought food. The smell of something spicy and rich filled the air.

Dorion gave us a dry look but handed over plates without further comment.

Reyla and I sat side by side on a big smooth rock, close enough that her leg pressed against mine. For the first time in hours, we ate without fear of interruption.

At least, until Reyla swallowed her last bite and said, “We need to talk.”

Dorion sighed as if he’d been waiting for this. “Figured that was coming.”

I set my empty plate aside, straightening as Reyla’s expression turned serious.

“Tell us what challenge the labyrinth sent you, Dorion,” she said.

Good question. I watched him.

“Nothing new,” he said. “I think it’s run out of tricks.”

“Then share what you’ve learned from it over all these years,” I said. “You told us you got smarter, figured it out. We haven’t been here long and need to know everything you do.”

“Oh. Well.” He stared down at his flat stone of a plate, not looking up. “It’s an entity all on its own. It fears. It gets angry and⁠—”

“Saw that already,” she said, her brow narrowed. “What else?”

“It loves to use stone corridors, shaking, throbbing walls. Compression if it thinks you won’t escape the trap. You met its swamp theme, and you know it plays with your thoughts, hopes, wishes, and fears. Like me, I’m sure it drove itself into your mind almost from the moment you arrived and sorted through your memories to discover how best to manipulate you. Not much else.”

There must be something else. Otherwise, how could this place always win? But he’d mentioned he was almost bored with whatever it tossed his way now, so maybe there truly wasn’t anything else to share. Most would give in eventually, especially if they were here a long time. With no way out, it would be easy to let despair win.

Reyla raked her teeth across her lower lip and swallowed, setting her stone plate to the side. Farris dove at it, gobbling up what she hadn’t eaten despite having his own share already.

“I discovered some interesting things about this place during my last… adventure.” She laid her hands on her knee, but her fingers twitched, clenching into fists before she forced them to lay flat again. A muscle jumped in her jaw, the only sign of the tension stomping through her. Her breath came too fast, her words even faster, as if the urgency of what happened was clawing up her throat.

I recognized the shift in her posture. Her mind was spinning, pulling together everything she’d seen, everything she suspected. Anything that could be used to save me.

Dorion leaned back against the cave wall, extending his legs out in front of him. He met Reyla’s stare but didn’t speak.

Reyla exhaled through her nose. “I’ll tell you everything, and then we’ll go through it piece by piece.”

I nodded and reached for her hand. She squeezed back before linking our fingers.

She described everything, from the illusion of Calista, the way Reyla had tested the fabrication, to how the cavern had reacted when she pulled at the seams of the magic holding it together.

“The more I unraveled the illusion, the weaker the entire cavern became. And then Calista…” She hesitated, pressing her lips together, before continuing. “When she started breaking apart, she revealed something.” Her hand twitched in mine.

Unease dragged across my skin. “What?”

The fingers of her other hand dug into her leathers, pressing so hard her knuckles whitened. “There’s more than just the labyrinth here.”

Dorion’s eyes widened. “Like what?”

“You haven’t seen anything else?” She sounded incredulous.

“It’s not like I’m sitting around, chatting with the place,” he snapped. “I go out when I’m forced to, and I get through whatever game it’s eager to try before making my way back here. I don’t sit and have tea with the damn place. What you see is what I am. I’ve lived in hidden places like this for years. Survived for years.”

Her lips thinned before she spoke again. “When I taunted the labyrinth, something peeled back, and it was there. Something beneath. I think it’s old, maybe older than the labyrinth itself. Whatever it was woke up and looked right back at me.” She pinched her eyes closed before opening them again. “It saw me.”

“I don’t…” Dorion shook his head. “I haven’t seen anything like that before.”

“It slipped back behind whatever the labyrinth is, but I’m worried. Here I thought the labyrinth was the scariest thing about this place but there’s something worse. I hope the labyrinth somehow keeps it contained.”

“You felt like it was trapped?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know.” Her gaze sought mine. “If it escapes, we really have to run.”

Farris watched her from where he lay beside her on the rock, his ears flickering back and forth.

“When the labyrinth started to break apart, the floor cracked and… I know this sounds odd, but the fissures looked like veins.” Her voice came out barely a whisper, and she kept running her fingertip across her leg in a straight line. Over and over until I swore she’d wear a path through the leather.

Dorion’s nose twitched. “Veins?”

“Threads of magic buried in the stone, pulsing like they were alive.” Her breath caught on the last word.

I frowned. “In what way?”

Her fingers stilled on her thigh. “I got the idea that it was agitated, and something slipped through that I wasn’t supposed to see.”

I thought through everything I’d experienced myself. The moment I’d pressed my hand against the wall, when I felt something respond to me. The way it had burned, not rejecting me, but marking me.

Dorion tapped his fingers on the stone beside him, his expression unreadable.

Reyla’s fingers tightened around mine.

“There’s more, and I think it all ties together,” she said. “I’m going to call this place she for now, since it looked like Calista. I told her once we had the talisman, we’d look for an escape. If she shared it with me, we’d leave her alone. She told me I’d never find the core.”

I stiffened. “Core?”

Farris still watched her.

“I asked if that was something like a heart, and she didn’t deny it, though she didn’t agree either. She said I didn’t understand, but she didn’t seem eager to tell me anything else. She did say I’d only peeled back an edge, but I was nowhere close to her depths. That they’d, whoever they are, had built over what should have remained untouched and wrapped him in a prison of tunnels and stone.”

“You mean that thing you saw?” Dorion asked.

“Yeah.”

“You questioned her about it.”

“Sure, but it didn’t do much good. She was toying with me, not giving me true answers, but I think the veins are tied into it. They stretched across the ground, through the walls. A network of throbbing things.”

“Just another trick then.” He sagged back against the wall. “It’s always throwing throbbing stone corridors or floors or ceilings or even plants at me.”

Throbbing plants?

“It may be another trick, or it might not be.” Reyla straightened, her stare sharpening. “I wonder if the veins lead to the core or heart; whatever we want to call it. I’m beginning to think we’ve been going about this all wrong.” Her voice trembled but she stiffened, steadying herself. She shot to her feet, too restless to stay still, and she started pacing between me and Dorion. “If this place has a heart, we have to find it. I’ll bet you anything we’ll find the talisman there.”

I rose too, instinct telling me to move, that I do something to fix this before it was too late. She was fighting for me, and I would devastate the world for her. I paced beside her, thinking out loud. “If the labyrinth has a heart, that might be what we’ve been looking for this entire time. Heart, core. Its center. A place where it might be weak, where we can break it.” As she suspected, it might also be where Tallin had hidden the talisman, assuming it was inside the labyrinth at all.

Dorion scoffed, watching us move. “You’re assuming you can find this heart.”

He acted like this was a choice we could make. We didn't have years to drift around inside this place. We had to find the talisman and get out. If we didn’t, she'd be left alone in this fates-damned place when the curse claimed me.

“This is solid information,” I said, struggling to sound reasonable when inside, I was shattering. Over and over again. “If the labyrinth is alive, it could have a center, a point where it controls everything.”

Reyla nodded, pacing back and forth with stomping feet. “We have to go there.”

It made sense.

“I don't know. Maybe?” Dorion rubbed his face. “If such a place existed, why haven’t I seen evidence of it? Why reveal it specifically to you?”

“I forced it.” Reyla spun to face Dorion. “We need to find the core, destroy the labyrinth, and get out before it’s too late.”

Dorion’s mouth flattened. “And what if you can’t find, let alone break, the core?”

Reyla let out a sharp breath, and I’d bet anything she was trying not to snarl. She wiped her palms on her thighs before locking eyes with Dorion. “It's worth a try. I am not giving up. Never.” Her sneer rose. “If you have a better plan, feel welcome to speak up.”

My patience thinned. “Dorion, if you know something⁠—”

“I don’t.”

Farris let out a low whine.

Reyla exhaled through her nose, a sharp, quick breath. We were losing time. Losing options. Every second wasted brought us closer to being trapped here forever.

“What happens with that thing you saw if you break the labyrinth?” Dorion asked. “If someone trapped it here, they may have had a good reason.”

“Or maybe it’s a prisoner just like us,” I said.

He shrugged, and his lips curled down. “I don’t like this. Not one bit.”

Who would? But it was a plan.

“We’re working with what little information we have,” she said in a slightly more reasonable tone. “Either step aside or suggest something else.”

He rolled his eyes. “I think we need to stay here.”

She huffed. “Hide, you mean.”

“It’s kept me alive. Even if you find the core, you have no idea what breaking it would do. What if this place caves in?” His voice rising, he flicked his hand out to the cavern in general. “What if⁠—”

Reyla’s arms stiffened at her sides. “This may be our only chance.”

“I’m in,” I said. Always with her.

“I don’t care if we fail. I don’t care if it’s dangerous.” Steel came through in her voice. “Doing nothing is worse.”

“We don't want to destroy your only sanctuary,” I said, struggling to sound reasonable. “But we need to get out of here as quickly as possible.”

“I understand.” His sigh rang out. “Who'd want to stay here as long as me?” He sounded so bleak, so hopeless.

Would that be my wife’s demeanor in a short time? No matter what, she’d survive. That was the worst part. Reyla would live the way she had before, not only without Kinart, but without me. She’d grit her teeth and carve her way forward even when it cost her everything. I hated the idea of leaving her to that.

“It's risky,” I said. Fuck it, but everything was.

“Risky?” He let out a bark, but his eyes held a dangerous slant I didn’t like. “If you haven’t noticed, everything in this place has reacted in a bad way when you try to undo its structure. Breaking this place might be worse than leaving it as it is now. You think it’s hungry now? Wait until you keep depriving it of what it needs most.”

“We don't have a choice.” Reyla whirled on him, her voice cutting through the cavern like a blade. “We’re going to act, not sit around waiting for the labyrinth to consume us.” Her breathing was too fast, her hands clenched at her sides. “You’re with us or not. I don’t give a fuck either way.” She blinked fast, and I could tell she was trying not to betray how desperately she wanted him to help. If we were wrong, and we failed, we might never make it out. This cave appeared to be the only safe place inside the labyrinth. If he wasn’t on our side, he’d never show us how to find it again.

“You've got a strong one there,” Dorion told me, his lips twisting. “Wish I had someone who…” He shook his head.

I squeezed Reyla’s hand, offering the only thing I had left: myself.

Tugging her hand to my lips, I kissed her knuckles. If I couldn't save her, if I couldn't get her out of here, then I’d make sure she never doubted how much I loved her. I wouldn’t waste another second of what little time we had left.

She didn’t look at me. If I knew her, she was too caught up in the problem twisting through her mind, but her fingers tightened around mine. A fierce grip. Holding on for as long as she could.

For as long as I still lived.
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Iexhaled, steadying my hands. I could either focus on forming a plan or I could scream. Or sob. I didn’t want to do either. But our time was running out, and if we didn't do something, I'd lose Lore. I’d burn this place down before I’d let that happen.

Watch out, labyrinth. I’m coming for you.

Lore sat and tugged me onto his lap, wrapping his arms around me, reminding me that he was still here with me now. We had this moment, and I was going to drink in every touch and sensation.

With his chin resting on the top of my head, I could finally think.

“If Calista’s illusion shattered when I tugged at its seams,” I said, “then the labyrinth could work the same way. I don't think it's just a cage. It's a web of magic stitched together from something bigger.” I nudged my chin toward Dorion who continued to watch us with a frown on his face. I understood why he was worried about this. He'd been here for years. He must know this place inside out. If a heart or core existed, he would’ve heard about it or seen a sign of it himself by now. I’d bet anything he hadn’t, though he was cagey, not letting anything slip. Either from learning how to survive here or… I wasn’t going to think about any other reason why.

Finding the talisman and getting out of here was my only focus.

A hum almost too faint to notice drifted through the air. I’d heard it since that thing had woken up.

“Can you hear that?” I asked. “Close your eyes and listen. This place… It's not only stone and walls and shifting corridors. It's a living entity, and anything living can be destroyed.”

“It's too big a risk,” Dorion said. “Sure, I'll help if I can, but I've survived here this long by being very careful.”

“By letting it control you, not the other way around,” Lore said dryly. “Where’s the man who was willing to take risks?”

“He’s sitting across from you,” Dorion snarled. “And he’s still living despite his fucking father. I'm alive. Everyone else is not. You think you're the first to think you can destroy this place? Everyone else who tried found… Well, I'm not sure what they found, and I hope I never do. They’re gone and this place is still thriving.”

“Without you,” Lore said. “Why isn’t it falling apart already? It’s been years.”

“Is that why it can’t hold the illusions for long?” I asked, the thought occurring to me now. “It’s slowly disintegrating?”

“Probably.” He swiped his fingers through his hair. “It’s a…touchy balance, I suppose.”

“I bet when the labyrinth gobbled them up, it ate their magic along with them. That’s allowed it to maintain some sort of control even if it’s faltering.” A shiver tracked through me at the thought. Would it hurt? I didn't want to know.

You cannot undo what you do not understand.

There it was, talking to me again, and that made me want to shout and swear. I needed an enemy to slash my blade through, and this place was too good at hiding.

Not for long. Not for long.

I pressed my back against Lore's chest. “Did you hear it?” I asked him.

“Yeah.”

“You?” I pinned Dorion with my gaze.

“It mumbles a lot. I do all I can not to listen.”

“Maybe you should,” I said. “It seems to reveal clues.”

“And make threats. Don’t forget that,” he said with a twist of his mouth.

