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Find someone who adorns you with all the

necklaces and calls you a good girl.

You’ll thank me later.
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Queen Of Flames


In a kingdom of shadows and ruin, I dared to love a cursed king.

We’ve come to Irridain Court in disguise, clinging to a final thread of hope: a talisman that can break the curse before it kills Lore. Without it, he dies. No more stolen nights. No more whispered vows. No more us.

The talisman dangles from the princess’s throat like a challenge. To claim it, we must outwit ruthless fae in games where beauty is a blade, truth is twisted, and losing means more than defeat. It means death.

As rivals circle and secrets unravel, Lore burns brighter and darker by the hour. I see it in his eyes. The fear he won’t speak of. The hunger he barely hides. The curse is tightening, and we have only five days left before it kills him.

I didn’t defy the fates, survive a labyrinth, plus battle a mad wizard to lose him now.

He’s my only ever after. I’ll burn the world to ashes to save him.

Queen of Flames, Book 4 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, a touch-her-and-face-his-fury hero and heroine, banter, all the yearning, he will adore her forever, and a sweet pet, because everyone loves a fluffy friend.

Trigger Warnings: pri*mal play, bi*ting/marking, blood, gore, injuries, violence, grief, death, mourning the loss of a prior love, references to trauma, killing attacking creatures and people.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 1
Reyla


They say love is a gift.

That it can be gentle, radiant.

Something that lifts you up.

But I’ve learned love can drown you just as quickly.

It can bleed you dry and leave nothing behind but aching need.

It can steal the last breath from your lungs while you smile and take it.

I never asked to fall for a man bound by darkness.

I never meant to tie my soul to his alone

But I would defy the fates,

and I would tear out my own heart if it meant his would keep beating.

Let the curse carve its name in me instead.

As long as he gets to stand in the light⁠—

just once,

unbroken.
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Chapter 2
Lore


This place keeps what it’s given.

No one ever leaves whole.

With my wildfire by my side, I stepped out of the newly reformed labyrinth, my boots sinking 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.

Beside me, Reyla tilted her head back to take in the sheer wonder of it all, and for one, solitary moment, I knew peace.

The air tasted clean, sweet. After being trapped in shadowy stone corridors and torturous games, even the scent of earth struck deep. Sun-warmed grass. The ghost of rain in the air. It pressed against me like I’d been asleep inside an ancient place, and it wasn’t until the light touched my skin that I could feel how cold I’d been.

Farris shook himself and snorted, his silver-tipped fur ruffling in the breeze. His tail flicked in a lazy way, but his ears remained pricked forward, his gaze on the forest.

Dorion rubbed his arms and looked down at his hands as if he expected the shadows to return and claim him. We'd come too close to losing him inside the labyrinth.

Reyla and I stared into each other's eyes, our grins sappy but true. We'd escaped. We had one talisman left to find. And then we'd be free. Finally, finally, able to live a life full of hope and love.

The idea that this could be over, that I could think about tomorrow, next week, and the week after that, stunned me.

We walked farther into the meadow with Halendor Castle looming like a smoldering carcass in the distance to our right.

Farris trotted ahead, moving through the overgrown grass, his fur mussed and still bristling with leftover tension. His ears swiveled, his nose twitching to catch every shift of the wind.

“It’s over,” I said.

Reyla's eyes glowed in the twilight. “Let's check on Evergorne.”

That it still stood, that Lord Briscalar had held things together, she meant. And find out how much time I had left before my thirtieth birthday. I wasn’t dead yet. We could have plenty of time.

“We can leave for Irridain after that,” she added.

Dorion walked with us, his tunic torn and loose, dirt streaked through his hair. He stared out at the world like he wasn’t sure it would let him belong again, like it might still vanish if he blinked too fast. This wasn't the same man who'd been forced inside the labyrinth by his conniving father. He’d changed. I didn’t know who he was now, but whatever weight he carried, he’d earned.

As we stepped further into the meadow, our boots bent the grass, leaving the smallest trail behind. In the stillness, I could almost believe we were free.

Only now did I notice the lack of insects buzzing. No birds calling. Even the breeze seemed to hold its breath.

Farris let out a low growl that rippled through the air.

The temperature plummeted again, a cold that slid into your bones and locked your lungs.

Dorion stiffened, every line in his body snapping taut.

Reyla reached for her small blade.

Mine was already in my hand.

Prager stepped from the shadowy forest and into view, sauntering toward us like a woman strolling into a garden party, her vivid red dress clinging to her frame like she’d been painted in fresh blood. She'd coiled her hair in tight, regal spirals on top of her head and her jewelry sparkled with her own version of starlight.

Smirking, she stopped partway across the meadow. “Did you think I’d give up that easily?”

Power radiated from her, the deep rumble you feel in your bones moments before a storm splits open the sky.

I stepped closer to Reyla and called power, infusing it into the elements around me. It rose eagerly, already trembling with the magical charge, forming a barrier between us.

Farris stood at Reyla’s other side, his fur lifted in warning, his snarl ripping across the formerly peaceful meadow.

“Where is Tallin?” Prager growled, glaring around.

“He decided to heal the labyrinth,” Reyla said with the slick smile I adored.

Prager’s gaze shot toward the archway. For a moment, she almost appeared to sag. But fury shot across her face, shoving aside any hint of dismay, and she stiffened her spine.

“The bond has been restored. We collected a lovely pendant inside,” I drawled, savoring mocking her in this, at least. “You lost.”

“Not quite.” Her lip curled, and her voice flattened. “Do you think claiming the second talisman changes anything?”

“We’ll soon hold the third, and then we’re killing you,” Reyla snapped.

“Not quite.” Prager smirked, lifting her hand. The air shimmered around her, lightning rippling across her fingers. Her charge reached me first, toppling my magical barrier, knocking me backward. Static coiled around my throat, choking off my wind.

She struck again, aiming for Reyla.

My wildfire dove, and the spell blazed above her, the magic missing her only to scorch across the ground behind her, hissing with toxic heat.

I reached, yanking the wind into a twisting spiral and infused it with power. It answered in a roar, and I lifted it, spiraling it through the air, channeling it into a predator born to hunt. Stones, dried grass, sticks, rocks, and roots. I churned everything loose around me into the mass. My storm growled, eager to rip through her throat.

I thrust the mass toward her, and it barreled forward in seething fury. But when it should hit, when it should destroy her, it bent away from her, coiling up and over her to reform behind and tear through the woods. Branches ignited and bark ripped free. The booming explosion echoed through the forest.

His hands licked with fire, Dorion flung a blaze at her, but Prager didn’t even blink. The fire hit a shimmer of resistant air around her and flared uselessly to her sides. Grass behind her sizzled, ignited by his magic.

Prager smirked through it all. “Try again, would you? I'm having so much fun.”

My stomach sank as I pulled from the earth around us and bound it with power. I could shape it, weaponize it, but it didn’t matter if nothing got through. Her defense was flawless. No one could remain impervious forever, but we weren’t wearing her down fast enough.

“Behind me, Reyla,” I snarled, my voice cracking with the fear she'd be hurt.

She remained beside me, shooting me a lifted eyebrow look that told me to behave. Her stubbornness had once made me burn with frustration, but now I understood. It wasn’t pride. She refused to let me trade my life for hers.

The wind slackened. My hands trembled. I ground my teeth together and tried to think past the ache in my chest, the terror snapping hard at my spine.

Reyla spread her fingers wide, magic already humming beneath her skin. I felt it stir. Nullification, then, plus something older, darker, twining underneath. The labyrinth had learned how to read us, but Reyla had learned more about herself while there. Would it be enough?

The shadows around her shifted, restless to do her bidding.

She reached deeper. Past where normal magic ended and into the space that slumbered beneath. Her hands shook, but this was the pressure building inside her, the weight of what she was trying to do. We couldn't defeat Prager until we could take down that shield. If Reyla could nullify the spell…

Farris shifted uneasily, his sharp gaze flicking between her and Prager, a growl rumbling in his chest.

Reyla glared at Prager and moved first. Magic surged up from inside her, a knot of purpose turned to a blazing fury. When she sent it out, it roared across the open area like a tide breaking. Shadows surged along with it, answering her call, rushing toward Prager. Reaching her, they coiled as if sniffing for weaknesses, hunting something hidden, only to fuse and strike.

For the first time, Prager’s shield didn’t deflect the spell. It cracked in small, hairline fractures around her like lightning frozen in glass.

The force of Reyla’s strike pushed Prager back a step, her heels digging into the grass.

Her smirk faltered. Her hand twitched toward something, probably casting again, maybe trying to reinforce the spell above her.

Reyla muttered something and blinked fast, staring around. I wasn't sure what was wrong, but I didn't have time to find out. I drew in bits of loose objects from the area around us and infused them with ice, forming a spear I sent hurtling toward Prager. Dorion's fire was right with me, twisting and turning through mine to make the combination even more powerful.

Reyla's eyes flared wide, and she gave a jerky nod.

“It's yours,” I swore she whispered. “Everything I have is yours if you'll help me.”

What?

Her body twitched, and she launched another shadowy mass at the fracture. It seeped in past the barrier like a stain across wet fabric.