“What if,” I licked my dry lips, “we can sever the threads holding it together?”

“It reacts when we push it too hard,” Lore said. “Symbols burn onto the walls, and Calista’s illusion broke faster than it should. That means it isn’t untouchable. And something like that could be damaged.”

Dorion sighed. “And how do you plan to tear down whatever’s holding it together without burying us alive?”

I hesitated because I didn’t have an answer yet. But I wasn’t about to let this place defeat us, not when we had to be getting closer. “We start by finding a weak point. If illusions collapse when you pull at their seams, then the entire entity could fall apart in the same way. We just have to find the right place to pull.”

“Your mythical core or heart.”

I shrugged. “It’s better than doing nothing, isn’t it?”

Dorion's eyes flicked between me and Lore, suspicion tightening his jaw. “Alright.” He scrubbed his face like he wished he could be anywhere but here. “Not much harm in trying. But if this goes wrong, we might not get another chance.”

“If we do nothing, we’re dead anyway,” I shot back.

Lore’s arms tightened around me, his warmth dragging me away from the storm churning through my mind.

“The talisman,” Dorion muttered. “Don’t forget, it’s not part of the labyrinth. It’s the supposed reward at the end, wherever that is. My dear father isn’t above lying.”

“He bound himself to it,” Lore said. “He'll die if he reneges.”

“So legend says.” Dorion didn't sound convinced, but we had no choice but to hope his father wasn’t playing his own trick.

“Tallin must believe we’re dead already,” I said. “Even if he hid it somewhere inside the labyrinth, he would assume he could collect it later.”

Dorion snorted. “Enter the labyrinth? Not him. It would…”

“What?” I asked.

“I meant, if he put it inside, he’d use magic to do it.”

“I worried more about Prager. She'd do all she could to make sure we didn't get the talisman. And if we somehow did, she’d make sure we stayed trapped here, unable to go after the third.

“If we’re lucky,” Dorion said, “we’ll make it out of this attempt alive, though I wouldn’t count on it.”

“When I unraveled the illusion,” I said, searching for the right words, “it didn’t only affect the image, it affected everything. Those ripples were connected to something deeper.”

Lore shifted beneath me. “That fits with what I’ve also sensed.” He quickly explained what happened to him during his most recent challenge. “The first time I touched the walls, a mark burned into the stone.”

Dorion looked up, interest flaring in his tired eyes. “What kind of mark?”

Lore shook his head. “Like it was carved there by the labyrinth itself. I’d swear it wasn’t another illusion. It was the labyrinth itself, marking itself and me.”

“Why would it do something like that?”

“No idea. That's how I took it, anyway. If so, it means it reacts, and it might have vulnerabilities.” His voice hardened. “Vulnerabilities can be exploited.”

Dorion studied him before huffing. “So you think… What? We pull it apart one thread at a time?”

I nodded. “Think about how illusions work. You can’t wave them away, you have to undo them where they connect to whatever’s below. If we start pulling at the labyrinth’s magic the way I did with Calista, we’ll find its weak point underneath. That’s where we can break it.”

“You could expose that thing you saw, let it loose.”

“We’ll worry about that if it happens,” Lore said. “Nothing is coming near my wife.”

He’d sacrifice himself for me, he meant. Not happening.

“If this place is alive,” Lore said, “then it may have something holding it all together.” His voice hardened. “Whatever it is, we'll rip it apart.”

Dorion grumbled. “This is insanity.”

“No,” I said. “This is survival. There’s something else. I haven’t told you what she said about Farris.”

My nyxin looked up at me with solemn eyes before dropping his chin onto his front paws and sighing.

I shared what she’d said, that the sentinel veil may have changed him.

Dorion’s gaze sharpened at that, but he didn’t say anything.

I told them that Prager wanted him badly, and that me saving him might’ve felt like chance but could’ve been somehow directed.

“By the fates?” Dorion’s ears twitched. “Not sure I believe they play a hand in anything any longer.”

“I’m telling you what she said. That doesn’t mean I understand the meaning of it. If you have ideas, feel welcome to spit them out.”

“Finish, and I just might.”

I rolled my eyes and told them how Prager appeared to have had chances to take Farris but hadn’t for whatever reason. Like she was waiting for something before she acted, but that he now, for some reason, possessed whatever Prager desperately needed.

“I don’t understand any of it,” I said. “But it matters, or Calista wouldn’t have mentioned it.”

“Or the labyrinth was playing another game.” Dorion flung his blade up in the air and deftly caught it.

“I think it all ties together,” Lore said. “But she’s not taking him. I will never let her touch my family.”

Dorion twitched. “Easy to say. Not so easy to follow through with.”

Farris, curled at my feet, lifted his head and whined.

“Let’s go through your plan to break the labyrinth.” Dorion flung his blade up again and snagged the hilt from the air. “We have two fronts to work from. One: find the labyrinth’s core. Two: figure out what this nyxin actually is.”

“You said you sent him to find me,” I said.

“Find whoever could…” His shoulders dropped. “It's foolish, but the moment I realized what my father planned, I cast a spell for help and, yeah, he appeared. I sent him, hoping he'd find someone who could break me out, but instead of looking for her, he found you.”

“Who is her?” I asked.

Dorion shook his head. Rising, he stomped into his cave, leaving us alone in the main cavern.

If he was hiding, I wasn’t sure I could blame him.

Leaning back in Lore’s arms, I sighed. “Who is he talking about?”

“He was in love with someone once. She’s from Irridain. I don’t know anything more than that.”
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We left Dorion’s cave and followed him down the corridor we found when we emerged from the cliff face. Tension thrived in the air. Every step made my bones ache even more, but I ignored how exhausted I was. How utterly tired of being trapped I was. I had to.

Shadows skittered across the damp stone walls ahead of Dorion’s torch. When he finally spoke, he kept it soft, but tension thrived there as well. He didn’t like this, but I had to appreciate the fact that he was willing to put his neck out and help us. “There’s a cavern up ahead. Doesn’t change often for whatever reason. If this thing has veins, and they lead to a core or heart, I bet you’ll find them there.”

The way he said it, as if he was not only reluctant to share but wary about doing so, made my nerves twitch. But he'd resisted this plan from the start. I understood why. He'd survived by being careful and taking no risks. Trying to expose the labyrinth and maybe destroy it must make his heart plunge all the way to the center of the world.

The cavern was larger than the others we’d been in before, its ceiling stretching so high, the upper edges got lost in the dark. Stalagmites skewered the ground in unruly rows of jagged teeth, resembling beastly maws. Pools of still water dotted the dirt floor, their surfaces smooth as glass, reflecting the torchlight in eerie gray ripples.

I barely had time to take it in before Farris tensed at my side. His ears flattened, his tail tucking in close as he stalked forward to circle a patch of stone near one of the cavern walls. He sniffed, whined, and snapped his head up to look at me.

Something here was making him nervous, though there wasn't anything new about that.

Yet I felt it too.

Lore studied the walls from beside me. “It’s shifting faster.”

I glanced at him. “What do you mean?”

His head tilted, his brow knitting. “I think it’s trying to hide something from us.”

Bumps peppered my skin.

“Let's split up, look around,” I said. “If you see something odd, call out.”

“Unless it steals us before we can,” Dorion muttered.

I ignored him.

We started searching, carefully examining the stone walls and floor, looking for anything that hinted at a weak point. Whatever the labyrinth was doing, it was deliberate. Shadows flickered before gliding away as I walked, and the cracks in the walls seemed to close tightly when I came near.

Gritting my teeth, I tried to find the magic I'd inadvertently brought inside the labyrinth with me, but I found nothing but a hollow void where it used to be.

Worry curdled in my belly.

I turned to the nearest wall, pressing my palm against the rock. I tried pulling energy from the labyrinth, even yanking, but nothing happened.

Dismay jolted through me. Maybe I wasn't doing this right. Not that I knew what I was doing. I was playing with things I didn't understand, and if I wasn't careful, they'd bite back. But what else could I do? I needed to make it respond in the same way.

I exhaled, pulling again, reaching in the way I'd learned when I trained with Lorant. No response, no hint of anything unexpected sliding my way. I clenched my teeth and opened my senses wider. Searching. When I was about to give up, I felt a flicker, though just for a second. Faint and fleeting, nearly swallowed up before I could grasp it. I reached out and dragged that bit of energy.

An unfamiliar force punched back, hitting me square in the chest. I reeled away from the wall, my hands lifting.

Farris growled and clawed at the wall below me.

“Whatever you’re doing, don’t do it again,” Lore snapped, trying to thrust himself between me and the wall. “It hurt you, and I am going to slay it now.”

“It's a wall.” My voice came out breathy. Damn, that hurt. “Something responded. I need to make it do it again.”

He cupped my face, making me look into his eyes. “I will not let it hurt you. I will burn this place to the ground before I let it do so much as scratch you.”

“I love you. Very much. But I need to do this.” I glared. “Stand back, sweetums.”

His eyes darkened. “Wildfire.”

“None of that. Save it for the bedroom.”

“Jeez, you two,” Dorion huffed.

Lore’s lips curled up on one corner, and he leaned close, nibbled on my earlobe, and whispered, “Holding you to it, mate.”

“You’d better.”

He did step aside, though he kept his blade in his hand, and his growl suggested he’d slay the wall if it so much as twisted in my direction.

Biting back my frustration, I stared at the smooth gray surface. I wouldn't break easily, wouldn't let this place win.

I slammed my hand back against the stone, this time without thought, without any clear expectation.

And I felt…something. A jolt of energy. Shifting toward me.

My heart flipped over.

The energy struck out, ramming into my skull like a hammer. I gasped, stumbling backward, my vision blurring. I dropped to my knees, my breath coming in ragged gasps.

Lore lifted me, held me while Farris whimpered and raced around us.

“Shit, Reyla,” Dorion hissed, stomping over to stand nearby. “If this thing shoves harder, you might not get up next time.”

I wiggled until Lore put me down, though he kept his hand on my lower back. “I was close to something. Power.” Maybe. “I've got to try again to grab and use it.”

“What kind of power?” Dorion looked between us.

“Power from the labyrinth.”

“Fuck,” he snarled.

“I’m going to do it again.”

“I don't like it,” Lore growled.

“I don't either but it's all we've got.”

I flattened my trembling hand on the wall again. The backlash had been stronger that time, which made me suspect I was getting closer.

Whatever this was felt sluggish. Weak. Magic from the wall itself glided across my palm, almost feeding something to me instead of the other way around.

It was only a flicker, a spark that barely had time to exist before the labyrinth recoiled, yanking away. The world around me throbbed, and I could almost hear a screech rip through the air.

Farris let out a shrill bark.

Sucking in a breath, I met Lore’s gaze.

Had it been real? I tested it. With my palm against the wall, I tried to pull in power the way Lorant taught me. Nothing happened.

Annoyance surged inside me, but I tamped it down.

“Keep trying,” I hissed. This time, I let myself empty. I slowly inhaled, sending out a wish that the hollow place inside me could catch something unseen. It worked. I felt something new, faint but there, a thread of magic shifting through me. Into me, trickling in like water seeping through cracks.

Eager, I pulled. A jolt rammed its way through me, and a shudder rippled across the walls. A thin golden fracture lanced through the stone, a vein of light bursting outward like the fault lines I’d seen in the other cavern. The labyrinth bucked beneath me, making small rocks scatter across the floor.

Dorion’s voice held pure disbelief. “What did you do?”

“I, um, I took more power from the labyrinth, and something deep inside gave it to me.” I swallowed hard, my mouth dry. “Then the vein appeared.”

“Damn,” he breathed.

I turned back to the wall, watching as another vein emerged and flickered like a heartbeat, fast and erratic.

“Look at them.” Awe rose in Lore's voice. “They’re not clean pathways. The energy—” He ran his hand along one jagged crack. “It’s tangled. Winding back in on itself, like something fractured it long ago.”

“It wasn’t meant to be this way,” I whispered.

“What?” Dorion asked.

“I think the labyrinth has been messed up for a very long time. When I stole from it, I forced it to react. It resisted me. It is afraid.”

We were getting close. I knew it. Tears sprang up in my eyes. There was a chance we'd find the talisman and get away. We wouldn't be here long. Lore would not die.

I swiped the tears from my eyes. “It doesn't like me doing this. That means we're getting closer.”

Dorion watched me. “Closer to what? Making it angrier than it already was?”

It was feeling that too. “Why do you think it's angry?”

“Fates if I know,” he said with a twist of his mouth.

“I think it’s because we're close to discovering whatever it’s eager to hide. If I can keep doing this, we might expose it.”

Dorion swore under his breath.

Lore grinned. He looked at me with fierce pride. This time, I actually felt I deserved it. “Do it again, wife. Quickly.”

I nodded, pressing my hands against the wall, trying not to let the drizzle of sweat down my spine distract me. My fingers met the stone, and this time, I was ready when I pulled.

The veins appeared in bursts, flashes of flickering greenish-golden lines, twisting back before I could note them in my mind. They flared and dimmed, like the labyrinth was determined to suffocate them. Hide them.

I gritted my teeth, forcing myself to hold on, to keep those fractures exposed.

The magic burned now, dragging through me like jagged glass, scraping away something vital I wasn't sure could be replaced.

The light in the veins flickered—once, twice—before nearly disappearing again.

A fist closed around my chest. A warning.

I gasped, pressing my forehead against the cold stone wall, pulling in delicate jerks. Sucking in stolen energy from the labyrinth. Weakening it one burst at a time.