The shield fell, collapsing onto the grass, leaving the wizard exposed.

Prager reeled backward, her spine arching, a guttural cry ripping up her throat. She struggled to reform the protective dome, but it flickered and twitched, unable to obey her command.

“Kill her now,” Reyla snapped. “While she’s vulnerable. Do it!” She didn’t look at me. She was watching Prager like her life and mine depended on it.

I yanked at the world around us, building a weapon that would finally end this. Dorion circled wide and formed another fireball between his palms.

Prager roared, her anger directed at Reyla. Her hands twisted, and she barreled magic toward my wife.

I flung myself toward Wildfire, churning the mass I’d formed into a shield to protect the woman I loved.

I didn’t reach her in time.

Prager’s blast hit. As Reyla cried out in pain, I lunged to grab her, to pull her down, to shield her body with my own.

It was happening again. That moment you see the world tilt and can’t reach fast enough to keep something horrible from happening. Time didn’t slow, it shattered.

Reyla twisted and dove toward the ground.

Prager's magic struck her again, hitting her in the back as she fell. The impact lit up the whole field. I felt Reyla’s cry before I heard it.

My knees buckled as I scrambled to reach her. Flit. I should’ve flitted to her. Why had I forgotten that this magic could make a difference?

The force of Prager’s power knocked Reyla across the ground. Her body seized, and her spine arched. As I reached her, magic rippled up her torso and burst out of her chest in a blinding arc.

Everything slowed. My ears rang with the echo of her scream.

When she stopped tumbling, when she finally stilled, she didn’t make another sound. She did not move.

What if freedom meant outliving her? What if all the talismans, the vows, the victories, only led me to her empty throne? I didn’t survive the labyrinth to walk out into a world where she wasn’t by my side.

My vision stuttered as I collapsed beside her in the grass. She wasn't moving. Was she breathing?

Something inside me cracked so violently I dropped her knife, the one she'd given me to use for defense.

“No,” I growled. “Fucking no.”

Twisting, I flung everything I had at Prager. Every. Damn. Thing.

I called wind, binding it with fire and metal, dragging the copper taste of blood from the breeze and forging blades from it as well. I hurled them at the wizard, fire scorching along the rim of my boiling mass. The ground beneath her feet tore open as I yanked stone from under the grass. Dorion's power surged with mine, his hands alight, flames condensing into violent threads that spun out like whips and lashed across the wizard’s body.

Our combined strike should’ve been enough to punch holes in the sky.

Prager staggered backward, her breath hitching. Blood spilled from one nostril. She’d tried to pull magic together, but Reyla’s final strike had left her brittle.

With a groan, she fell, hitting the ground with a wet thud.

Ignoring her, I reached for Reyla.

She lay face down, unmoving, her fingers curled around the grass. A gaping wound tore through her mid-back, magic-burnt and rimmed with black. Her breathing was shallow. Too. Fucking. Shallow. Her chin rested crookedly in the grass.

“Stay with me, Reyla,” I whispered, my voice breaking through her name.

I rolled her gently, cradling her up into my arms, my hands slipping on the warm slick of her blood. With a gut-wrenching cry I did all I could to hold her form together with my will alone. I infused healing magic into her. Again.

Her head lolled, dropping against my chest, the same way she did when I held her, and she knew she could trust me to keep her safe.

Why hadn’t I kept her safe?

I didn’t care what spell it was. I grabbed onto power and pushed it into her. Save her. Save her, please.

I wanted to latch onto something, but the truth was unraveling in my arms. I searched her face to find a switch, some crack in the world where I could reach in and pull her soul back.

Was she breathing? I couldn’t tell if she was breathing.

She couldn’t be gone. Not my wildfire. I hadn’t told her I loved her enough, not even close. I needed to tell her that everything I was tilted toward her, that no throne or glory, no future or fire, meant anything without her.

I'd failed the only person who mattered.

She didn’t open her eyes. If I had been stronger, faster, she’d be with me now. If only I could go back and redo this. I’d give my life for hers.

“Come back, love,” I rasped. “Wake up. You have to.”

A small gasp shot from her mouth, a bare gust of air. Then nothing.

I could not breathe.

Her face slackened. Her lashes fluttered, but her eyes remained closed.

I felt her slipping away. More power. I sent it into her. “Heal her, damn you. Heal her!”

I pressed my forehead against hers. I needed her here. Please, please. This world needed her, and she was being torn away, slipping through my fingers like light fading behind dark clouds.

All I could hear was her laughter when we sat on the tower roof. I’d wrapped her in my arms while the stars flooded the sky above. We’d shared our lives and…I needed to share more. So much more.

Dancing after her coronation. The glow of happiness on her face. The weight of the crown on her head. The trust in her eyes.

Her voice so achingly hopeful when she told me we'd one day have a daughter. She’d believed, and because she could, I’d started to believe too.

Was she pregnant now? That question gutted me. I didn’t know the answer. I’d never know if she didn’t open her eyes.

I choked out one breath after another, breathing for us both, rocking her in my arms.

Her hand twitched, grazing my chest. Like she was trying to drag herself away from the fates to reassure me one last time.

That one twitch meant more than any promise ever spoken. She’d always reached for me. Even when she was furious and even when she couldn't speak, her soul knew mine. Was this her fighting to stay? Or was this her goodbye, spoken so softly it would break me with one blow?

Her head lolled, her lips moving, but no sound coming out. Her pulse barely ticked under my fingers.

I looked toward where Prager had fallen, tried to see through the smear of tears. Her body lay still. Slumped. Blood spread out beneath her like a second gown. Dorion hadn't moved. He’d remained where he'd made his last strike, watching her, his arms half-raised to strike if she rose again.

Farris paced near Reyla’s feet, sniffing, pawing at her boots as if some instinct told him it wasn’t over.

My elemental magic still clung to the air, threads of scorched metal and wind spinning clouds of ash and cracked earth. I let it go with a whoosh.

I cradled Reyla closer, gently. If I held her wrong, I might break her more than she already was. Her blood soaked into my shirt. Hot. Too hot. I didn’t know if it was pain or panic thundering behind my eyes.

I bent forward to speak in her ear. “You stay with me, Wildfire. Do you hear me? Don’t leave me. Not now. Evermore, Wildfire. We’re supposed to have evermore. I love you. Please.”

She didn’t answer.

I always thought there would be time. More nights. More stolen escapes. She was the rhythm that steadied me, the reason I could stand in a storm and not drown.

Now she was here in my arms, all of that slipping away.

Her hand twitched against my chest again. A thread. A flicker. It shattered me.

I saw her leaning against the ship’s railing, sea wind twisting through her hair. I hadn’t said a word, just watched her. She’d smiled, full of some secret that was only half-mine.

“I can fix this,” I cried out, sending more healing magic into her, though it didn’t seem to be making a difference. Part of Prager’s spell or what the labyrinth had claimed as its due? Well, damn her, damn the labyrinth.

Damn me for not doing enough.

What good was magic if it couldn’t keep her breathing?

“I love you, Reyla. Please.” If her soul hovered in the in-between, I begged it to look back. To see me wrecked and undone and choosing her through the ruin. Whoever guarded the veil, the gods, fates, or the ancients, I didn’t care. Let them see me now, on my knees, offering every piece of myself as payment for whatever debt she had due.

“I’ll find a way,” I swore into her hair. “Even if I have to climb into the underworld and drag you back with my bare hands.”

I bowed my head and screamed.

Grief like this shattered everything. It didn’t feel survivable.

If I could trade it all, my name, my power, and every thread of legacy, I would. Just bring her back.

“I need you,” I rasped. “So much, Wildfire.”

Maybe that was Reyla's secret. She’d known we wouldn’t have evermore, and she’d still chosen to love me. Hard, fast, and without restraint. She’d burned herself down so I could rise.

I would give her anything, but I’d never believed I was enough to be the one thing she chose to keep.

“Fuck the world for taking you.”

The night stretched quiet and endless around me.

My arms ached from holding her.

I would never let go.
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Chapter 3
Lore


Dorion came over to stand next to me. I didn’t look up, but I felt how still he stood. Heard his ragged breathing.

“Lore…” His voice fractured. “What’s wrong with her?”

“What do you mean, what’s wrong with her? She’s wounded. Dying. Dead. Look at her!” My voice dropped to almost nothing. “Look at her.”

I pressed my palm against her chest and poured healing magic into her, giving her everything I had and more. Energy brushed across her skin, but it didn't sink in. It unraveled into nothing, drifting away. She wasn’t cold; her heartbeat still echoed beneath my fingers. She was here. Still here. She had to be.

“I don’t—” He shook his head. “She’s not dead.”

“Then why won’t she wake up?” I bellowed.

“I think she’s…lost.”

Her wound pulsed, spilling blood, and the power inside her shimmered under her skin. It sparked, then jolted again, twitching like a dying firefly. It didn’t match. It stuttered where it should have flowed. It fought itself.

“What do you fucking mean?” I croaked, my voice nearly gone.

“Look at her shadow.”

I turned my head slowly. Moonlight shone down on us as if this was a twilight of beauty instead of something blindingly horrifying.