Sweat slicked my palms, but I focused on the energy beneath. I reached out, teasing my mind’s fingers across the subtle bits of power like I’d done with the nasty nullification ribbons. Luring it in.

The cavern throbbed, and a groan shuddered through the walls. Dust cascaded from the ceiling, and pebbles hopped across the floor around us.

Farris barked, and the sound echoed. He pressed his body against my leg, whining.

The veins throbbed brighter, branching in greenish-gold cracks, forcing their way across the stone. Revealing themselves. A pattern emerged, not clean or straight, but tangled, looping back on itself in every direction.

I clenched my jaw and pulled harder.

Power rippled through me like a strike of lightning, and the veins illuminated completely, along with a hole in the middle of the floor.

There. They lay exposed, swirling like a vortex toward the middle of the cavern floor, converging into a gap that led…somewhere.

Dorion followed the glowing fractures to the center with his eyes. “You forced it to open itself up.”

I wasn’t sure I’d seen Lore’s expression this grim before, and that fact struck me. “We need to follow them before this place hides them again.”
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We dropped down into one of the veins in the center, following the one that flickered the widest below, though the passage narrowed, twisted, forcing us to move sideways at times as we worked our way lower. The walls throbbed as well, the glowing energy branching in molten rivers hardened into stone, their veins exposed and shifting between gold and deep green.

The heat was so oppressive, it was slowly suffocating me, forcing itself into my skin. I skimmed my fingers on the stone as I moved, and it vibrated, faint tremors rattling through it like blood surging through veins after a long run.

A boom echoed from somewhere deep below us.

Reyla moved ahead of me, her breathing ragged. Her exhaustion blazed on her face, in her stooped posture, and in the wretched pain in her eyes. This place had tried to hurt her, and I could only feel rage. I’d gouge my way through it. Seek revenge.

Farris kept racing ahead of us, only to whimper and scamper back to follow Dorion at the back.

I could only hope this would lead us to the core.

Some channels narrowed into nothing, the mouth of a closing trap. Reyla ran a hand along the stone and tried to pull in whatever she had before, but even she couldn’t make it open up or give us a way through. We doubled back, only to come upon another dead end where the passage we'd taken had crumpled in on itself, leaving no way out.

More than once, the floor jolted beneath us, like the labyrinth itself was adjusting, shifting, warping to mislead us.

Another narrow vein curled ahead, but stepping inside it felt wrong. I sensed we’d be crawling through the mouth of a slumbering beast and that it would bite down when we were only halfway through. The walls around us seemed to breathe, expanding and contracting, the faintest ripple dull thuds under my fingertips.

We descended further, only to be blocked again. Another turn. Another collapsed wall where there should be open space. The labyrinth adjusted itself with each wrong step, closing in before we could fully understand its shape.

Reyla kept moving. Tense. Silent. Determined.

I kept pace behind her. The heat pressed in, a sodden weight on my back. It crept into my lungs, making breathing a challenge.

Farris whined behind us. Dorion snarled out a curse as we turned down another vein, only for it to twist away from us as if it had never been there at all.

A throb built in the back of my skull, smacking behind my eyes. Sweat rolled down my spine.

Finally, the walls stretched outward, curving into a cavern so vast that the upper ceiling got lost in blackness. The space yawned ahead of us, filled with a low, resonant throbbing.

The moment our feet touched the cavern floor, the entire space shuddered, shooting vibrations up my legs.

Reyla sucked in a breath, and I didn’t need to ask if she’d felt it too.

The pulsations spread out, expanding through the cavern, spiking along the glowing veins networking the walls and floor.

Farris growled, his ears flattening against his skull, his fur bristling.

Something was awake down here and it knew we'd arrived.

You do not belong here. The words slammed into my skull.

The veins surged, the power in the walls forming snaking patterns, sinew tightening around bone.

Farris barked shrilly until Reyla stooped down and hugged him.

“It’s alright.” But the look she sent me said she didn’t believe the words herself.

The labyrinth was aware of us now, and that realization gripped my spine in a cold fist.

I took a step forward and pressed my hand against the wall.

A jolt raced up my arm, a deep, wrenching pushback that slammed me backward so hard, I smacked onto my ass on the throbbing floor.

“It doesn’t like you very much, Lore,” Dorion drawled. “Maybe don’t do that again.” His sardonic gaze pinned Reyla in place. “Doesn’t like you either but it was gentler. Maybe because you’re the wife.”

Her lips thinning, she rolled her eyes.

I got up, stomping over to hover beside her with my teeth bared and my blade ready to slash.

Reyla stepped close to the wall, her fingertips gliding along one of the glowing cracks. Her eyes tracked the way the energy twisted, fusing with others. “It’s beautiful. I don’t think they’re just random paths of magic. They’re moving. Reacting.”

Dorion grunted. “Saw that.”

“Felt it,” I said with a feral grin.

“It's responding to us,” she whispered. “It’s not inert magic.”

Wrong threads. Wrong hands. You unweave what you do not understand.

The ground beneath us shook, and the walls moved. Sealing. Knitting themselves together to close off the veins. It was healing itself, trying to trap us here forever.

“We need to force it open now,” I growled.

Reyla sucked in a breath and pressed her palms against the stone. From the way she clenched her teeth, I suspected she was trying to do something. Finally, her hands dropped away from the wall, and she shook her head. “I can't. It's gone.” She turned her stark gaze my way.

Her spine stiffened and she slapped her palms onto the wall again. She closed her eyes, pressing her forehead against the stone, groaning as she tried again. The labyrinth threw Reyla away from the wall. She hit the ground with a cry, her body colliding with the stone hard enough to kick dirt up in the air.

My heart seized, fury clawing up my throat. I was moving before I could think. My knees hit the ground beside her hard enough to bruise, but I didn't care. My fingers hovered over her chest for a single, awful second—waiting, dreading, needing—until she dragged in a breath and relief ripped through me.

Farris scrambled over and started licking her face.

Her snort rang out, and she nudged him away. “Love you too, little one.” Her gaze sought mine. “Damn labyrinth.”

“Are you alright?” I snarled. The words felt small, as useless as me in this fucking place. I brushed away a streak of dirt on her cheek and seared the room with my hatred.

Reyla was here. She was breathing. But what if next time⁠—

Fucking no. “Show yourself, damn you! I’ll destroy you before I let you hurt her again.”

“I'm…fine,” she croaked. “Really.”

Not fine. It threw her.

“Do it again, labyrinth, and it’s over,” I growled.

She rose to her feet, but her pulse was too light, too thin, as if whatever touched her was still inside, leeching her life force from her, whittling her down to nothing. The urge to fight something—anything—roared through me, but there was no enemy to slay, no challenger to destroy. Only the ever-shifting walls, the sneering pulse of magic tightening around us, rejecting us, forcing us into a closing cage.

Farris stayed between us and the tightening walls, his teeth bared in a silent snarl, his body rigid, ready to lunge should anything threaten Reyla.

“She's alright?” Dorion stood a few feet away, his gaze sweeping the walls with a mixture of fury and calculation, like a man standing at the edge of a battlefield with no sword in hand. “This damn place is playing with us again. That’s all this is. It’s another trick. We should leave before it traps us.”

“We’re not leaving,” she said. “I got close, and I’m going to get closer.”

Dorion placed both hands on the wall, his fingers splaying across one of the throbbing veins. He flinched but didn’t pull away, his jaw locking as if he was testing the energy trapped there. His eyes narrowed, tracking the pulse, maybe feeling how it recoiled.

The veins flared, pushing back.

Dorion staggered away. Growling, he shook out his hands, his glare cutting through the flickering light. “It hates us.”

The walls shuddered and moved closer while the veins flared brighter.

“We have seconds before we lose any route out of here.” His gaze traveled from me to Reyla, remaining on her. “Tell me you have a way to stop this.”

“I’m trying to figure it out,” she said.

“No more,” I snarled. “We go back to Dorion’s cave and come up with a new plan.”

She tipped her head back, studying the walls, the veins that still brightened and dimmed, brightened and dimmed. Her breath sucked in. “We have to find the core.”

“I’m not letting it hurt you again,” I snapped, my voice edged with anger at this damn place.

She shook her head. “We can’t stay here, or it'll swallow us. I’ll fight forever for you, Lore but one of these times, I’ll slip up. I’ll try so hard not to, but it’ll happen. And then…” Her shoulders dropped. “You’ve never given up on me, and I can’t give up on myself. So we keep moving. I’ll try again to find the core. I’ll rip this place apart before I let it destroy us.”

Her words fractured me. Fused me back together. And when she held out her hand, I took it. Kissed it.

“Any time, you two,” Dorion said. “I’m all for moving, but where?”

My wife was stronger than I could ever be, but even strong things shattered if enough force was used against them. I couldn’t let that happen to her.

The walls contracted again, the space shrinking.

Wrong hands. Wrong thread. Unwoven.

Farris barked, snapping at the air as if he could bite whatever was shoving the words into our minds.

The veins throbbed again, a frantic heartbeat.

“This way,” Dorion shouted, racing toward a narrow opening on the far wall that must’ve just appeared.

We ran after him with Farris on Reyla’s other side.

The space around us shrunk again, the walls pulling closer, stone grinding against stone. The passage morphed and snapped closed. We ground to a halt, clustered in the middle of another shrinking tunnel.

Farris backed into Reyla’s legs.

Dorion cursed as a passage on our left opened but collapsed before we could step into it. There was no way back and no way forward. The labyrinth was locking us in.

Reyla sucked in a breath, her fingers tensing at her sides. “I don’t think it’s pushing us back.” She clawed at her lower lip with her teeth before her face cleared. “No, it’s pushing us away.”

“Sounds like the same thing to me,” Dorion snapped. “You got us into this. Get us out of it now.”

My growl scorched up my throat. “Do not⁠—”

“Yeah, yeah, wife. Heard that already in too many ways. But I’m right. Tell me I’m not.”

Reyla took a slow step toward the wall but recoiled as if she’d been physically shoved backward. Her wide gaze met mine. Her fingers trembled as she lifted them again. Frowning, she barely brushed her fingers along a glowing vein.

I snapped my hand out to grab her wrist. “Don’t. Please.”

This place had slammed her around enough already. The next time, the labyrinth could harm her in a way I couldn’t fix. I wanted to drag her back, to haul her against me and away from whatever she was about to do, because this labyrinth didn’t warn twice. It shattered. And what if this time it completely broke her?

“I have to, Lore. If I don’t…” A shudder went through her. “It’s not the walls keeping us out of the core. There’s a spell woven into them that’s doing it for them.” She lifted her gaze to meet mine. “Don’t you see?”

How could I when all I could think of was keeping her safe?

“What do you mean?” Dorion asked, looking from her to me.

“It's all a spell,” she said. “Like the one masking the diary with a ball.”

Instinct screamed inside me. Pull her close. Shield her. Crush her against me if that meant the labyrinth couldn’t get to her. But my body wouldn’t keep her safe. No blade, no strength, no rage would stop these walls from eating her alive.

“Not making sense,” Dorion snarled. “Act now, or we’re going to be crushed.”
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The walls tightened like a chest wall closing in around a breath I couldn't take. My pulse pounded in my ears, a frantic rhythm that matched the veins crawling across the stone. The space shrank, giving us nowhere to go.

I ground my teeth. I wouldn’t—couldn’t—let whatever was holding us back win.

Think.

No fear. No panic. Think!

My muscles tensed as I reached out, pressing my palm against the stone. The moment I made contact, something inside it shuddered, recoiling. I’d bet anything the life I’d sensed earlier was a spell woven into the very bones of this place. Like with the image Erisandra had used to ensnare the diary, the power here was pushing me back, bending reality enough to make sure we never reached the path that must lay ahead.

“So powerful,” I whispered. “So amazing.”

“Yeah, I need to get out of here.” Dorion started stomping within the narrowing space. “Why did I ever let you two talk me into doing this?”

“That’s right, Wildfire,” Lore said softly. “Nullification isn’t about brute force. You can't smash your way through it.”

“Yes,” I breathed, grateful he was here now, supporting me in this instead of snarling for me to hurry up or find a faster way out like Dorion.

Lore stroked my spine. “Look for that single strand that holds the rest together. Find the point of tension, where it resists you most. That weak place is where you can work your glorious magic.”

This spell wasn’t only a barrier; it had been woven into an illusion clinging to the space around us.

“I’ll be gentle,” I whispered.

“Exactly. If you push against it, it’ll only push back harder. But if you unraveled it, if you can discover where it connects to whatever is underneath…That’s what you’re seeking. Do it, love.” The pride in his voice nearly undid me. I wanted to cry. And grin. Alright, and kiss him while I was doing them both.

I took a breath that tasted like dirt and fear and fought to steady my voice. “The walls aren’t actually closing in. It's manipulating what we see and what we feel. That's why we can't find a way through.”

“Ah, like those spells we talked about,” Lore said. “The kind that don’t change things but change instead how people perceive them.”

“Exactly. Some magic doesn’t need to create something new,” I said. “It only needs to obscure what already exists. Picture it like an object deep below the water. What you see is distorted, but the truth hasn’t shifted, only your ability to see what’s actually there.”

That’s what was happening here. The spell wasn’t creating walls, it was shifting how we saw them, turning open paths into dead ends.

“That’s nice and all.” Dorion scowled. “I really don’t care if the walls are real or not. We're still about to get flattened.”

“Give her time,” Lore barked. “And shut up. Let her work without you snapping and snarling.”

My mind rushed through every lesson, every mistake, every fragment of understanding I’d gained since first learning about nullification.