Behind her, where our bodies should cast a simple silhouette on the grass, her shadow stretched away from mine, across the ground. It thickened at the edges, rippling like it breathed.

Her shadow turned to me.

Whatever Prager had done wasn’t just poison or fire. It was theft. Of Reyla’s light. Of herself.

I didn’t know if I could love her back into being or if I’d already failed.

My breath caught in my chest. I’d seen someone else’s shadow move like this. Farris, when we thought he was alright and discovered he wasn’t. Prager had done something to him, and it impacted his shadow. Now she’d done it to Reyla.

The forest darkened. Trees creaked. The world bent. Not in any way that would make someone scream magic, but I felt it. A silent ripple at my feet, as if a thread of the world had twisted out of alignment and snapped back into something new. My spine locked, and I peered around.

Farris stiffened, his ears pricked toward the woods again, his nose twitching.

Wind slithered across the meadow, whipping through the tall grass. Cold air snaked up from the ground, wrapping around my legs, my waist, my throat. Something old was coming. I could feel the age of it in my bones.

Something massive slipped around the thick trunks at the edge of the clearing. Scaled and ancient. Their head lowered, and they did not speak, but the words stamped themselves into my mind like a heartbeat. Will you honor the bond Evergorne promised?

Evergorne? I'd suspected this…dragon who'd helped me inside the labyrinth might be related to my court, though I didn't know how. The runes of a dragon in the room below our thrones told me something was missing from our past.

I froze, ice plunging through my veins.

I knew that voice. Not only with my mind, but with that marrow-deep instinct that senses danger before a sword is drawn. They’d spoken to me once before.

Reyla was dying, her chest barely rising as I tried to heal the putrid wound on her arm. Without magic, I couldn't do a damn thing. I'd held her. Begged her to stay. And washed the wound that only festered further. Our time left had been measured by her slowing pulse, her jagged breathing, and the way her cries of pain broke through the night.

My love for her crushed me. I’d called out to the shadows, to the silence. To anything that would listen inside that cursed labyrinth.

“Heal her,” I’d bellowed until I was hoarse. “I’ll give anything. Anything in exchange. Just don’t take her from me.”

And something answered. A shift in the air, a pressure from deep within the labyrinth, a crackle of fire in the dark. I’d looked up into nothing and saw glowing eyes, a large form sliding through the night. Watching my every move.

It offered to help but like everything in life, it wanted something in return. A favor to be called due in the future. Favors were as binding as a bloodsworn oath, but I gave it willingly.

Anything.

And my wildfire healed.

When shadows came to steal her last breath, I healed her once, the dragon said. Now you ask for healing again. So I ask you. Will you fulfill your side of the bargain?

“I will,” I hissed.

When that time comes, make sure you do.

What would Wildfire say if she knew I’d bartered the unknown for the chance to hold her one more night? Would she still look at me with the same trust?

What would it ask of me, and would I truly be willing to give?

My hands shook. Heat pulsed around my wrist, making my mating mark glow. Veins of silver and red throbbed beneath my skin. A mark seared to life across my forearm. Curling. Shifting. Alive.

A dragon? It moved into place as if it had remembered that it belonged there.

My mouth went dry.

Drawing Reyla closer, I curled my body around hers. Her breath barely shifted the air. Her shadow flickered again, uneven.

“I don’t know what you want,” I whispered to the beast. “I don’t know what it means. But take it. Whatever it is, it’s yours.” My heart pounded, and desperation filled my voice. “Anything. I’ll give every piece of myself. Take my strength. My crown. My life. Take it all. Just help me save her.”

I was king of nothing if she died. My power and title might as well be ashes if I couldn’t keep the one person who made me want to rule in the first place. Burn it. Break it. Bury it. If only she'd look at me again.

The wind stilled. Branches quit creaking. I sensed the world waited.

The dragon mark on my skin flared, hot silver weaving through it like fire licking across dry grass. Tendrils of light left it, spiraling up my arm to my chest. The etched dragon clawed into movement, wings outstretching, its jaws wide in a soundless roar.

The creature came closer. Broad as a house, its scales gleamed like shards of polished obsidian. Moss shriveled beneath its weight and bloomed again behind it. Smoke drifted off its body as if it was halfway between form and air.

Dorion hurtled backward, his hands raised, wisps of fire coiling across his fingers. “Lore—” he choked out. “What is that?”

Farris whined and slunk around to cower behind me, pressing himself against my spine.

“I don’t know what it is,” I said, my voice shaking. “I didn’t call it. It came.”

When the dragon loomed over us, it lowered its massive snout to Reyla. Drawing in a breath, it exhaled. Heat wrapped around her chest and shimmered into her skin. The wound that would not close began to knit together slowly, strands of magic looping back where my own had failed. I watched, barely breathing, as blood faded into clean flesh.

I wasn’t sure how I knew, but this dragon was female. She pulled back, and her voice filled my head again, pressing deep into my bones. She saved you today. Now you must save her.

I blinked fast. “Tell me what to do.”

She’s caught. Locked in shadow and pain. Her spirit sleeps, but she does not rest. Her sleep is an open wound that bleeds her very lifeblood.

A pit opened in my stomach.

Enter her shadow. Inside, Prager has bound her with dreamcraft chains. Only a true soul mate can sever those chains. Shadow and love must fuse together.

It sounded like madness, like nothing real.

“How do I do this?”

The dragon tilted her head, her eyes as old as stone meeting mine. Ask Valera.

I stared at her, stunned and reeling. “What does a librarian know about this?”

She vanished, her body turning to coils of smoke and light, twisting across the clearing like wind that had taken form and fled. She shot into the forest and was gone.

Reyla didn’t speak, but her chest rose. Her breathing came steady. Her wounds had sealed.

Alive.

I held her, leaning my forehead against hers, afraid her next inhalation could be her last. My tears dropped onto her cheeks, but she didn't wake. She’d always wiped them away. Even when I didn’t want her to see. Now she just…let them fall. She wasn’t here to tease me, to scold me, or to cup my face and tell me we’d make it through this together.

Dorion stared toward the forest. “What…just happened?”

“I’m not sure.” My voice came out gritty, worn out by pain. “I’m taking Reyla and Farris to Evergorne Court.”

Dorion nodded slowly. “I’ll follow. I think I know where the third talisman is. I’ll…let you know.”

I only half heard him. The night buzzed in my ears. The third talisman didn’t matter. Not now. Only Reyla.

“Come with me, Farris,” I croaked.

When I stood with Reyla, her fluffy pet pressed against my leg, his solemn gaze locked on my wife.

A flit, and we arrived in our bedroom.

Farris whined and leaped up onto the bed, his gaze still on Reyla.

After easing the blankets down, I gently laid her on the surface. Drew up the covers as if she shivered with cold. She looked almost peaceful, as sweet as the first time I’d met her. If only her eyes would open. If only she’d spit fire. She’d call me an ass, tell me to straighten myself out and get looking for the third talisman.

She’d tell me she loved me.

I wanted to coil myself around her, hold her forever.

On my knees beside the bed, I clutched the quilt. With my head bowed to the mattress, I pressed my forehead against her hip. I was determined to bring her back to me through sheer will alone, but I couldn’t feel her inside me like usual. All that remained was silence. Cold, aching silence.

“I was never meant to survive,” I whispered, my voice hoarse and broken. “You were. You hear me? You were always supposed to live through this.” Never me.

No one else but my wildfire would roll their eyes and fill my life with something better. No one else would dare call me out in front of the court and kiss me in the same breath.

“You were never just my love. You were my balance. My reckoning. If your soul can hear me, hold on. I’m coming. I’ll find you in the dark, even if I have to crawl.”

Tears slipped down my cheeks and soaked the bedding. I’d faced armies, monsters, and the fates themselves. But nothing like this. Not the yawning abyss of losing the only woman I'd ever love.

If I could shove myself into her world, into her pain, I would follow her even through dreams full of chains and death, and I would bring her back.

Farris curled up beside her on the bed, resting his chin on her thigh.

I rose to my feet. “Stay with her. Guard her. Please.”

Farris huffed as if to say that was a given.

I flitted to the library.

“My king.” Valera jumped out of the chair behind her desk and rounded it, rushing over to bow deeply in front of me. “I didn’t hear you were coming.”

“I just returned from…” I supposed it didn’t matter who I told. “From Halendor Court.”

Her head tilted. “Halendor, you say? How interesting.”

“King Tallin is dead.” More or less. “Dorion has returned to assume the throne. He’ll be visiting soon to discuss a treaty between our people.”

Her eyes lit up, and a hint of a smile curled her lips upward. “How wonderful.”

“I’m not here to see you about that, however. Someone told me you might have knowledge about dreamcraft chains.”

Frowning, she tapped her chin, her gaze sweeping through the multi-story room as if she could pinpoint what I was seeking with a simple glance. “Ah, yes. Hmm. If you’ll excuse me for a moment, I’ll be back shortly.”

At my nod, she hurried across the room and took the stairs on the left to the second level, where she rushed halfway down the loft area and stopped at a stack, her fingers tracing across the spines. She returned with a book held against her chest. The binding was smooth but cracked in places, with sun-and-moon symbols faded into the cover’s surface.