The diary had looked ordinary until I found the base of the spell Erisandra cast. Illusions needed constant reinforcement. If I could pull out the foundation, the magic would collapse on its own.

“This spell can be undone,” I whispered.

Lore's gaze shone as he turned to Dorion. “My wife can nullify anything.”

I loved how his confidence in me blazed in his voice. If only I had even a fraction of that belief in myself.

Dorion raked his fingers through his hair. “She's not old enough to have mastered any skill, let alone one like nullification. It takes a lifetime to perfect and most don’t ever get that far.”

Lore’s jaw flexed. “My wife is exceptional.”

Dorion snorted. “Exceptional or not, she’s going to bring the whole place down on us.”

“Got a better plan?” Lore bit out.

Dorion's lips pressed into a thin line. He jerked his chin once.

No. He didn’t.

Ignoring his huff, I turned back to the wall, setting my hands against the cold stone. The energy slithering beneath it recoiled again, trying to force me away.

Wrong hands. Wrong thread. Unwoven, the labyrinth had said.

“I'm going to unweave it.”

Magic wasn’t a stone wall to be broken. It was a dam, holding back a river, fused together by something that could be severed with the right touch. I wouldn’t try to fight this spell. Instead, I’d divert the river entirely. Collapse the bridge to its power.

Lore’s grip on my shoulder was supportive, but I could feel the urgency coiling in his muscles, his silent fear threading through his touch. “Do it, Wildfire. I know you can.”

I swallowed, but my throat was too dry to shove anything down. When I'd stolen power before, it had been fleeting, unintentional, a moment of instinct, not control.

Now I needed finesse. I had to crack something built to shift and trap. Sever an illusion so vast it covered everything around us.

“I'll try.” The words scraped out of me, and I was torn between hope and desperation.

I pressed my palms against the wall, feeling for the pulse beneath the stone. My first instinct was to force my will into the structure’s magic and rip it away fast, but that hadn't worked before, which meant I had to go about this differently.

“Remember,” Lore said by my ear. “Magic follows a rhythm. It sustains itself with patterned force. If you try to pull too hard, the labyrinth will shove you away from it again. But if you can follow its rhythm and match it, you might be able to slip beneath its notice.”

Eyes closed, I slowed my breathing. Blocked out everything else in the collapsing passage. The labyrinth throbbed like a heartbeat beneath my fingertips, whispering warnings.

You do not belong here. Release. Retreat.

I ignored its words and listened to the pulse instead.

Inhale. Thrum. Exhale. Thrum. The rhythm was there, and constant. This was the heart of the magic keeping us trapped.

When the thrum rose again, I tried to slip my mental fingers around it. But I’d waited too long, and it slipped away.

“Close, close,” Lore hissed. “You’ve got it, love. Keep going.”

I could do this. I needed to stop myself from hesitating.

When the next pulse came, I latched on and tugged.

For the first time, the magic didn’t yank away. It lingered an instant too long. Or had I imagined it?

A sliver of power trickled toward me, one too little, too fragile to do much of anything with. Rather than grab it like a drowning girl clutching rope, I coaxed it closer. Coiled my fingertips around it. A jolt snapped through my hand. Sharp. Electric. Terrifying. The sting ricochetted through me. I almost snapped my hand away, but something told me to hold on.

The power shuddered, cracked, and I spied a flaw in the pattern I hadn't expected; a stumble in the labyrinth itself. I’d grabbed onto only a breath of stolen magic, barely enough to matter, but for some reason, it did. I sucked it down, but it was frail, just a fragment of power. As if it knew my intentions, it jerked away, slithering back from wherever it had come from. I peered around but couldn’t find it or anything else I could grab onto.

Lore’s breath hissed out. The walls around us quivered and slowed their drive toward us.

Alright, so I’d done something. Time to do it again.

“You stole power from it, didn’t you?” Lore whispered, his voice full of hope.

“Maybe a little. Not enough.”

“It’s a start.” His grip tightened on my shoulder. “Do it again, Wildfire. Gobble it down.”

What if I couldn’t? What if this was luck, a one-time break in the structure’s defenses, and I failed now? My palms grew clammy against the stone. My heart slammed in my chest. “I love you, Lore. But if I fail, you’ll die too.”

“You. Are. Everything to me. All my hopes and all I will ever need. I know you can do it. Believe in yourself.”

“I don’t know if I can.” My voice came out small, as if I was back at the fortress again, cowering the first time I faced a dreg with a blade in my hand. Except…

I wasn’t that girl any more. I was a queen. I was a wife. I was a wildfire.

I was Reyla.

The stolen energy I'd taken before hadn’t been much more than a flicker. Not enough to do anything with. I needed more. A lot if I was going to make a difference. The labyrinth had ripped away the second it realized what I'd done, slamming its defenses closed. Next time, it would not be as kind.

I needed enough to undo this spell, enough to strip away the illusion that bound us here. Enough to get Lore out.

Fighting the labyrinth on its own terms was not an option.

I closed my eyes and listened. Beneath my touch, the magic pulsed again. So delicate. So truly amazing.

Inhale. Thrum. Exhale. Thrum.

A steady beat, an anchor that held the illusion in place, reinforcing itself with each breath of power twisting through the stone.

I synced my breathing with it and waited.

Inhale. Thrum. Exhale. Thrum.

It came again—another shift, another current of energy flowing beneath the stone.

I delicately latched onto it and tugged.

The magic didn't recoil, but the next inhale hitched.

Excitement shot up my spine, making it hard to focus. I'd stolen enough to disrupt the pattern, maybe even enough to crack something in this place’s foundation.

I clenched my jaw and pulled again, this time waiting for the exact moment the labyrinth surged forward. It sensed me now, but it could not hide the rhythm of its power, its pulse.

When it came again, I wrapped both mental hands around it. The instant it rippled, I yanked. A sharp inhale rattled through me as raw energy rushed into my fingers. Up my arms. It settled deep inside me, pulsing like the walls.

The veins flickered, their eerie glow dimming. Not gone. But weaker.

Dorion stepped closer, his eyes narrowed, wary. “What are you doing? Something’s happening, and I don’t like it.”

“She’s testing,” Lore said. “I know my wife. Watch and adore. No, watch her and bow.”

“Yeah, not doing that.” Dorion’s expression hardened.

“Stop interrupting. Let her work,” Lore snapped.

The labyrinth lashed out in defiance. The floor jerked and slanted to the right. My stomach tumbled as my knees buckled. Lore grunted, catching my arm before I careened sideways. Dorion braced himself against the wall, his features twisting in shock.

A snarl tore through the air. Farris leaped between me and the wall, his body rigid, his ears pinned flat against his skull. His growl rumbled low and deep, a warning, not a threat.

A thrum echoed around us. Bigger. Deeper. Not the same voice. Not the whispering hiss of the labyrinth. Something ancient.

Reyla.

I could not draw in a breath. The sound wasn’t in my ears; it was inside my chest, inside my bones.

The veins barely flickered, but they must be desperate to hold onto their shape.

Time to end this.

I pressed harder, ignoring the chill crawling up my spine, ignoring the voice that pulsed inside the stone. I couldn’t stop now. Not when Lore was depending on me. Not when I’d made the labyrinth stagger.

It was time to rip the spell away from this grand illusion. Then I would expose the core and destroy this place to break us free.
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After sucking in a bunch of breaths and shoving them out, I pressed both of my palms against the stone. Cold bit into my skin.

It knew I was here, knew I was coming after it. And while I sensed it was angry, it was also very much afraid.

“Not fun having it turned back on you, is it?” I whispered with a feral grin.

Tremors ran through the walls, slithering into my hands, trying to shove me away. Not happening this time.

I leaned, putting more of my weight into it.

It paused, watching, listening. Was it actually curious about what I was doing or was it daring me to try again?

I reached deep inside the structure, seeking the bits of magic I could use against it, and it recoiled, spiraling away, pulling back like a wounded beast. It recognized my intentions. This wasn’t mindless power; it was adaptive, learning me the way a hunter did prey.

You do not belong here. The voice slithered through my mind, a pressure more than sound.

Spells weren’t needed to fortify something that wasn’t fragile.

“Worried, are you? Watch and learn.”

The labyrinth’s magic knotted under my touch, not retreating like it had before. This time, it formed a wall so high and wide I couldn’t find the end. It had hardened its defenses and locked itself behind them. The big question was why.

Had I found a weak point?

No reason I couldn’t pick away at this newly formed scab. Swallowing, I glided my mind’s fingertip across the barrier. It wasn’t so much a wall as a tapestry, woven into the bones of this place, each piece securing the next in a tight weave. I could almost see its threads, tangles of light and shadow crisscrossing in ways meant to snare and confuse me.

It reminded me of how Erisandra’s spell had clung to the diary, wrapping reality in a lie so seamlessly that I hadn’t noticed what was hidden beneath. But unlike hers, this spell wasn’t bound to a single object. It had embedded itself into everything around us, twisting reality into something in its desperation to hide.

I didn’t need to fight the entire place. I only needed to unravel one tiny thread at a time. Each tug would loosen the next until it spiraled. If I was clever enough, the labyrinth couldn’t do a thing to stop it.

I reached out with that core of me buried deep inside. The Reyla that trembled when she was confronted, the one who had to pretend she was as strong as everyone else. That part of me was stronger than she knew, and it was past time I let her shine.

Pausing, I listened. There. Beneath the surface, a bit past the tangled mass of spell-enforced deception, something pulsed, and it was out of sync. A ripple in the weave that didn’t quite fit. An imperfection. A flaw. A way I might be able to rip away the labyrinth’s lie.

I trailed it, my mind tracing where the pulse arced across the wider spell, following its path weaving through the labyrinth's veins.

I tried to be delicate and unobtrusive, but it must’ve sensed what I was doing, because it tried to slither away.

There’s nothing here you need to see, it hissed in my mind. Look over there. It’s Calista, and she’s captured Farris. She’s about to give him to Prager.

Ignoring the illusion it was trying to shove down my throat, and Farris’s terrified howls, I focused on that single anomaly. Of course the labyrinth was fighting back. Tightening. Stitching its lie closer. How long had it remained hidden, slumbering behind its wall, believing no one could touch it? I suspected too long.

Dorion shifted his feet on the floor. “What’s she doing?”

“She’s working magic unlike anything you’ve seen before,” Lore drawled. “We’re waiting for that bow.” He curled his body around mine, not only watching over me, but rooting himself in the belief that I could do this. This man hadn't doubted me even once, and that made me love him all the more.

Farris whined from nearby, but I didn't look his way. He must’ve sensed what I was doing, and he didn't like it. This place was scary. If I was as wise as Lore had stated with absolute belief, I'd thrust myself away from the wall and find a way to run.

But I couldn't because this might be our only chance.

The labyrinth hissed and thrust one illusion after another in front of my mind’s eyes. Anxious tremors rippled through the veins networking the walls. Glowing. Fading. Glowing. Fading. Whatever this flaw was, it was deeper than any other illusion I’d defeated already. It was tangled into the foundation of the labyrinth itself, and it did not want me touching it.

I slid my fingertips beneath and lifted gently, stroking it like I had the nasty magic back at Evergorne. The thread shuddered and tried to slip away, twisting and coiling like paper caught in a stiff wind.

But I’d learned. This time, I wouldn’t let go.

I inhaled, matching the rhythm of the pulse, sliding into the very bones of its spell. Seeking the place beneath, where it was weakest. When I sensed the time was right, I fed the labyrinth its own magic, infused with the spell, and pulled.

The labyrinth bucked, turning into a feral, roaring thing, a frantic creature thrashing against my hold. The stone beneath my hands went slick, not with water or sweat, but with something else. A dank, rancid wind gusted through the passage, smacking into my head. Coating me. Squeezing like it was determined to break through.

Lore lashed out at it, swinging his arms wildly, and the pressure eased. I could focus on…

“Got you,” I cried. “Not getting away this time, you wretched thing.”

The magic fought back, smacking my hand and thrusting one wavering image in front of me after another, but I'd found its flaw. A single loose thread in the spell’s vast tapestry, the one imperfection that tied all the layers together. If I yanked on this, if I pulled the way I was taught, I could break the illusion entirely.

What would I find underneath?

I fought to keep from gasping and ignored the sour heat rising up my throat. This had never been a wall. It was perception layered over a distant reality, forcing its victims to see a dead end where an open path should be.

It couldn’t deceive me any longer.

I breathed with the labyrinth now, waiting for the exact moment its pulse surged again. That thrum that gave it away. Veins around me flickered wildly, their light caught in a furious storm. The illusion wanted to hold. It wanted to maintain the lie. But I had it by its throat.

At the surge, I trickled more power in along with the spell and yanked again.

The labyrinth shuddered. The magic tripped, caught between holding its shape and collapsing altogether.

Lore tightened his grip on me, and his voice rang low and urgent in my ear. “It’s working, Wildfire. Whatever you’re doing, keep at it.”

Dorion shuffled closer, his cynicism replaced with a stunned look on his face. “How is she doing this?” He turned to Lore with something like dawning horror. “This can’t be possible.”

“Reyla’s ripping through the labyrinth.”

“Fuck, I don’t think she should do that.” Warning rang in Dorion’s voice.

I ignored them. The labyrinth’s core screamed through the stone. Power lashed at my fingers like stinging insects, burrowing into my skin. No more confusion, no more disguising its own awareness. The labyrinth understood what was coming, and for the first time, its fear wasn’t a whisper in the walls. It was inside me, gnawing on my flesh like hounds starved for meat.

It was terrified.

I tugged harder, sliding my fingertips under that single thread, seeking where it connected to whatever it hid beneath.

Ah, there it was. Such a fragile thing. You’d think it would’ve found a better way to protect this solitary flaw. A single cracked beam could bring down an entire bridge, and I’d found the labyrinth’s crack.

I slid my fingertips into the flaw and infused more of the magic I’d stolen into the nullification spell that would either snap this place completely or blast me away in a shockwave.

The seams of the illusion frayed. The walls shuddered, veins of light bending, separating to reveal jagged pathways hidden beneath the surface, corridors that had never been visible before.

Dorion sucked in a breath. “By the fates.”

I saw it now. Not the labyrinth’s walls, but the way it had crafted this deception, the way it had layered this spell. A true path existed. It had always been there, hidden like a submerged bridge below rushing water. All I had to do was rip away the tide.

Frantic, the labyrinth growled across my skin and clawed through my mind.

You cannot do this.

My blood turned to ice.

This wasn’t like the whispers from before. This voice growled from far below. Whatever was speaking dug deep, slicing through muscle and gouging between sinew as if it was eager to unravel the seams of my body from the inside out.

Lore’s arm tightened on my waist. “I heard that.”

The veins around us flared in whiplashed panic. The labyrinth buckled and bucked.

The illusion shuddered, and a deep crack split through the corridor. Pieces of the false reality we’d been trapped in snapped free, unraveling in layers, flinging themselves away from us. The air bent like heat over an open flame, vaporizing the last pieces of the labyrinth’s deception.

A yawning tunnel carved from black stone twisted away from us. The wind rushing up from below thrummed with energy, and a rhythmic sound throbbed across my bones.

We’d exposed the beating heart of the labyrinth.

Its core.
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“I, um…” Dorion stared around wildly before he gave me a look of grudging respect—and a deep bow without a touch of mockery in his gaze. “You are amazing.” The wonder in his voice fed my ego, but this place wasn’t done with us yet.

Lore took my hand and as we passed a stunned Dorion, Lore swiped his hand across Dorion’s shoulder and smirked. “Told you.”

I squeezed Lore’s hand. His support meant everything to me.

We hurried down the tunnel, swallowed by darkness. Only our uneven breathing, the scrape of our boots on the floor, and the soft pads of Farris's paws broke the silence. Mist curled around our legs, clutching like fingers determined to drag us below the ground.

Farris whined, pressing against my leg, his fur standing on end. Lore’s hand found mine, holding it. I squeezed back, grateful he was still with me. Safe for now.

Dorion, silent now, trailed behind us. While I couldn’t see him, I could feel his wary presence, like he was going to shout something neither of us wanted to hear.

The tunnel continued to slope downward. Wind gusted in our faces, carrying a hum that scraped across my skin. Light bloomed ahead, an eerie glow that made the walls glint and shimmer. At the base of the passage, we stepped through an archway and into an enormous cavern.

I sucked in a breath.

Veins of crystal glittered across the walls, shooting fractures of light through the thick mist coating the ground. Insects with glowing bellies fluttered through the air far above, their wings whispering, their legs scissoring, releasing low clicks. Fog rolled over my boots, pooling in dips and swirls around my legs, making this place feel colder than the air frosting my face.

A black stone altar stood in the center of the big room, the pendant we’d come all this way to collect dangling above it, swaying in the breeze. Gold filigree wound around the deep red stone in its center, catching the insect’s glow like an ember flaring in the dark.

Lore’s voice barely rose above a hiss. “The talisman. We found it.”

A growl rose beside me. Farris's eyes remained locked on the pendant, his muscles bunched tight with unease.

“Grab it,” we both cried. We raced toward the altar, our boots pounding the floor, driven by the need to secure the second artifact and escape this wretched place.

Before we reached the altar, mist surged up from the ground, twisting, forming into something straight from the fates' nightmares. The mass struck out at us with arcs of electricity. One whistled over the top of my head while another gouged up my arm, searing through my leather sleeve like a hot blade in butter. Pain flared through me as it ripped a jagged line across my skin. My legs gave way, and I dropped to my knees, my breath sucked from my lungs along with my choked cry.

Someone barreled into me, knocking me sideways before a second arc could hit me square in the chest. Lore rolled with me in his arms, shielding me, taking the majority of the impact of our fall.

“Got you,” he growled in my ear as we came to a halt.

The mist slid over to loom between us and the pendant. It writhed, coiling into something monstrous but not quite solid. Raw power crackled deep within it in lethal waves.

“A guardian,” Lore hissed as we rose to our feet and backed away.

Farris leaped toward it, growling, snapping his teeth.

The entity struck out with a blast, sending him skidding backward. He yelped as he landed on his side.

I raced to my pet, lifting him in my arms, holding him while he shivered. A quick check told me he was alright, but he shook with terror.

“What are you?” I snarled at the guardian.

Its long, distorted howl stabbed through the cavern, wrenching across my bones, and it shot more power our way.

We ducked behind a boulder, Farris whining beside us. Dorion still stood in the passageway, and we waved him over to join us, something he did with a lot of reluctance.

I pressed my hands against the boulder, determined to steal power from the labyrinth that I could use against the attacker, but I found nothing there. Not even a hint of a presence, let alone threads of magic to grab onto.

“I can’t draw in anything,” I snarled, frustration gouging up my throat.

Lore huffed. “Then we’ll get it another way.”

I closed my eyes, forcing my breathing to slow. I needed to center myself. Think. But thinking did no good. I couldn’t see a way out of this trap. Opening my eyes again, I stared around. That's when I saw threads. Not the nasty ones, but the ones I'd first called to perform magic.

“Oh…” I didn't dare believe it could be true.

Lore watched me, waiting.

I lifted a trembling hand and focused. Slowly, tentatively, I called the first magic I'd wielded. My fingertip lit up.

“Is your magic still blocked?” I barked out.

Lore’s lips curled up on one corner. “Wildfire,” he breathed. He kissed me much too fast before he started pulling in power.

In a flash, he’d healed the slice on my arm, the pain gone in an instant.

“We’re back in control,” I shouted, so relieved I wanted to cry.

“Let’s end this, wife,” Lore snarled, stomping out from behind the boulder. Arcs of electricity flashed around him, deflected by the shield he’d crafted for protection.

I called in the shadows, and they wrapped themselves around me.

“Fuck…” Dorion growled, staring my way. “What did you just do?”

No time to explain.

“Wait here, Farris.” I stroked his soft head, and he stared up at me with complete trust, a look that wrenched my heart sideways. “Be right back.” Hopefully with the pendant.

When I tried to flit to the altar, I smacked into the mist, crumpling to the ground below it. Another flit took me back behind the boulder before the mist could do more than make the leather covering my ass smolder.

Dorion stared at me in wonder. “First you disappeared and⁠—”

“Shadow wielder.”

“In addition to nullification?”

I held up my lit finger. “Don’t forget my spicy lightning.”

“That doesn’t explain how you traveled from here to the mist guardian, then reappeared here again.”

“Flitting. If we get out of here, I’ll teach you the trick.”

He shook his head.

“Use your magic,” I said. “It works here.”

His lips turned down. “Not mine. Never mine.”

I didn't have time to quiz him about why.

“I've got it.” Lore sucked in threads of power, channeling them into his elemental aegis. His newly formed blade glowed red-hot as fire snaked up its edge. He flitted, landing in front of the mist, his blade whistling through the air. His flames bit into the vaporous shape, and its flickering lights blazed.

For a moment, I thought it would work, that it would collapse or disintegrate. Then we could leisurely grab the pendant and bring this place down around us to escape.

The guardian drank the fire in, swelling larger, the blade vanishing into its depths.

Lore growled and tried again. This time, his knuckles shimmered with ice as he struck. Crystals spread across the creature’s form, but the frost barely held before dissolving into the mist.

The guardian lashed out with an electric arm, but Lore flung himself backward. He landed hard on the ground, groaning.

I drew in power to flit to him, but he was already up, snarling out curses. A flit, and he joined us behind the boulder.

“What else can we try?” I asked.

Lightning.

I pulled in threads of power, grounding my energy in the familiar crackle. Heat built beneath my fingertips, jutting across my skin. With a snap of my fingers, I sent a bolt into the center of the mist. Light snapped out, turning night to day with one great flash. The impact rattled the walls, but the guardian’s form only quivered before it reformed, solidifying into something bigger.

The mist deepened to an icy whiteness so bright, I had to shield my eyes. A low thrum throbbed through the air, vibrating in my chest and jarring my teeth. The ground cracked underneath it, fissures spidering across the cavern floor. Heat rose from the gaps in waves. The guardian howled, a jagged, piercing wail that knifed through my skull.

“You made it mad,” Dorion snarled. “Why did I ever come with you? I could’ve waited in my cave where it was safe, where I⁠—”

“Shut the fuck up,” Lore snapped. “You’re not dead yet.”

Dorion’s glare should’ve pinned Lore to the boulder. “Yet. Yet!”

Why was he so upset? A glance told me he wasn’t angry with me. He was…scared. The big question was why, but I didn’t have time to quiz him.

Lore growled, and the muscles in his arms flexed as he drew in power. The air around us crackled, and his hands shimmered, flames licking at his fingertips as they twisted into solid, burning gauntlets stretching all the way to his shoulders. With a sharp exhale, he raced toward the mist, launching searing arcs of fire at the creature.

Heat blurred the air, flames curling and twisting as they struck. For a heartbeat, the mist hissed and buckled. Then it inhaled, dragging the fire into itself, absorbing it like it was drawing it into its lungs. Its exhale sent Lore slamming backward. He skidded across the ground. With a flit, he returned to the relative safety behind the boulder.

“The mist isn’t breaking,” I said. “Instead, it’s growing on the energy we’re throwing at it.”

A concussive burst slammed across our hiding spot, sending us sprawling against the far wall. Lore caught me before I hit the ground, tumbling us across the jagged surface.

Only Farris remained, cowering in the shadows of the boulder.

Keeping low, we scrambled back to join him.

Jaw tense, Lore studied the pendant still floating above the altar. “It’s learning. Adapting.”

I stretched out with my mind’s eye, seeking a spell I could sever, but I found nothing. Whatever this thing was, it couldn’t be nullified. Actually, this thing felt like what I'd seen when I peeled back the outer layer of the labyrinth in the cave where I'd spoken with fake Calista.

Were the two tied together?

I pulled in power, tugging it out of the places where light barely reached and called shadows. They were desperate, hungry for whatever I could give them. Love was easy. It overflowed from my heart. And it wasn't hard to remember how my arm felt when the mist's power seared across it, so I gave them pain.

“We've got to try something different.” I glanced toward Dorion. “Suggestions other than cowering back here?”

“No idea.”

Useless. Utterly useless.

Well, Lore and I would find a way ourselves.

“Attack,” I told the shadows. “And if you can't do that, grab the pendant.” Maybe it was as simple as that.

They floated away from me, slithering toward the mist monster, coiling around its edges in dark, slithering ropes. I poured more energy into them, asking some to constrict, to bind the creature, which they rapidly did. For a moment, they held. But in a pulse of rage, the mist swallowed them whole.

Its howling tore through the cavern.

“The damn thing is mocking us,” Dorion said.

Frustration snarled through my guts, but I shoved it away. My mind raced, landing on one idea after another with none taking root. If our magic fed it, what could we use against it?

Farris snarled, his muscles so tight, tension poured off his small frame. His ears had been pinned flat against his head since we'd been taking cover, and his tail kept lashing in sharp bursts.

His shadow caught my eye, doing something strange. I could swear it shuddered beneath him. Pitch-black, deeper than the cavern walls, it almost appeared alive. For a moment, I swore I saw it reach forward before snapping back into place. The wrongness of it clawed at my mind. Shadows didn’t move like that.

Farris growled again, his fur tight, his gaze locked on the mist as his shadow appeared to warp in sync with the guardian’s energy.

I sucked in an awed breath.

Prager. The market at Lydel. Calista’s taunts.

He shouldn't be anywhere but now you've brought him here.

She wanted him because he possesses something she needs. Something so few have to offer.

Once she’s claimed him, it will no longer matter.

Heat drained from my face. Prager stole shadows. She twisted them, consumed them for reasons I didn’t understand. But Farris… He’d escaped before she could take him. And now his shadow wasn’t behaving like any other.

What if this wasn’t the first time she’d encountered him? Had she touched his shadow already?

I stroked his soft fur, and his muscles twitched. But when his eyes met mine, I saw something sharp in them.

He knew. He may not understand why, but he knew something was wrong inside. I had no idea how this tied into the Sentinel Veil, but I’d bet anything it was all connected.

Since it had been altered in some way, could his shadow do something ours would never allow?

I turned to Lore, grabbing his arm.

“Distract the guardian,” I whispered. “Hold it off for as long as you can.”

“On it.” He kissed me fast again, and if—no when—we made it out of here, I was going to make sure our first kiss of freedom lasted longer.

After calling up power, Lore leaped from behind the boulder, furiously weaving flame and ice together, hurling blinding streaks of blazing fire tipped with frost at the mist. The being recoiled, but even as it absorbed the attack, it hesitated.

He did it again and again, slamming his power into the mist so hard and fast it actually shifted backward.

I flitted to the altar, but when I latched onto the pendant, I couldn’t shake it loose. Something held it in place, a shimmering strand suspending it from the ceiling above. I snapped power at it but couldn’t break it free.