She handed it to me, gently stroking the front before pulling her hand away. “This is the only book I have that discusses dreamcraft spells. Woven Between Realms: The Theory and Rituals of Dreamcraft & Soulbinding.”

I took it, holding it like a tombstone to my chest. It felt obscene, how light the book was. If this truly held the answer, if this was the bridge between Reyla and a future, it should feel like more.

“I did a bit of study in this realm once myself, which is why I knew where to find the book. Dreamcraft spells are used to trap souls in an internal prison where they’re unaware they’re chained.”

Valera rubbed her hands together, watching me. “Dreamcraft chains aren’t regular bindings. They live inside a person’s spirit. From what I learned long ago, they’re often built from pain. Guilt. Despair. They trap someone in their own wounds, even if the person has long believed those internal wounds have healed. It's a sleeping sorrow, I suppose you could say.”

Blinking slowly, she stared at the floor. “A true soul match can attempt a Shadowmeld, an ancient rite to enter the trapped person’s spiritual plane via their shadow. There, they have a chance, and a very slim chance, I’ll say, of breaking the chains and freeing them. Only someone bonded to the soul can break the chains and the spell. Most wouldn’t dare attempt it. It’s difficult. Dangerous.”

Her lips curled up before smoothing again, and her gaze met mine. “I'll be curious to hear one day why this interests you. It’s an ancient spell. I'm not sure anyone living knows how to craft it.”

Just Prager who should not be living. She wouldn't be for long. I’d seen her lying in a pool of blood, but it would take more than what I’d done to kill her.

“The process is deeply personal and dependent on emotional resonance,” Valera said, nudging a few strands of hair off her face and across her shoulder. “It doesn't take only magic, but memory, love, and soul recognition. The most ancient and effective instances of this spell appear in records of lifebonded kings and queens.”

“What kind of danger?” My voice came out like gravel dragging across stone.

“A person wishing to break the spell must enter the soul path created between them, through their shadow. They must find their memories. Their truths.” Her brow furrowed. “They won’t be happy ones, of course, or it wouldn’t be such a fierce trap. Anyone taking on this challenge needs to accept all of this person. Not only love them. Know them. They must also be willing to bear their burdens, and that, itself, comes with a great price.”

“What price?”

She frowned, staring past my shoulder. “If they’re not strong enough, they could be trapped there by the same spell. No one could free either of them after that. They’d whither…” A shudder ripped through her. “Not a pleasant way to die, I’d say.”

She exhaled and squared her shoulders. “Few have what it takes to not only break the chains but to convince the person that life is worth living. A true mate can do it, however. If the bond is strong, they'll find a way to pull the other person away and break the spell.”

“Very good. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome to borrow the book for the night, but I do ask that patrons return all volumes by morn—” A blush filled her face. She stiffened, blinking, taking a small step backward. “Oh. Wait—no. You’re the king. I knew that of course. I… This is standard protocol.” She glanced at the book again, then dragged her gaze back to meet mine. “You don’t need to return it. You can keep it as long as you like.” She shook her head, brushing her hand down her waist. “All the books here are yours, my king.”

“I'll take good care of it and return it once I’ve finished. Thank you.”

I flitted back to our suite.

If the fates meant to test me, they’d better be ready.

“Hold on, Wildfire,” I whispered into the dark. “I’m coming.”
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Chapter 4
Lore


Farris had remained on the bed, his nose resting on Reyla’s leg. His ears perked forward when I flitted into view, but his eyes never left her.

The heat of the room hit me. How could a place feel warm when she felt so cold? Firelight jerked across the walls, and shadows shifted across the wooden beams overhead. They’d better be watching over my wife.

Every breath she pulled in felt like one borrowed. From where, I didn’t know. But the debt gnawed at me.

I walked to the bed and laid the book beside her, the leather still warm from my hands. I looked at her for a long moment, hoping she’d move. Her chest rose and fell softly. Still here, but for how long? Would the spell eventually suck all of her away?

I left the bedroom and crossed the sitting area, my boots nearly silent on the floor. Opening the door, I found two guards at their posts.

They straightened fast.

“Your Majesty,” one said, the other bobbing his head along with the first. “Welcome back. We didn’t know you’d arrived. Shall I alert the kitchens and ask them to⁠—”

“Send for Lord Briscalar and Talvon,” I said, my voice flat.

The guard blinked. “Yes, of course, sire.” He bowed and jogged off down the hall. The other stiffened and twisted magic around his fingers, increasing our protection as if that might matter.

I shut the door and started pacing.

When the lord and Talvon arrived, I made myself sit. Stop moving.

Briscalar’s voice was as perky as ever and bright with relief. “My king.” He came over to stand nearby. “I'm so pleased that you've arrived back safely.” He peered around, searching for the woman he saw as a daughter. “Where is the queen?”

“She’s resting,” I said. “She was tired from traveling.” I couldn't hide what happened for long, but for now, I ached to protect her from everything, even their concern.

He glanced toward the bedroom. “I’m glad you've both returned safely.”

“How long were we gone?” I hated to but had to ask.

He frowned but smoothed his face quickly. “Eight days. Thankfully, all here has remained quiet.”

The words echoed, sinking deeply. So much time lost while we were inside the labyrinth. Only six days until my thirtieth birthday and the curse broke me. Unless we snapped it first. Unless I brought back my wife, we obtained the third talisman, and we fused it together.

It would have to be enough time.

“Did anything of concern happen while I was gone?” I asked Talvon.

Standing to the lord's right, he cleared his throat. “There have been no further borgon sightings. People have settled into their newly built homes. The rebuilding is, honestly, going very well.” He shared a long look with Briscalar. “And the queen's plan for the lords and ladies is working as well.”

Briscalar beamed. “They were eager to take part early, which is benefitting the lessers and the ruling class equally. I believe we'll see long-term benefits from this plan. When you and Queen Reyla have a moment, I'd like to discuss how we can expand this sort of arrangement into other areas of the kingdom.”

“Of course. After my birthday?” If I brought Reyla back and was still alive, wonderful. We'd expand this plan. If not, she would make any decision related to that.

I didn't like how bleak that made me feel, though I wasn't worried about myself. If I died, so be it. But I could not leave my wife as she was now.

No matter what happened, she could survive me. She was forged stronger than any myth. But she shouldn’t have to deal with all this, not alone. Not after everything we’d been through only to end like this, with her adrift, and me…gone.

“About your birthday, sire.” With a wave of his hand, Lord Briscalar sent more wood to the fire, and it perked up, sparks flickering up the chimney, greedy flames licking at the dry tinder. Light blazed across the room. “I've already made some arrangements for the celebration. I'd thought to bring them up with the queen first to seek her input. She may have some special ideas.” He winked as if everything was normal, but to him, it was. And he knew she loved me, that she’d want this to be the best day of my life.

How could it be? That was the day I met her.

“I'll make an appointment with her tomorrow to go through them,” he said. “But if you have anything specific you'd like to see, please mention it soon so I can make the arrangements.”

“I will.” There was nothing else I could say.

“The queen's best friend and her husband have sent advance notice that they'll arrive that day.” His spine tightened. “Imagine. The High Lord of Weldsbane Court, who, I’ll note, is also our queen’s beloved brother, and the High Lady of Lydel will be here soon, staying within this very castle. Such an honor. If only your beloved mother was here to share the excitement.”

“Yes.” My shoulders sagged. I’d had no time to mourn.

“I've ensured our finest suite is prepared, along with the necessary security, for High Lady Tempest and High Lord Vexxion,” Talvon said.

“Thank you. Let's get together again in a few days to discuss things further.” I didn't want to use up any more time with them. My wife and the book waited, and nothing else mattered.

“Very well, sire.”

They both bowed.

Talvon opened the outer door and stepped into the hall.

“Once my queen has recovered,” I told Briscalar. “We may need to leave again.” For Irridain to obtain the talisman. A goal that seemed paltry compared to what mattered most, bringing her back from this spell.

He turned in the open doorway to face me. “You’ll leave after your birthday celebration, I assume.”

“No, before.”

He hid his wince well. “As you wish, Sire.”

“I appreciate all your efforts,” I said. “I know you'll handle things well while we're away. You’ll step back into the regent role while we’re gone.”

“Of course.” He bowed again before leaving, shutting the door behind him.

Silence wrapped around me like a second skin, broken only by the crackle of the fire. I could barely breathe. Think.

Reyla…

Every step back to the bedroom felt like I was wading through a turbulent sea. I slipped inside without making a sound.

Farris lifted his head, his ears perking forward and his tail drumming once on the quilt. Ever dutiful. Loyal to the end. His eyes tracked me as I stepped deeper into the fading firelight. I only paused to feed the flames, building the fire higher to keep her from getting cold.

Moonlight striped her skin. Still breathing. Still far from me.

I crossed to the bed and climbed onto it, taking care with my motion. My weight shifted the mattress, but she didn’t stir even then. I slid in as close to her as I could, curling around her without jostling her, my side pressed against hers.

Warmth radiated from her now, and that was new. Her skin had regained its color. But her shadow still shifted, pulling long across the quilt before jerking back to her side. Then it started all over again. Rippling, testing the boundaries.