Electricity arced toward me but before it could hit, I flitted back behind the boulder, pressing myself against the cold stone while I caught my breath.

“What’s holding it?” Dorion asked.

“I don’t know.”

I needed to try something different.

Farris whined, and his shadow stretched toward me. I wonder…

I curled myself around Farris. His breathing came fast, and his body shook with stark terror.

“Trust me, little guy.” I kissed the tip of his snout. “I know you’re scared, but I need your help.”

His ears flicked back and forth, uncertainty widening his eyes.

I pulled in threads of magic and called Farris's shadow. It trotted over to me much like my furry friend. Its tail even wagged as it peered up at me. We made a deal, but what it wanted made my heart sting.

It ached for forgiveness. Remorse quivered all over his shadow. A deep, aching thing coiled tight like a wound that had never healed. It wasn’t stretching toward me. It was reaching, pleading, begging me to fix it.

When I touched it with my mind, my breath froze in my lungs. This wasn’t like commanding regular shadows. It wasn’t a seductive force answering to my will. This shadow was older.

Lost.

Farris whimpered, shifting under my hands, and the raw, consuming emotion dug deeper inside me. He may not understand why he was different, why his shadow had always behaved unlike any other.

It was asking me now to give it a chance to make things right.

I swallowed past the lump of dismay in my throat.

“I don’t know why you need forgiveness, sweet, shadowy love,” I whispered, “but I give it to you freely.”

His shadow sighed and bowed its head before its tail gave a slow flicker. It looked up at me, its body quivering with the beginning of happiness.

“Can you get behind the mist and separate the talisman from whatever’s binding it in place?” I asked softly.

The shadow's tail wagged.

“Not yet, though,” I said. “But soon. I’ll tell you when.”

Lore stood out in the open, his fists clenched and the air around him blasting in shockwaves. Lightning danced across his skin, lashing out in sharp, electric arcs. They struck the mist, making it shiver and distort but not fall.

The guardian roared, its voice vibrating through the cavern. Black vapor shot from deep inside it, but Lore flitted to his right, avoiding a blow that left a smoking crater in the floor where he’d been. Snarling, he shot wind at the creature, almost scattering it, but the mist only reformed, looming larger than before.

Dorion huddled behind the boulder, his expression unreadable. He made no move to intervene. His gaze wasn’t on Lore or even the pendant. It appeared locked on the mist itself, and the subtle flash across his face illuminated his expression that told me…

He recognized it.

“Tell me what it is,” I growled.

He shook his head.

“Do something, then,” I shouted, but he didn’t flinch.

The mist lashed toward Lore again. At the last second, he flitted back, skidding to a stop beside me, his breathing ragged.

“This thing,” he growled, shaking out his arms, “is learning. We need another way.”

“Can you make it move to the right?”

“On it.” He flitted from behind the boulder, landing on the right side of the cavern, where he began lashing out at the mist that crept in his direction.

“Whatever you're planning, Wildfire,” he bellowed, “do it fast.”

The mist swelled toward him.

Lore barely dodged its strikes, flitting away before jagged lightning could lash across his chest. He landed on the far side of the cavern, his hands glowing with barely restrained power.

I looked down at Farris's shadow who still gazed at me with a look of hope that wrenched through my insides. “It’s time, little one.”

I swore it nodded.

“I trust you.”

His shadow twitched.

“Break whatever's holding that pendant suspended,” I said softly. “That’s all. Slink around behind the mist and stay low so it doesn’t see you.”

Its jaw moved like it yipped, but it made no sound.

Leaving me, it slithered out from behind the boulder, moving quickly across the ground to the left until it reached the wall. It skated across the gleaming jeweled surface, slowly creeping to an area behind the altar. With a jerk, it left the wall and twisted across the ground toward the pendant.

The mist guardian reared back, howling, perhaps sensing something shifting behind it.

The shadow glided slowly up behind the altar, its attention on the pendant. Too fast, and the mist would sense it. Too slow, and it might be too late. Lore couldn't distract the mist for much longer.

A shudder ran through the guardian. It turned, mist writhing around its core, and my breathing stalled. Did it see Farris’s shadow?

The inky nyxin flipped sideways, flattening, sinking against the stone. It blended in seamlessly.

When Lore blasted a mass of rock and dirt at the mist, distracting it, the shadow started moving again, creeping up toward the pendant.

Nearly there.

I swore I could almost feel the pull of the pendant, an ancient magic humming through my veins. Whatever bound it in place glowed faintly in the mist’s cold light.

The shadow stretched up toward the pendant.

The mist churned, sensing something was amiss, but Lore sent a burst of rocks at the guardian, and it swiveled back to face him.

Farris’s shadow reached… strained… It touched the binding, and whatever held the pendant in place snapped.

The pendant glided down toward the altar.

I flitted, landing to the left side of the altar and bolted toward it with my hand outstretched. The golden pendant tumbled through the air. Time stretched, each second burning through me like a full year.

The guardian howled, the sound vibrating through bones.

My boots hit the ground beside the altar, and I lunged upward.

The pendant hit my palm, and I closed my fingers around it.

Howling, the guardian shot an electric tendril at me. I dropped before it hit, rolling across the cavern floor behind the altar and skidding to my knees. Gritting my teeth, I shoved the pendant into my pocket and flitted back behind the boulder. Lore was beside me in a flash.

Roaring like it had been mortally wounded, the mist reeled back toward the altar. The cavern shuddered, deep groans echoing off the walls. Cracks snaked across the floor, fissures splitting open as the mist guardian released one agonizing shriek after another. The sound tore through my skull.

The mist form convulsed, collapsing in on itself, bleeding back into the ground in dissipating tendrils.

Silence spread through the cavern.

The next sound was almost welcome.

Actually, it was.

Prager's scream of anger echoed across the cavern.

Two talismans found.

Time to break us out of this Halendor trap.
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The cavern groaned, the deep sound rattling through my bones. The walls shook and plumes of dirt spiraled down from the ceiling. Light flickered within the crystals embedded in the walls, and eerie shadows skittered across the floor. The ground rolled like a beast awakening from a long sleep.

We huddled, me checking Reyla over to make sure she hadn’t been injured, healing tiny cuts and bruises I found on her arms and neck. Her breathing raged while Farris pressed against her leg, his fur bristling, and his low cries the only sound beyond the growing hum of something coming undone around us.

Dorion gaped around wildly.

With a woosh, the air pressed in on us like heavy bands. I tried to flit us to the nearest archway, but my power sputtered, slipping through my grasp like something had swallowed it whole.

I clenched my jaw. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

The ground and walls cracked, huge fissures snaking across the base of the cavern. Golden veins arced up the walls, throbbing with greenish light.

Dorion spun and shoved his palm against the nearest wall. His muffled groan rang out, and a flickering glow beneath his skin echoed the crystals winking beside him. His hands shook, and he reeled back from the wall, his hands shooting upward. “No!”

A tremor rolled through the place.

I braced myself against the vibrations rocking through the ground, but it was useless. The cavern shifted like it was a living thing. And it was fucking pissed.

Protect Reyla. Protect Farris and my friend. Those were the only thoughts that mattered. The commands pounded through my skull.

I tightened my hold on Reyla’s waist, my fingers digging in like I could anchor her here, keep her safe no matter what the labyrinth threw at us next. But what if this time, the ground cracked too wide, the ceiling caved in too fast, and I failed the one person I swore to protect no matter what?

With one arm around her, and Farris pressed against my leg, I stretched my hand out to latch onto Dorion, and tried to flit again. Nothing. I’d swear my power was now being drained into the stones underfoot. The loss of control was suffocating me. My helplessness clawed up the back of my throat like bile.

Reyla wasn’t fragile. Fates knew she didn’t need me to rescue her. But I still had to try. Some deep, primal instinct screamed at me that she was mine to protect. If I lost her, I wouldn’t survive.

Please. Just keep her safe. I didn’t know who I was pleading with, but the words echoed through my heart, spreading out to my fingers and toes.

Mist buffeted through the room, and formed into Calista, standing in front of the altar. Her form wavered, her limbs dissolving before reforming again. Her bright, knowing eyes had locked on Reyla.

You don’t understand what you’ve done.

Reyla stiffened. She stuffed her hand into her pocket holding the talisman. Her chin lifted. “We did what we had to.”

I don't speak of those paltry things. You broke one set of chains. Now you must forge another in its place. Calista’s lips curled, twisting into something that was anything but a smile. Not all chains should be broken.

A blink, and she was gone.

Another surge slammed through the labyrinth.

The cavern lurched.

Still staring at the wall, Dorion shot out a breath. His knuckles whitened as he formed fists at his sides.

Unbound. The word slithered around us. Through us. Balance must be restored.

Reyla swayed, her hand snapping out at the boulder to keep from falling. “I think we need to do something, but I don’t know what.” She frowned, and if anyone could come up with a plan, it was my mate.

I caught her elbow, tugging her fully into my arms. I’d wrap myself around her, and whatever was coming for us would have to take down me first.

Reyla’s gaze shot to Dorion. “The structure’s unraveling, isn’t it? And you know why.”

I’d suspected there was more to his story than he was telling us and she’d never let go of her reservations about him.

Farris whined at her feet.

“We want it to unravel, right?” I asked. “If it falls apart, we can escape.”

“Or it'll kill us.” Dorion’s gaze finally tore away from the wall, though he directed it to the floor, not us. A muscle jumped in his jaw. “It needs someone to bind it back together.”

My pulse slammed faster. “Bind it? We want to destroy it, not fix it.”

Dorion lifted a shaking hand but didn’t touch the wall this time. Just stared at it like he could feel something we couldn't see.

Cold dread slithered down my spine.

“The labyrinth,” he whispered, “is trying to stabilize. It’s reaching for someone to hold onto. I don’t think it knows how to exist without…”

Reyla eased out of my arms, stepping closer to him. “Without what? You need to tell us. Please.”

I scanned the shifting walls, the trembling ground, the jagged cracks forming beneath across the cavern floor. My breath came too fast, my heart hammering like a war drum in my chest.

No way out. No way up, down, or through.

Find something. Find anything.

Trapped. We were trapped.

Take me, not her. I’d bargain with whoever this was, give them anything as long as they’d save her.

The mist twisted along the edges of my vision, slinking into the gaps in the walls and floor. Broken, then. The walls weren’t caving in, they were trying to reform while falling apart.

Dorion’s throat bobbed as he swallowed, and that hesitation, his uneasy silence, made my stomach burn.

“Without what?” Reyla asked Dorion again.

Dorion shoved out a breath. “Without me.”

The pulsations of the labyrinth around us increased, frantic. A fresh tremor rolled through the cavern, hard enough that tiny fissures snapped through the stone at our feet. Mist slithered along the cracks, curling like reaching fingers before flattening, smoothing, trying to force itself in to heal the gap.

“You were thrown inside, and your father expected you to die here to fix whatever this is, didn’t he?” I asked.

Dorion shook his head, but when his gaze lifted, I saw understanding and grim certainty lurking there.

“It’s time,” he whispered. “I held off as long as I could, but I can’t any longer. If I don’t give myself to it, something truly horrible will break free and the world will never be the same.”

Lightning coiled at my knuckles before I realized I was drawing it. The hair on my arms stood on end, and every instinct screamed to protect, to find an enemy to slay. But there was no enemy other than the labyrinth, and a truth Reyla and I hadn't seen.

Reyla stepped right up to Dorion. “Tell us.”

“My father sacrificed me so he wouldn’t have to surrender himself. I wasn't just thrown inside to die; I was placed inside to be some kind of a stabilizing force.” He spat the words out. “I don’t want to do it, but without my sacrifice, the labyrinth will collapse and release what was bound.” The desperation in his eyes, the stark despair…

He hoped he'd find a way to escape.

“I offered myself, and it’s ready to take me now,” he said, his voice brittle.

I ground my teeth together. “We’re not letting it do that. You’re going with us.”

His huff rang out. “How do we stop it? Your fire and blades can’t change this.”

He could be right, but I refused to accept it. There had to be another way.

Reyla frowned, her mind working, searching through every tangled piece of a plan she could think of. “It’s an anchor.”

Dorion tensed beside her.

“I can see it now. And I unbound the spell holding it all together.” She swallowed and licked her lips. “It was the only way I could break through to get us to the core, but I damaged it, and now it’s too weak to hold itself together any longer.”

Another deep groan shot through the cavern. Loose stones toppled from the ceiling, smacking onto the ground.

The air pressed down on us.

On Dorion.

Reyla paced in a tight line. “Prager thought the labyrinth was a prison. In some ways it is, but not for those thrown inside.” She dragged her fingers through her hair, frustration leaking into her voice. “I'd bet you anything she wanted us to break it open and release whatever’s trapped within the labyrinth walls. Maybe she wants its shadow.” She shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter. If she wants it that bad, we can’t let her have it. But we also won’t give it Dorion.”

Her gaze shot between the veins and bits of mist that kept trying to heal the labyrinth. “We need to fix it, but I don’t know how. I nullify; I don’t cast repair spells.”

The words hit like a hammer's blow.

The labyrinth wanted balance. It needed something to help hold it together or it would fall apart and release whatever it was Reyla saw.

I met her gaze. “How can we fix it?”

Her face full of determination, I could feel her searching for strands of magic, but when her shoulders slumped, I could tell she couldn’t pull in much either. We were blocked again, though I didn’t know why.

The cavern let out a long, deep groan, the sound jarring through my bones.

Farris yipped, racing around Reya, but I had no idea what he needed.