If it snapped free, would it keep going, taking what was left of my love along with it?

My hands shook as I reached for the book. The leather creaked softly when I opened it. The pages were thick, edged in dull gold leaf that caught the firelight as I turned them. Ashen symbols looped along each page. Some curved like runes while others bent around each other in spiraled thorns.

“This book is going to help you, love,” I told her as if she was here, listening, looking up at me with excitement to hear what I’d read.

I found what Valera must’ve meant near the end and began reading aloud, my voice low and raspy.

“To descend into the beloved’s shadow, the soul must first bare itself. But that is only the first step. To reach the chain, one must walk the corridors of their fated mate’s sharpest memories and not only embrace them but be willing, deep within their soul, to carry their burden. But beware. Each step reveals both wound and wonder. Only the truth of being known and still loved despite the knowing can shatter the shackles fastened by deceit.”

The words hit like a blade in the heart.

Had I truly known every part of my wildfire? What dreams had she buried too deep for even me to touch? Were there corners I’d turned from without meaning to because some part of me hadn’t wanted to know? My chest cracked at the thought. This wasn’t magic I could throw like fire or wield like a sword. This was older, power sharpened to the bone.

I tapped the page, scanning the script again.

“Speak her full name and yours as one, and speak with your soul. Let shadow touch shadow, heart touch heart. Step sideways through silence. Don’t only bear the burden but embrace it.”

My gaze lifted to Reyla, still unmoving other than her hand twitching on the quilt.

The mating mark on my wrist flared. Under her sleeve, hers glowed back in perfect rhythm. Her shadow stretched again, slow and reaching, drawn to the book.

I read more.

“To join a soulpath shadow, you must bare your heart and your mind. Hide nothing. Mask nothing. Lie, and lose them.”

I stilled. The fire dimmed behind me, and the air went cold.

“Touch the beloved with intent. Never duty. Not even with hope. Touch them with truth, then step where only lovers dare.”

My pulse thundered. More ink curled across the bottom of the page.

“Carry a memory, shared behind your eyes. One made of laughter, of open hands, of the night and the stars and the moon that shines true. That memory will tether you to one another.”

I closed my eyes. Let the fear rise. Not of death, but fear of doing all of it, and still losing her.

This spell didn’t want strength. It wanted truth. A naked heart. A soul without crown or command. One open and exposed, willing to take on any and all burdens.

I would do this.

The fire cracked behind me. Farris breathed softly. The bond burned.

There was nothing left I wouldn’t give.

“Is that it?” I asked the silence.

The book answered, bleeding one final line across the bottom of the page, slower than the rest.

“To make the passage, the bonded must surrender their essence. Empty the pool of magic and allow the beloved’s shadow to drink. Only in sacrifice can true love find the way.”

I hesitated. Not because I didn’t want to give everything, but because I’d never known if my love was enough, if giving each piece of me guaranteed anything at all.

What if I held my heart out to her, and she couldn’t reach back? The thought turned my bones to stone. My hand hovered over the book, feeling useless. I could burn kingdoms, face the fates themselves with my head high, but I didn’t know if I could survive diving into her world and finding her gone.

What would be left of me if she had already flown? If I lost her, I'd be a man exiled from his soul.

My stomach twisted.

Bare the heart. Touch with truth. A shared memory. And then surrender.

I stared at Reyla. Still breathing. Still here.

I’d give everything if I had to.

It wasn’t relief that slammed into me. It was panic. Hope had teeth, and it had sunk them into my throat. I might lose her no matter what I did.

The dragon mark on my forearm flared.

“If it’s a journey through your heart,” I whispered, my voice only for her. Evermore for her. “I will walk it gladly.”

Heart slamming up into my throat, I whispered, “I don’t have anything left to prove, Wildfire. It's always been about you.”

No throne. No crown. I was just a man stripped down to nothing.

Curling tighter around her, I made a single shape of our bodies. The book lay open on the blankets, firelight flickering across the pages. Her exhalations fluttered against my collarbone.

This was it. Act or prepare to mourn. No crashing storms. No enemies at the outer wall. Just this single moment before a battle without swords.

One I had to win.

For her.

For us.

“Reyla Jarrn Weldsbane, now of Evergorne Court.” My soul remembered how to say her name, even when my voice broke. “And Lorick Thorne Damaris Shadowhart Evergorne.” The words quavered in my throat. Deep in my heart, I was not a king or an heir. Just hers. Lorick, the man who failed too often to say the right thing, but who had never failed to love her with every ruined part of himself.

Love didn’t want warriors. It wanted believers.

This would be the final step off a cliff while trusting the wind to catch me.

I let go. Into the unknown. Into whatever waited on the other side of a shadow built from sorrow.

Magic stirred low in my chest. I drew it upward as an offering before thrusting it all out, leaving nothing left but me. Heat and light poured out of me in a soft flood. I sent it through my palm resting over her heart. Through the bond winding between us.

I closed my eyes…

…And I fell into her shadow.
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Chapter 5
Reyla


I loved him before I had a name for what it meant

to tremble in someone’s presence and still feel safe.

Before I knew my heart could carry both joy and terror in the same breath.

Not because he was perfect, but because he was real.

Because he held me when he was breaking,

and never once pretended not to feel.

My love never came with guarantees.

It came with the willingness to bleed, to be wrong, and to stay anyway.

I’ll stand beside him or kneel behind him.

Whatever it takes, so long as he doesn’t walk through life without me.

In every world, in every lifetime, I will find him.

Every part of me belongs to this man alone.

Neither time, silence, nor death have the power to

unwrite what the fates have already etched into my bones.
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Chapter 6
Lore


Shadows rose, lunging, wrapping around me and pulling me down or sideways or…elsewhere. A wall of darkness reached from beneath Reyla, curling up my arms, dragging over my chest. It swallowed them first, then my breath. My hands clenched, but I did not fight.

I let it take me.

Reyla exhaled, and Evergorne disappeared. Colors smeared around me, streaks of red and gold and violent purple.

Soundless.

Then came a vibration, though not music. More like a feeling. Emotion turned into a sensation thrumming through my bones.

Cold swept across my face before vanishing.

I opened my eyes to find Reyla gone and me standing in a place that wasn’t ours but perhaps used to be. It looked like the Evergorne I knew, distorted by smeared glass. Trees bent at odd angles. Buildings around the castle leaning too low or sunk halfway into the ground. The sky overhead bled in strange hues, lavender with streaks of red, silver curling along the edges of the clouds. Wildfire loved the stars, but none existed in this place. They hid or had been stolen.

I turned in a circle, the ground crunching beneath me, then realized I stood on shards. Thousands of pieces of mirrored glass spread around me like rocks on a shore, thick and glittering. Every one of them had snagged her reflection. One flashed bright to my left, caught in the light of the strange, wounded sun. I stepped over to it, crouched, and touched it.

The world shifted around me as I dropped into one of her memories.

She was younger here, barely more than a child. She sat alone on a wide set of stone steps mounted on the front of a huge, grim stone building, her arms wrapped tight around her knees. Her boots looked too big for her small frame. Her sleeves hung past her hands. She stared at the ground, her face turned enough for me to see the uneven cut of her hair, hacked short and jagged, like someone had done it for her without caring how it looked.

The stone beneath her was wet and the gray clouds overhead threatened rain. A pale smear of blood trailed from the corner of her mouth to her chin.

A heavy door creaked open in the building behind her.

“Get up,” a woman snapped, standing in the doorway’s shadows. “You’re not broken. Not if you can still sit.”

Reyla sucked in a breath but didn’t flinch. She pulled her knees in tighter.

“I said up.” The broad-shouldered woman dressed in dark leathers bristling with weapons came into view. “Beasts don’t wait for little girls to feel better.”

Still, Reyla didn’t move.

A long sigh bled out of the woman. “I get it. It’s hard. Well, it’s hard for all of us. Do you think I’m any different than you? I once sat on those steps, feeling beaten down, scared. But you know what I did? I turned those feelings into strength, and I used them to survive. Because cowering will kill you when lifting your fist and scorning the world could very well save your life. Up, girl. I’m saying it for the last time. If you can walk, you can train. And if you can ride, you can fight. If you can’t do either, you’re no use to anyone. It’s that simple.” Her voice didn’t sound cruel, just tired.

She went back inside without another word, closing the door with a shuddering boom.

Reyla stayed frozen. Her lips moved, but no sound came out.

The scent in the air shifted to damp stone, iron, old fear. I could almost feel the cold of the fortress walls, the weight of silence pressing down like armor too big to wear. A stable hand passed by in the open courtyard in front of her and paused. He looked at her like he wanted to say something but didn’t. Just nodded and kept walking.

When she finally stood it was slow. Her legs shook, and she nearly fell backward, only avoiding hitting the stone steps by grabbing onto the rail to steady herself. Without wiping the blood from her face or looking back at the door, she took the stairs to the bottom and started across the dirt-strewn courtyard, aiming for the aerie beyond.

She never stopped shaking, but she didn’t let it show. Not when she passed others. Not when she reached the aerie and stepped inside.

I’d bet anything that was the last time my wildfire had revealed this side of herself where someone might see.

Jerked back into the present, I reeled, nearly falling onto the jumble beneath my feet.

“She was a child,” I whispered, my voice breaking. “Just a child, and that woman walked away.” My chest burned with helpless rage. “No one was there for her. Not the way she needed.”

When she'd told me about training dragons, I'd pictured careful lessons under watchful eyes, not this brutal forge of abandonment where children learned that survival only came with silence.

If only I could reach through time and pull that broken child into my arms, tell her she was already enough. She should’ve had someone fighting for her, not teaching her that love could only be earned through suffering.

Another fragment caught my eye, jutting up from the path, light dappling unevenly across its surface. Stooping down, I ran my fingertip across the smooth surface, and I was sucked away.

In this memory, Reyla was fully grown. As lithe and strong as she was today. She stood in a smoldering village, dressed in black leathers and adorned with weapons. She held the sword Kinart gave her, and her arms were braced, her face slicked with sweat and dirt, her mouth open in a silent shout.

A hiss rattled through the air, and a monstrous creature with a thick hide, glistening fangs, and claws longer than her forearm lunged at her. She fought with only the sword. No magic, just metal and muscle and raw tenacity. As always, her form was flawless, every movement guided by years of training. I’d known she could fight. But I’d never seen what it cost her to learn.

I knew this woman almost as well as I knew myself. She fought perfectly because any slip could not only kill her but reveal that inside, she wasn’t as strong as she appeared. That need for perfection came from a place of deep fear.

She worried she’d be seen as expendable.

The dreg struck out, and she ducked, but its claw caught her shoulder. Blood flew, too red, too fast. She didn’t stop or even wince. Only twisted, slammed her sword up through its throat with a scream wrenched from deep inside her body. Another slash across its neck, and the beast toppled.

She staggered but caught herself before her knees buckled. Her hands trembled badly, but she glanced around, her jaw tight, before quickly wiping them on her leathers and adjusting her grip on the hilt of her blade. She checked her stance. Squared her shoulders. Lifted her chin.

She wasn’t only fighting the beast. She was fighting the quake in her own limbs, the need to look invincible.

Another rider approached from behind, also wearing leathers and soot covered. He stopped beside her and grunted. “Good. You’re standing. Almost time to move out. Clean your blade.”

That was all. No checking her for wounds. No pausing to ask if she was alright, if she needed anything.

Reyla nodded and tugged a cloth from her pocket, swiping the blood and grime from her blade.

Why did no one teach her that survival should come with rest, comfort?

She turned toward the wreckage of the village, moving slowly between the scorched huts, her eyes darting, scanning the ground. A hand lifted to one collapsed roof as if she could will it back into place. Her lips moved.

That’s when I realized that instead of celebrating their victory, she was counting the dead, taking on that burden along with everything else.

When she finally stopped on the edge of the square, she turned her back to her friends and pressed a fist to her chest. Only her shoulders slumped before she tightened her spine and her expression.

Her lower lip quivered.

The rest of her stayed perfectly still, like if she allowed herself to show any hint of vulnerability, she’d break.

When the shard released me, I staggered back, rising to my feet again.

“Not one of them checked on you.” My raw voice broke through the empty air. “You were bleeding, shaking, and like that woman, they walked away.”

I turned in a slow circle, taking in the fractured landscape around me. “How many times did you stand alone like that, counting bodies while your own wounds went ignored?”

I ground my teeth together. “They saw you bleed and expected you to clean your blade and march on. As if you weren't…” I swallowed hard. “As if you weren't worth checking on.”

The realization hit like a punch to the gut. “That's why you flinch when someone reaches for you. Why you always say you're fine even when I can see the pain in your eyes.” My voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. “You learned that showing weakness meant being abandoned.”

I stared at the shard in my palm, seeing her face again, one so carefully controlled, so strong. “That’s why you looked so surprised the first time I asked how you were feeling after training. When I held you just to hold you, not because you'd earned it by bleeding.”

My voice cracked. “You don’t have to do this alone. Not anymore.”

Another mirror flashed to my right, telling me we weren’t through with this lesson I now had to learn.

I strode over and lifted the shard.

In this one, Reyla worked in an open-air, fenced-in training ring with a young sky-blue dragon still growing into its wings. She crouched beside it, lifting one claw and coating it with oil, rubbing gently at the joints. The dragon shifted, its nostrils flaring. It gave a low, warning growl and jerked, one wing flaring.

Reyla didn’t flinch. She pressed a steady palm to its shoulder and whispered something too soft to hear. The tension in the dragon bled away. It blinked slowly, almost sleepy now, and let her finish her work.

She moved with quiet skill, methodical and careful. This wasn’t a performance. There was no audience. It was her and the creature. A regular day for her at the fortress she grew up in. When she talked about dragons, I assumed it was a casual thing. But my love had bonded with them. Not in the magical sense but in friendship.

Tempest was her best friend, but I suspected she only ever fully trusted dragons.

She tapped its front leg, and it dropped to its belly. She clambered up its foreleg with the saddle slung over her shoulder that she gently placed on its spine. On the ground again, she secured the straps before returning to the dragon’s back and dropping into the leather.

Wings snapping open, the dragon exploded from the ground, slicing upward toward the net spread over the arena. Reyla leaned into the motion, guiding it with her body. But when the dragon twisted, she slipped.

And fell.

Her body hit the sand-strewn ground with a sound I felt in my teeth. A sick thud. I cursed under my breath, but no one in the shard moved. Except one man, standing at the edge of the pen with his arms crossed on his chest and a blank face. He watched her fall and turned, striding away without first ensuring she wasn’t hurt.

Reyla rolled to her side, pressed one palm to the ground, and pushed herself up. Her right leg gave a little, but she breathed through it.

After brushing herself off and running a hand over her ribs, she checked the straps securing the saddle and limped to the dragon’s side, where she stroked its snout, reassuring it that things were fine.

That fall could not have been the first. I saw it now in the way her movements were too practiced, the way she covered any bruises with a shaky smile. She wasn’t afraid to slam on the ground.

But she’d stopped expecting anyone to catch her. Lift her to her feet. Hold her.

I pressed my palms against my temples, the weight of understanding crashing down on me. “Dragons,” I breathed, staring at the fractured ground beneath my feet. “Of course you trust them more than people. I see why.”

Tipping my head back, I looked up at the bleeding sky. “They stayed when you fell. That dragon didn't walk away like that bastard did.” I kicked a rock, sending it skittering across the glass-strewn earth. “Animals don't lie about caring. They don't pretend to give a damn and then abandon you when it matters.”

I sank to my knees, my chest spasming. “How many times have I asked you to trust me?” The question tore from my throat. “And here you are, believing that if you're not perfect, I'll leave too. But I'm not them, love. I won't turn my back when you fall.” I lifted my head, speaking to the fractured world that held her memories. “I'll be the one who stays. Who asks if you're hurt. Who doesn't walk away.”

The wind whistled through the broken landscape, carrying the echo of my promise.

She didn’t need to roar to be strong.

She only needed someone to see her when no one else cared enough to look.

Fates help me, but I saw my wildfire now.
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Chapter 7
Lore


Wind swept past, even in this fractured place, and rattled the shards like discordant chimes.

Another fragment, perched high on a leaning fountain, reflected endless darkness. My chest tightened even as I walked over and reached for it.

A cavern. Dirt floor. Shattered bones. Echoing cries.

Reyla stood at the mouth of a vast cave, a sword in her hand, her chest heaving. Others dressed in leathers like her battled creatures like the one she’d killed in the village. Screams rang from every side. The air hung with the rank smell of blood.

She ran toward a tall blond man fighting at the center of the chaos, his movements crisp and unrelenting, his blade a blur. She placed her back to his, and for a breath, they moved as one. Perfectly aligned. Trusted. Known.

I’d never seen her more beautiful.

And then the beast struck.

Its claw slashed him wide open, and he fell…

“Kinart,” she screamed. She dropped beside him, pulling him into her lap. Her sword slipped from her hand. I doubted she noticed.

“Kinart, no. No, please.” Her hand shook as she pressed it against the wound like she could hold the life inside him by force. “Stay with me. Please. Please don’t go.” The anguish in her voice gouged the air.

His face had already gone pale. His mouth moved, but no words made it to me. She cradled the back of his head.

“I’m here,” she whispered, over and over, her lips trembling as she kissed his forehead. “Don’t go. Don’t go. It should’ve been me.”

She said it like a confession. A truth she'd lived with for a long time.

When his body stilled, she cried out. Such a guttural sound. She leaned over him, shaking, breathing in broken sobs, clinging to him, praying for the world not to take him.

After a long moment, her shoulders stiffened. Her hand moved to close his eyes. She grappled to rise to her feet and lift her sword. After wiping her face on her sleeve, she gave him one last look.

My breath caught because I was watching her shove her grief behind a wall deep inside, giving her mourning no home.

I staggered backward, pressing my hand against my chest where my heart threatened to shatter. “You loved him.” The words scraped up my throat. “You loved him completely, and watching him die broke something inside you.”