The wall to the right of the altar split wide open.

Shadowy tendrils slithered from the cracks, falling to curl across the cavern in smoke-like whispers. They hunted. Searched, weaving through the air with deadly purpose. Spying Dorion, they coiled in his direction.

“No—” I stumbled toward him, my hands outstretched, but Farris was faster. He leaped between Dorion and the creeping magic, snarling, his ears flattened, his fur standing on end. His shadow stretched beneath him, flickering on the stone like a dark flame.

The tendrils paused.

Reyla and I shared a confused look.

Dorion staggered back, but the strands jerked past Farris to wrap around Dorion’s wrists, his ankles, while others sunk into his skin. His legs seized, his spine bowing before he was yanked to his knees. A strangled cry tore from his throat, part agony, part resistance.

“Dorion.” Reyla lunged, but I grabbed her arm, holding her back.

If only I could burn the fibers away through sheer force of will.

Gasping, Dorion shuddered. His pleading gaze met mine.

With a shudder, he stilled. His head snapped up. Something else lurked in his eyes. His pupils had blown endless black. His lips parted, and when he spoke, the words were not his alone.

Feed the binding. Do not try to sever it again. The voice sunk into my skin like frost.

“Dorion?” Reyla’s voice barely broke a whisper.

I wanted to believe he could answer, that he could fight it. For a moment, his gaze flickered, his expression twisting as if he warred with a force too powerful to comprehend.

“I… don’t want to go… I—” His voice strangled in his throat as his body jerked forward. “But we need to heal the labyrinth. It’s… the only way. Tell her I⁠—”

Drawing what power I could, I shot it to my hands, forming lightning that I poured across the small blade Reyla had given me. I’d burn Dorion free by force if need be.

As I gouged the blade toward the shadows holding him, Reyla caught my wrist. “Wait.”

“We don't have time.”

“Look.” She pointed to Dorion’s shadow. It moved on its own, writhing like a living thing, stretching beyond where he knelt before snapping back to rejoin him.

Dorion gasped, struggling against the force pulling him down. The more he fought, the harder it tried to take him.

“No—no. This isn’t—” His growl ripped through the cavern, but I could see it in his eyes. He was remembering how he’d spoken about the labyrinth, how he knew its corridors and passages too well. Its traps. Not because he’d experienced them all, but because it had started to weave itself into him already.

Not all chains should be broken.

Dorion wasn’t a prisoner here. He was sent to keep the structure strong. And we’d severed it from its center, and it was trying to consume what was left of him to bind itself back together.

The labyrinth had never been a mindless force. It hadn’t been stone and mist and shifting passageways or a separate entity. It had a purpose, a will. And now, that will was getting desperate.

“Devotion holds the walls of Halendor in place, and it will bleed him dry for its survival,” I said softly.

“Yes,” Reyla said.

Dorion's breath hitched. His fingers dug at the rock beneath him, his lips parting in silent horror.

“No…” His head shook, frantic. “No, I⁠—”

It was claiming him. Taking what it needed to protect the world from harm.

Dorion's pupils contracted, flickering between black and his original pale blue as the storm raged inside him.

The labyrinth started sucking him into the structure.
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Stone split apart under Dorion, and the labyrinth began to drag him down. He screamed and fought, but the shadows only tightened. Lore bundled magic, but it remained at his fingertips, because he didn’t know where to direct it. He couldn’t bear to hurt his friend.

Farris snarled, but the sound barely rose over the groans of huge slabs of stone shifting around us.

I grabbed Dorion’s wrist, the ice in his clammy skin sinking into my palm. He clenched his teeth, his breath jerking in and out of him. I suspected fighting the pull was more painful than surrendering to it.

Restore the bond.

Farris whined and thrust himself between Dorion and the fissures below him. His hackles bristled, and his muscles coiled.

I tightened my grip on Dorion's wrist. “Don’t give in yet!”

Dorion groaned, fighting the pull, but my attention got snagged by Farris’s shadow and the way it continued to drift out of him before snapping back. Just like Dorion’s, as if the labyrinth would just as eagerly weave his shadow into itself as our friend’s.

Mist coiled around Dorion before sliding back. It was searching, hungry, but it wasn’t completely mindless. The labyrinth was looking for balance. If it couldn’t claim Dorion, something else would be chosen. Maybe even Farris.

Now I knew what we could do.

I breathed through my racing pulse. “It doesn’t have to be Dorion.”

Our friend flinched, barely registering my words through the strain locking his frame rigid. His fingers scrambled along the edges of the fissure, his feet bracing on the sides, and his muscles straining as he did all he could not to be sucked into the structure.

Lore cocked his head my way. “Who, then?”

Farris whined again.

The pieces linked together. “It needs a stabilizer, though not him specifically.”

The labyrinth trembled.

“A bond from his bloodline,” I shouted.

Dorion let out a raw sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob. “That’s always been me.”

“No really,” I whispered, realization slamming into my chest like a blade. “It was never supposed to be you.”

Clinging to his position, he gave me a pleading look. “Who then? I can’t hold on for long!”

“Your father.”

His breathing shuddered.

“Yes,” Lore said. “Perfect.”

The air in the cavern pressed down, as if the labyrinth agreed.

Dorion’s lips parted, and for a moment, I thought he was going to deny it. But his gaze dropped to the tendrils winding around his arms, and something inside him broke. “He knew, but he threw me in here anyway.” His voice cracked through the words. “I thought there was no other choice.”

Lore snarled. “Tallin.”

“Devotion was all he needed to give, but he withheld it too long and now the labyrinth needs something stronger to bind it together again.”

The labyrinth throbbed. Restore. Balance must be restored.

I swallowed past the burning in my throat.

If we could make it work, we had another way out.

“I don’t believe the labyrinth’s purpose is to trap wayward souls, though it gladly took them to help hold the bond,” I said. “It's basically a seal and Halendor’s devotion was always meant to be the binding factor. Tallin knew this, but he refused to give the labyrinth what it needed.” My stomach twisted. “Dorion has been nothing but a pawn in his father’s selfish game.”

Tallin had sentenced his own blood to this torturous existence, knowing this place would never let him go.

If we couldn’t give it Tallin, it would take Dorion. To stabilize, it had to. I wasn’t sure if or how Farris played into this, but maybe Dorion’s spell sending him for help had warped him in a way that made him appealing to the labyrinth.

The cavern rumbled beneath me, an entity of stone and power that would fracture if we didn't fix it. Dust jutted through the air, thick with the scent of damp earth and an ancient thing, a being that was waiting. Listening. Hoping to finally be released.

Dorion shuddered. The shadows around him twisted tighter, dragging him deeper into the hole bit by bit.

We had moments. Maybe less.

“We need to bring Tallin here,” I said, my voice full of confidence I didn't feel.

Dorion’s eyes snapped to meet mine, his wild with pain and disbelief. “You can’t force him⁠—”

“We don’t need him to agree.” Magic buzzed across Lore’s hands, sparks snaking down to his fingertips.

You see now. Balance must be restored.

“Did you hear that?” I gave them both a feral grin. “Calista agrees.”

Later, I'd have to figure out why it had pulled Calista into its games.

“The thing is,” I said, “if the labyrinth can take Tallin instead. We just have to give it a Halendor tether.”

I clenched my jaw, scanning the cavern, the throbbing shadows, the uneven breath of the labyrinth itself.

Ah, I knew how I could do it. Again, it came down to devotion and the object that epitomized Halendor’s true calling.

I tugged the pendant from my pocket and held it up in the light. It thrummed, a heartbeat answering the one within the stone surrounding us. It had brought us to this place and time, to this moment when a vital change could be made. And it had belonged to Halendor since the original artifact was split.

“This symbolizes devotion,” I said, holding it up. “Let’s see what else it can do.”

Lore’s gaze shot to my face as I lowered the pendant to the ground and stepped backward, my hands spreading wide.

The earth groaned. The air around us screamed. The pendant throbbed, slow at first, then faster, the glow from its jewel sending jagged light across every crack, every bit of dirt-coated stone.

Farris let out a ragged whine, his body trembling. His shadow stretched, writhing along with the labyrinth’s mist. His form wavered, darkness pouring from where his paws touched the stone.

“The labyrinth is calling for Halendor blood,” Lore shouted.

The cavern shook. A reverberation settled in my chest, in my bones.

Dorion sucked in a sharp breath and swayed. His eyelids fluttered, and his pupils blackened even further. His father’s name slipped from his lips, barely a whisper, but the labyrinth heard.

He comes.

The wall to our right split, and King Tallin fell through the gap. He landed in a heap nearby, gasping, coughing crud from his lungs. Stains coated his tunic, and his crown had slid down across his brow. His disoriented gaze darted between us, and his throat bobbed. But when his eyes landed on his son, recognition flickered there.

He lumbered to his feet, his hands splaying wide. “What kind of trick is this?” His voice wrenched up his throat, and he stumbled backward. “I left the talisman. You were supposed to⁠—”

“Break the labyrinth and let that thing go free?” Lore snarled.

“What? No.”

“He’s lying. Always lying.” Dorion released a hollow laugh. “There’s no trick, Father, other than the one you played on me.”

Tallin’s lips parted. Sweat sprang up on his brow. He stepped away until his back hit the wall.

Magic still smoldered in Lore’s hands, crackling like an open storm, casting his shadow on the crystal walls. “You knew the labyrinth needed stability. That’s why you threw people inside. Your only son too.” He sneered. “You’re disgusting.”

The king pulled his shoulders back. “This—this place needs nothing. It’s a labyrinth. A game. A way to test people.”

“Not always, though, am I correct?” I asked. If we healed it fully, what would happen then? “The labyrinth is fracturing.” Knife in hand, I tracked him. One false move, and he'd feel my wrath. “It needs an anchor, and we've volunteered you.”

Tallin’s throat worked. His eyes darted to the shadows still coiling around his son, and his jaw clenched. “I will not⁠—”

“It was always meant to be you, and you could’ve kept it secure so easily,” Dorion snarled, venom biting through his words. “Instead, you forced me inside to bind it with my very soul.”

A tremor ran beneath us, nearly knocking us off our feet.

Tallin’s breath went ragged. “You don’t understand what you’re doing.”

“We’re correcting your mistake,” I said. “I mean, you could thank us.”

Tallin bellowed in terror, spittle flying.

Farris growled, his shadow lengthening, swirling. The mist jutting around him thickened, reaching toward Tallin, sensing something familiar there.

The labyrinth knew the king. Craved what only he should give.

Fire burned through my veins, the heat of it fueling every breath. “Time to pay what’s due.”

Tallin scoffed, and he shuffled away from me, his eyes darting between us like a cornered animal. “You have no say in this.”

Tugging up the last bit of power from inside me, I pointed to Tallin and compelled the shadows. “Take him.”

The tendrils released Dorion and slid toward the king like blood flowing across stone. They snapped tight around his ankles. His wrists and his chest. Tallin flinched. His shoulders locked before he started to struggle.

“No,” he snarled, thrashing while the shadows tightened. “You can’t do this.”

The labyrinth had decided. The strands of inky black thickened, dragging him toward the crack in the stone where it had nearly swallowed his son.

Tallin lunged backward, his eyes blazing with the rage of a man accustomed to power. “You can't.” Snarling and snapping like a feral beast, he dug his heels in as he was dragged closer. Closer. His voice fraying with something close to fear. “No!”

Dorion watched with grim horror as the labyrinth claimed his father.

“You condemned him to this,” I said, every word hitting like the dagger I ached to throw at this beast of a king. “You made him your shield, your sacrifice. We're calling your penance due.”

Tallin bared his teeth. “I did what was necessary. I protected⁠—”

“Your devotion was supposed to bind the labyrinth. Not his soul.”

Power roared, spinning like a gathering storm. The labyrinth had waited too long to suck in its tether.

Tallin bellowed and writhed as the shadows dragged him over to the gap. “You don’t understand. This seal, this place… What it holds back⁠—”

“You knew, and you let him take your place anyway?” I growled.

Tallin faltered.

Dorion tipped his head back and shouted. “Finish it.”

Tallin’s final moment of resistance shattered. Magic howled, ripping through the air. The walls shuddered. The stones groaned. As the force of fate hauled him down into the fissure, the fight drained from Tallin. His reign over this court shattered in an instant.

His voice rose in one last, furious snarl before the darkness pulled him under.

The fissure closed, sealing over until you wouldn’t know it had ever been there. The cavern stilled. The air paused.

Then, the labyrinth inhaled one long, final breath and settled. Somewhere deep beneath us, the stone sighed.

We'd won, though I wasn’t sure what.

Dorion lifted his head.

“Free,” he whispered. “Truly, finally, free. I… She…”

The pendant rose from the ground, humming, turning, the stone glistening in the dim light.

I held out my hand, and it delicately settled on my palm.

With a grin, I slid it back into my pocket.
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Silence settled around us. The coiling black tendrils retreated now that the labyrinth’s need had finally been met.

I slowly exhaled, releasing the tension locked in my bones. Magic still crackled at my fingertips, and I diffused it, letting it sink back into the floor and float in the air.

Dorion stared at the area where we’d last seen his father, his shoulders shaking, his hands loose at his sides. Disbelief flickered across his face. He’d spent years held by this place, trapped inside its grasp, expecting one day he’d be consumed.

And now he was free.

Farris edged closer to Reyla, his fur shifting with each careful step. He sniffed the air, then let out a low huff.