My knees hit the fractured ground again, and I didn't try to stop the fall. “That's why I see both healing and heartbreak in your eyes when I tell you I love you. Those words bring you joy and terror in equal measure.” I dragged my hands through my hair. “You're not afraid of dying for me, Wildfire. You're afraid of living through losing me.”

The wind howled through the broken landscape, carrying echoes of her anguished cries. “Every time you've held yourself back. Every wall you've built. It wasn't to keep me out. It was to keep yourself from shattering again.”

Understanding roared through me. “You think loving me fully means I'll be ripped away. That caring completely is a death sentence for the person you love.” I pressed my palms flat against the glass-strewn earth. “I won't let fear of what might happen steal what we have right now. Loving me isn't what will destroy you, Wildfire. It's what will save us both.”

My voice dropped to a fierce whisper. “Whatever happens, I need you to know that loving you has been the only real thing in my life. I can't promise you forever, love. I wish I could. But I can promise you that every moment I have left will be spent loving you without reservation.”

Her strength wasn’t a duty. It was her punishment, a quiet sentence she carried for not dying in Kinart’s place.

Pain like that didn't fade. Not ever. It left a gouge across your soul.

These shards were pieces of her and their edges cut deeply, but I’d come here knowing this might be tough. I’d willingly accepted that I would give everything I had and more if needed.

A darker shard loomed to my right, and I walked over, bending down to take it into my hand. Stroke my finger across the smooth surface and it…

In this one, Reyla as I knew her now, sat bound to a wooden chair. Vines wrapped her wrists, her ankles, her throat. They twitched with magic. She strained against them, her jaw clenched, her breath coming fast.

A man crouched in front of her. Handsome. Polished. But his eyes were void of warmth. He smiled calmly, like he was owed something.

He pressed his thumb to her forehead.

She screamed, and it tore through me.

“Stop,” I choked. “Don’t touch her.”

He leaned closer and whispered something I couldn’t hear.

Her eyes widened, and her lips parted, but no sound came. Her eyes went glassy, and her limbs sagged.

The vines did not loosen.

Her magic poured from her into his waiting hand. He drank it like wine meant for kings, his lips parted, a peaceful expression on his face. Entitled, as if this was his right.

And my wildfire wilted. She was left to wander a desert ether alone while he drained the only thing that was truly hers.

The shard tore away from my hand.

I stumbled back, breathing hard, a bitter taste in my mouth.

Rage thundered through me, but there was nothing to strike, nothing to save.

I snarled, my hands shaking with the need to wrap them around that man's throat. “She wasn't yours to take from.” I paced through the shattered glass. “It was her magic, her voice, her very essence, and you drank it like it belonged solely to you.”

My chest heaved with helpless fury. “She fought for her mind while you stole pieces of her soul.” I slammed my fist against a broken pillar, welcoming the bite of pain. “Do you know what you took? Not just power. You took the part of her that makes her laugh, that makes her burn bright, that makes her who she is today.”

Dropping my head, my voice broke. “No wonder you guard yourself so carefully, love. No wonder you hold your magic close. Someone taught you that letting go means being devoured.”

This wasn’t only a memory of violation, it was a warning. She didn’t fear death but the emptiness that came after, the slow undoing of who she was until nothing remained.

The wind carried away my anger, leaving only hollow understanding behind. “That's why you’ve been so careful when you learn about power. You'd rather fight alone than risk someone else taking what's yours.”

She’d spent her whole life holding herself tight, sharp, and composed, though not to survive, but to stay herself. Because power, for her, wasn’t pride.

It was protection.

Let go, and someone would take everything.

She knew that. And now, so did I.

Another shard rotated in jerking circles in the air beside me, whispering in fractured sounds. I latched onto it.

Now she stood between Lorant and Merrick, between the two men we used to be. Her head turned one way, then the other. The fists at her sides trembled, her knuckles white with strain. Her chest rose in shallow bursts.

“I don’t… I can’t choose,” she rasped. “They’re both you. You’re both real. Vital. What do I have to give up to keep all the parts of you? Because I love them all.”

She wasn’t afraid of making a decision. She was afraid of what that decision might destroy. Choosing one part might mean killing another. She didn’t want to lose any of it, not after what she’d been through.

She’d lived a life where survival meant sacrifice. And now, even love felt like a test she had to pass by holding everything close, even when it tore through her.

“No one’s asking you to give anything up.” My voice was only an echo in this twisted world. “You fused us into one. You made us whole. You were never supposed to be forced to choose.”

The shard stretched and dissolved, and the image shifted.

A sharp scent of blood hit first, followed by acrid smoke and smoldering wood.

Evergorne's marketplace. The borgons. The attack.

I battled in the center of town, defeating one enemy after the next, until claws slipped past my defenses. Pain erupted in my side. Blood flowed too freely. My body collapsed to the cobblestones, warmth gushing down my side.

And Reyla sobbed, shouted, and sprinted toward me like I was the last thing in the world that mattered.

The beast roared. She roared louder.

She fought for me, like I was worth everything to her. Standing over me, she slashed, struck, and screamed until the attacking borgons fell. And when she dropped beside me, her hands found the wound. Magic sparked from her fingers until her arms shook, and her voice shattered under the weight of her terror.

I was barely conscious. The blood loss had taken too much. But I remembered one thing, telling her I loved her. The curse had never let me speak the words. That’s when I knew I was dying, because nothing was holding me back.

She screamed for me to stay. Shouted that she loved Merrick. Lorant. All of me.

She gave all she had. Her magic. Her body. Her soul. Because to her, love had to be enough to save me, or else it meant nothing at all.

It was so clear to me now. She didn’t only love deeply. She measured that love by whether it could stop a monster. Reverse a curse. Stitch a life back together with her bare hands.

And if I died, she wouldn’t only lose me. She’d believe she failed, that her love hadn’t been strong enough to save me.

When the image faded, I laid my palm on my side, over the same place where I’d been wounded. An ache bloomed again, from knowing the truth.

Reyla never loved lightly, but she never believed that loving was enough on its own.

She was the fierce one.

The soft one.

Both.

And she still didn’t know that her love had already saved me. Long before the battle. Long before the blood.

She’d saved me the first time she chose all of me.

Another shard trembled nearby, this one glowing green gold. Calling for me to pick it up and take on another bite of her pain.

This time, I found her inside the labyrinth. Sealed inside, the walls closing in. No magic. Only tiny blades for defense. I’d hidden things then. My exhaustion, the rot of my insecurities under my skin. I’d thought I was helping her by keeping it all to myself.

She watched me. All the time. With so much love it made my heart bleed.

Why hadn’t I seen that she wore a mask of strength to help me? I could’ve held her, told her that what she was then and now would always be enough.

“We were both pretending to be stronger than we are. Both of us carrying burdens we thought would break the other person if we shared them.”

I stared at the shard that had shown me our shared deception. “You watched me with so much love, and I was too blind to see you were drowning too.” My chest tightened with the realization. “All this time, you’ve needed me to be honest about my weakness so you could stop pretending to be invincible as well.”

The glass crunched beneath my boots as I turned away from the memory. “We could’ve held each other up instead of carrying it all alone.”

Another shard rose in front of me, and I cupped it in my hands.

In this one, she sat alone on the tower roof, her face bowed, her arms wrapped around her bent knees, whispering. “I'm not strong enough for this. He’s slowly dying, and I can’t hold it back.” Her voice splintered. “I'll fail him, just like I’ve failed everyone else.”

She sobbed, curling tighter, still holding the weight of us both on her back.

“No, Reyla. Please. All those nights you sat alone, thinking you weren't enough.” Her broken words echoed in my ears. “While I slept, you carried my dying body and your breaking heart.”

My hands dropped to my thighs. “You measured your worth by whether you could save me, and I never told you—” I squeezed my eyes shut before opening them again. “I never told you that loving me was all I’ll truly ever need. You don't have to be strong enough to stop death, Wildfire. You only have to be brave enough to love me while we're both still breathing.”

We hadn’t lost. No matter what happened, we’d already won.

The sky heaved overhead, lavender clouds churning through the red, until a single beam of golden light shot through, striking a mirrored shard at the heart of it all.

The final piece?

I moved toward it.

This one looked different than the rest. There was no shimmer, no fractured light. Only a soft, steady thrum of a heartbeat trying not to fail.

I crouched, my hand trembling as I reached for it.

The world around me melted into nothing, then reformed. She sat on the sofa in our sitting area, with the fire sparking and snapping in the grate beyond the low table. She’d placed the two talismans on the wooden surface in front of her, and her hand hovered over them.

With a groan, she dropped her head. Her hand settled on her thigh.

“What if I’m not enough?” she asked no one.

The crumbling sound of her voice ripped through me worse than a scream. I’d heard her shout in battle. Laugh at the stars. Whisper love against my throat. But I’d never heard her like this.

“What if I lose him because I wasn’t clever enough? Fast enough? Strong enough?” Her voice cracked. Her hands clenched her knees, and she stared at the fire as if it would give her an answer.

“I’m trying,” she said. “By the fates, I am trying.” Her shoulders curled, and she covered her face with both hands. Sobs shook her spine.

Her hands dropped to her sides. “I’ll give myself in place of him.” Her voice shook. “I was born with nothing. He gave me a reason to become something. If that costs me everything, then so be it. Let me be the one to burn. As long as he gets to stand in the light.”