She remained motionless for a second, studying Dorion as if she wasn’t fully convinced he was real. Her breath caught, and her spine stiffened. She stared around. “Something’s happening…”

The labyrinth began to change around us.

The jagged stone beneath my boots softened. Pillars made of gleaming pink marble spiked up from the ground, thrusting all the way to the ceiling. Cracks melted away as the ground smoothed, turning from dirt-coated rock into something white flecked with pink and polished. The dim cavern filled with a soft glow, veins of light spreading across the floor like roots searching for new life.

The thick, clinging darkness that had consumed this place unraveled. Not all at once but in a slow, careful way. Delicate vines sprouted, coiling around the pillars until they reached the ceiling, where they dangled. Bloomed. Wispy tendrils coiled across the walls, throbbing with luminescence, replacing the choking void with something gentler. Pretty, even.

I ran my fingertips down a newly formed marble pillar. Warmth pulsed inside in a steady rhythm.

“The labyrinth isn’t dying anymore,” I said. It wasn’t breaking, devouring, or trying to leach emotions from whoever entered. Something deep inside it had shifted. It had finally found what it had been searching for. “How long?”

“Many generations,” Dorion said. “Each has sacrificed others rather than fulfill their duty.” He pressed his palm against his chest. “I will ensure this never happens again.”

True devotion from a weary heart who’d been given a second chance.

He’d seek her, but would he be too late?

Glowing symbols etched themselves into the smooth ground, swirling outward in intricate shapes. Runes. Words unfurled across the walls in ancient script. They settled in my mind, their whispers echoing all the way through my bones.

“A keeper remains,” I read. “Not as a ruler, but as a warden.”

Dorion turned, his throat bobbing as he dragged his gaze across the words. He didn’t speak, but his face hardened and turned fragile at the same time.

“Halendor,” Reyla said. “Devotion.” She stared around. “He's still here. Tallin wasn't claimed as punishment; he was bound, forced to mend what had nearly fully broken.”

I read more of the runes as they unrolled around the room, telling the story aloud. “Royal Halendor blood forms the center now. He and those who came before him ran from their original role, cast it aside, and forced it upon others in complete cowardice.”

Dorion's lips curled in a bitter smirk. “Fitting, don’t you think?”

Reyla’s lips thinned. “Definitely.”

The runes continued to form across the gleaming marble. As new lines spread, others faded, blending into the stone as though history itself was being revealed before being woven back into the foundation where it had always belonged.

“The labyrinth did not want to be a prison.” My voice echoed, steady despite the wonder of what I was seeing. “It thrived with devotion.”

Farris let out a small chuff.

Dorion stepped forward, his gaze tracing the shifting script beside me. “We were wrong. It never wanted to take fear or dismay. It only wanted someone to maintain what was always here.”

“Why did love wound it?” Reyla asked.

“Because the emotion is too pure to provide proper balance,” Dorion said. “Devotion’s different. It comes with strength and a sense of duty.”

“Tallin could’ve ended this long ago,” I said. “No one needed to suffer.”

Dorion gave a hollow laugh, shaking his head. “But he ran, and in running, he almost broke it and released something awful.”

Prager had lost again. Had she realized that yet?

The last of the mist receded, revealing a landscape no longer choked by shadows. Pools of shimmering water stretched across the cavern floor, reflecting a broad expanse of sky overhead that shouldn’t truly exist. The ceiling remained stone, solid and unbroken, yet somehow the depths of the pool mirrored open air, clouds rolling across an endless blue.

Vines wrapped around newly formed archways opening intermittently around the enormous, gleaming room, their luminescence flickering across our faces. A hum filled the air, not magic lashing out for survival but something balanced, something whole.

Reyla knelt beside Farris, stroking his head, watching the place reshape itself with something close to awe on her face.

I swallowed. “It’s over.”

Her gaze met mine. We didn’t need words. Everything we felt had been branded on our souls. “It’s time to go.”

A new archway appeared in the wall to our right, carved from the same glowing marble. The rune etched at the top said one thing only, passage.

Dorion exhaled, staring at it. I wasn’t sure whether he felt relief or something more complicated. He'd need time figure that out.

Hand in hand, Reyla and I walked toward the arch with Farris padding beside us.

Dorion hesitated only a moment before following.

We stepped outside.

My boots sunk into lush, dewy grass.

Above, the sky stretched wide, impossibly vast after the labyrinth’s endless caverns. The horizon burned with fading gold, the last remnants of day slipping below the treetops. Stars were pricking to life in the deepening blue, scattered like jewels in a sea of dark velvet.

Reyla tilted her head back to take in the sheer wonder of it all, glancing at me after with complete happiness.

Farris shook himself, his fur ruffling in the breeze. His tail flicked, but his ears remained pinned toward the forest, his body alert.

Dorion rubbed his arms and looked down at his hands as if he expected the shadows to return and claim him.

Reyla and I stared into each other's eyes, sharing a quiet understanding. We'd escaped. We had one talisman left to find. And then I'd be free.

A whispering hiss snaked through the night air, twisting through the trees like a serpent made of shadows.

The temperature plummeted, cold sinking into my bones.

A growl ripped up Farris’s throat.

Dorion stiffened.

Reyla reached for her blade. Mine was already in my hand.

Prager sauntered from the dense woods, dressed in a red dress, her hair coiled on top of her head.

She stopped partway across the meadow and smirked. “Did you think I'd give up that easily?”
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Prager moved with a predator’s grace, her gown rippling around her like liquid flames. Power smoldered beneath her skin. I could feel it. A flick of her finger could kill us.

“Where is Tallin?” she growled.

“He decided to heal the labyrinth,” I said. Close enough.

Her gaze shot to the archway, and she sagged before she stiffened and fury blazed in her eyes.

“The bond has been restored,” Lore said. “You lost.”

“Not quite.” Disgust twisted her lips. “You think claiming the second talisman changes anything?”

“We’re taking it and then we’re killing you,” I snarled.

“Not quite.” With a smirk, she gathered lightning at her fingertips. The air hummed, charging with tension a second before she struck.

Her jagged bolt lashed toward me.

I dove to the side, my pulse roaring up my throat. Electricity shot past me close enough to raise the hairs on my skin. Landing hard, I twisted my fingers, summoning my own magic. Power pooled at the tips, burning white-hot, before I hurled it toward her. Lightning crashed up and over Prager, streaking through the dark to hit the woods behind her.

Wind surged around Lore, howling as it gathered force, twisting dirt, stones, and any debris in the area into a violent storm. He flung it toward her. The massive spiral tore across the short space, bearing down on Prager. Before it could hit her, the storm split, flung to the sides to coil around and reform behind her. It continued, lumbering to the woods, where it churned through the trees, leaving a broad swath of devastation behind.

Dorion snarled, hurling fire at her. His flames roared around her, and I thought this was it. She'd be burned to a crisp and it would be over. Would the curse die along with her?

The roaring inferno glided up over her as if she stood within a protective dome, hitting the grass behind her, setting it ablaze.

Prager smirked. “Try again, would you? I'm having so much fun.”

I clenched my jaw. This wasn’t working.

“Run, Reyla,” Lore snarled. “Hide.”

I would not do it. If he fell, nothing else mattered. Monsters like Prager didn’t deserve to shape this world, to steal it from people like him, those who fought for something greater than themselves. I wouldn’t let him die for this. I wouldn’t let him die for me.

This wasn’t about survival. It was about him. The way he always found the strength to keep going when others would give up. The way he carried burdens too heavy for one person to bear and still reached for me despite their weight. The world should not exist without my Lore in it. I would not allow it.

With my heart pounding, I shifted strategy, spreading my fingers wide while reaching for something deeper, older.

Nullification had limits—magic always did—but this was our best chance. If I could negate her spell, we could hit her with our power. Then we’d see if she had any energy left with to smirk.

I called in all the nullification power I could find, bundling it inside me. Magic coiled in my chest, an explosive blast ready to churn across this meadow and decimate the threat. At my call, shadows stirred around me as well. Come to me. Help me break her. Help me save him. Take what you need, take all of it if you must. Just let Lore live. Let him see the end of this. Let him be free.

I didn’t care what it cost. If I had to give them every last drop of my strength, my soul, my life, I would do it willingly.

They all came.

The spell guarding Prager flickered, its foundation shimmering like a heartbeat. I could see it now, the weave holding her protection in place. After feeding the shadows what they needed, I asked them for help, and they agreed. I sank the nullification magic into them and set them loose with the spell. It tore toward her fast enough to split this realm and the one beyond, hitting her hard.

It decimated her spell.

Prager reeled backward, a hiss ripping from her mouth. Her fingers twitched, and I could sense her trying to rebuild the protective layer around her. But I'd weakened her—a lot.

She managed to rebuild it but it wasn't the same. Cracks etched across the surface.

I called shadows again, desperation thick in my veins.

Nothing responded. I’d used them all and any left couldn’t host enough to help me.

The fear in my chest turned to ice, and a tremor ran through me. Not because I was afraid for myself, but because for the first time, I didn’t have what it might take to fix this.

There was nothing left to give except the last piece of me.

And if that was what it took…

While Farris growled, his fur on end, Lore ripped a blaze of wind at Prager. Dorion's fire joined the wind, forming a swirling mass that should’ve ended this completely.

It passed right over her.

I had to collapse this spell at the exact right moment or she'd win. I stared around blindly, seeking nullification power, pulling it all in.

No shadows? That wasn’t quite true. I had my own.

Never call your own shadow or it could take over or latch onto your fears and magnify them. Lorant's words. Lorant's training.

It didn’t matter now. Nothing did. If I hesitated, Lore would fall. I refused to live in a world where he didn’t exist. If I had to open myself up completely, risk the shadows consuming me, I would.

Love was my strength. My courage. It was everything that made up the person I wanted to be.

Better me than him. Let the shadows take me. Let them burn through my mind, twist me into something unrecognizable. I’d be gone, but Prager and her curse would be dead, and Lore would still be standing. That was all that mattered. That was all I needed.

And if we won this battle, Lore would live. It was worth everything to give him that chance.

My shadow stretched beside me, curling eagerly toward my touch like it had only been waiting for permission. It shuddered, its soft whispers threading into my ears.

Love, love, I need love, it hissed.

Love wasn’t just a word. It was him. It was the sound of his voice in the dark, the way he looked at me like I was his world, the way I’d given him my heart almost from the moment I met him.

He was etched into every part of me. Every glance, every touch, every whispered promise. If my shadow wanted my love, it could take it. Because that well would never empty.

I’d give it all if it meant he would live.

“It's yours,” I whispered. “Everything I have is yours if you'll help me.”

When it agreed, I fed it nullification power and gave the command. My shadow whirled around, raging across the grass toward Prager.

It hit squarely, destroying her spell.

She staggered. Her eyes went wide and the shimmer around her told me she'd infused more of herself than she should've into her barrier.

Got you.

She was unraveling under the force of my magic.

A screech tore from her throat, wild with rage and fear.

“Kill her now,” I yelled. “While she’s vulnerable. Do it!”

Her hands twisted, and her last bit of magic barreled toward me.

Too late to counter. Too late to run.

I twisted and dove toward the ground, but it still slammed into me, hitting me square in the back.

Pain.

Bright, burning, all-consuming agony ripped through my chest.

My spine arched under the raw force of her magic hurtling itself out my other side.

Lore and Dorion flung everything they had at Prager. She staggered backward, collapsing on the ground.

Dead? Please be dead.

Why couldn’t I breathe?

I flopped onto my back and peered up at the night sky. So lovely.

And like I’d promised him so many times, I remembered.

Lore watching me on the ship with heat in his eyes. Sitting on the tower roof with his arms wrapped around me while he whispered about the stars. Day rising and Lore kneeling between my legs as I sat on my throne, that hungry look I adored in his eyes. Dancing with him after my coronation. The joy on his face when I told him we’d one day have a girl.

Was I pregnant now?

It was all I could do to turn my head, seeking Prager who still lay on the ground. Had we killed her? If so, I could leave this world in peace then.

I’d saved Lore. That was all that mattered.

Agony stole my breath and crashed through every nerve in my body like wildfire.

I’d take it all. Endlessly. Because I’d. Healed. Him. Finally. Forever.

Please, let her be dead. Let him wake up tomorrow and the days after that. Let him breathe without fear. Let him find happiness.

Even if I wasn’t there to see it.

If there was anything left of me, I wanted it to stay with him. Let my love keep him safe just a little bit longer.

My gasp deflated my lungs.

Lore shouted my name.

If I could have one more heartbeat, one more breath, I’d use it to tell him one thing.

I chose this.

I chose him.

And I’d do it a thousand times over if it meant he could take that final step into a future where he’d live.

I wished I could tell him I wasn’t afraid. That I’d already made my choice the moment I saw him.

I did this with all my heart.

As he held me, as he tipped his head back and shrieked his grief at the sky, I regretted one thing.

If only I hadn’t brought tears to his eyes.

Sorry for that cliffhanger ending!

Eek. How am I going to get them out of this?

Get Queen of Flames to find out!

In a kingdom of shadows and ruin, I dared to love a cursed king.

I didn’t defy the fates, survive a labyrinth, and battle a mad wizard to lose him now.

He’s my only ever after.

I’ll burn the world to ashes to save him.

To find out what I’m working on next,

be the first to see cover reveals

and read excerpts of upcoming releases,

sign up for my newsletter at alayawells(dot)com.

Have you read Tempest & Vexxion’s story yet?

My Kingdom of Blighted Thorns Trilogy is complete!

Go back in time and discover how it all started…
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