As the weight of her words sank into my bones, the shard burned my fingers. But I held tight.

Reyla’s kind of love didn’t ask questions. It didn’t hesitate. It sacrificed like she had when Prager attacked. She'd used her own shadow, and Prager had twisted the spell and sent it back at her. Perhaps the labyrinth did take. Whatever it took from her gave Prager the opening she needed to hurt Reyla.

She’d bled herself into every shard, and what remained was whole, but barely. While I was a man stitched back together again from her love, made real by her fire. Losing her would mean losing the only truth I’d ever believed in, the kind that didn’t answer to the fates or destiny.

It hurt to watch someone acknowledge that they'd die for their love. Yet I would sacrifice everything to do the same for her.

I’d thought she was invincible. I’d believed she was fire incarnate, sent to carry me through the dark. But here she was, praying to survive the weight of me. And still, she bore it. Alone.

Reyla had fought the curse, the talismans, and even Prager, and she still wondered if she was enough.

When the shard slipped from my fingers, I staggered back, a choked breath rising up my throat. “You’ve always been enough. I’m the one who couldn’t see it. But I’m here now, my heart bared, and I do see all of you now. I’m ready to bear your burdens.” Tipping my head back, I shouted. “Let me save you back. You were never meant to break for me.”

I stood in the center of the fractured landscape, surrounded by the pieces of her pain, and felt the truth settle into my bones.

“Every shard,” I said, turning slowly to take in the glittering fragments scattered around me. “Every memory. Every moment where you bled and no one stayed to bandage the wounds.”

My voice grew stronger, carrying across the broken realm. “But I'm staying, love. Through every memory, every fear, every piece of your beautiful, wounded heart.” I spread my arms wide, addressing the altered world that held her essence. “You don't have to be perfect. You don't have to be unbreakable. You just have to be you.”

The air hummed with magic and the weight of promises I was finally ready to make.

The shards I'd touched began to sing, a low, haunting melody that vibrated through my bones. One by one, they lifted from the ground, spinning slowly as they rose. Light caught their smooth surfaces, throwing rainbows across the broken landscape.

The fragments circled overhead like falling stars. The shard holding her childhood pain glowed soft blue. The memory of Kinart's death pulsed deep red. The violation of her magic burned white-hot with fury.

My breath caught as they began to drift toward something I hadn't noticed before, a carved wooden frame standing off to the side. Ancient symbols etched along its sides sparked to life, recognizing the returning pieces of her soul.

“That's it,” I breathed, not daring to move. “It must be how I’ll find you.”

The first shard settled into place with a sound like a bell. Then another. Each piece that clicked home sent ripples of warmth through the fractured realm. I watched, transfixed, as her story rebuilt itself, not just the pain, but the strength that came from surviving it.

My hands trembled. If I moved wrong, if I disturbed the magic weaving her back together, I might lose her forever. The final shard, the one holding her desperate love and sacrifice, hovered for a heartbeat before sliding into place with a chime that shook the air.

Once solid, the image on its surface flickered, and I saw my wildfire. The real Reyla, whole yet still fractured. Worn from battle, lips chapped, scars on her arms, tears streaking paths down her cheeks.

But her eyes… Those were still aflame. The queen of flames.

My Reyla.

“Lore,” her voice echoed from the mirror’s depths. “If you’re here…”

My heart stuttered.

“I am.” I pressed my palm against the glass. “I’m right here, love. Always. I looked, and I saw it all, Wildfire. There is nothing you can say or do that would make me flinch. I will kneel before every broken part of you and swear my love to it. You are my beginning and my undoing, and I choose you anyway.”

I shifted closer to her fractured reflection. “Do you understand what that means?” My voice dropped. “It means I choose your nightmares along with your dreams. Your weaknesses along with your strengths. Every broken piece and every blazing moment.”

My forehead touched the cool surface of the mirror. “It means I'd rather burn with you than live safely without you. I will carry your pain because there’s no reason for you to shoulder it alone.” I pulled back to meet her eyes through the glass. “Choosing you means choosing to love without conditions, without fear, without holding anything back, and I do.”

My breath fogged the mirror's surface. “I know what loving you costs, Wildfire. I've seen every memory, every wound, every reason you have to guard your heart. And I'm telling you it's worth it. You're worth it. Worth the risk, worth the fear, worth everything.”

I traced the outline of her face on the glass.

“I’m here with you. You’ll never have to bear anything else alone.”
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Chapter 8
Lore


She could have asked me for a blade, an army, the moon, and I would’ve died to obtain them for her. But she gave me what no one else ever had, her wreckage and truth, hoping I’d understand and still love her.

“I will willingly carry your burdens for you for the rest of my days,” I said.

Light burst from the mirror, silver swirling with red and shades of deep, stormy lavender. The veil began to lift, and the jagged terrain softened. The warped buildings straightened.

I wasn’t meant to fix her. That was never the point. I was meant to know her. To stand beside her. To witness every sharp, broken part of this woman I loved, and stay. To choose her, even when she couldn’t choose herself.

The shadows receded, curling back to wherever they’d come from.

A path unrolled in front of me made of smooth stone, and I stepped onto it.

Even if all I found was the shell of the woman who’d once kissed life into my broken pieces, I’d help her. And if I broke apart trying, at least I’d shatter doing something worthy.

The path led me through fog and creeping vines, each step a heartbeat louder in my ears. Up ahead, high against the bruised sky, the crumbling remains of Evergorne Castle rose like a scar torn open. Thorns wrapped the entrance like jagged teeth. The iron gate leaned half-off its hinges.

A figure stepped from the ruin’s mouth. Not Reyla, though it was almost her.

Her shadow-self had the same build and hair, but her eyes were stormy, and her mouth had thinned to a stark line. She blocked the threshold with her arms folded across her chest and her bare feet planted on the stone.

“What do you know of her pain?” she asked, her voice echoing around us. “You think you've earned a way in? Power isn't enough here. Love isn't either.”

The wind shifted, carrying the scent of rotting flowers.

“I’m here for my wife,” I stated with hope in my heart. “Nothing more.”

The shadow didn’t move but a question burned into the air between us. The wind carried it in a whisper through the thorns.

What has she never said aloud, but you know she feels?

Ah, Wildfire. This question wrenched through my heart, leaving me gutted. Bleeding.

“That she’s not enough,” I said quietly. “Not fast enough or smart enough. Not strong enough. Not enough to save Kinart. Not enough to wear a crown or stand strong for Evergorne or even for me.” I swallowed. “But she’s wrong. She's always been enough. From the moment she challenged me on the deck of my ship, she has been more than I could ever hope to claim.”

The words left me hollow, scraped raw from a truth that had lived inside me for months. Every time she'd thrown herself into danger, every moment she'd pushed harder than anyone should have to, it was due to the belief that she had to earn her place in the world.

I tightened my hands against my sides. How many nights had she lain awake going through her failures? How many times had she looked in the mirror and seen inadequacy where I only saw everything beautiful and fierce?

The shadow watched me with those storm-dark eyes, weighing my answer on some invisible scale. Measuring whether my love was deep enough to see past the surface, strong enough to hold the weight of her wounds.

Silence stretched between us, and the shadow blinked. One thick, forearm-length thorn retracted, revealing some of the foyer beyond.

Another question came like a crack of lightning.

What lie about herself does she believe?

So many. Too many that had been burned into her skin too long ago for me to soothe them.

“She believes she can’t survive me dying.” My eyes burned with tears I would not shed. I was here to save her, and I would not allow my own feelings to stand in the way. “She thinks if I die from the curse, she'll break. She thinks love makes her fragile. But I’ve seen the core of my wife. I’ve walked through her sorrow, and it’s forged in fire. She can survive anything. She already has.”

The lie she carried was so fundamental, so woven into how she saw herself, that she couldn't imagine existing without it. She thought love was weakness because caring had cost her everything before.

What weakness? My wildfire had faced down borgons with nothing but steel and fury. She’d looked her father in the eye when he tried to steal her very essence. She’d loved a cursed man knowing it might destroy her.

The shadow-self tilted her head, and something shifted in those empty eyes. Recognition, maybe. Or surprise that someone had finally seen through the armor Reyla wore so well that even she believed it was her skin.

My chest burned with the need to prove it. To show this manifestation of her fears that every word was carved from absolute truth.

Another thorn hissed, curling away from the opening.

The shadow tilted her head, and the next question hit the hardest.

Why do you still love her, knowing her choices and doubts?

My breath rattled in my lungs.

What if I wasn’t enough?

No, she loved me. I could only stand as strong as I was and let her judge me as worthy or not.

“Because she’s the better half of me,” I said with my whole heart. “The part that fights when I lose my strength. The flame I’ll follow into darkness without question. I love her knowing she’ll choose mercy over revenge. I love her because she could walk away from me, from this, but she doesn’t. She stays by my side with her teeth bared and the twin daggers I made for her in her hands. If she can stay despite the wreck of my world, despite the curse, I’ll stay too.”

This wasn't just about loving her despite her flaws. This was about loving her because of who she was in her entirety. The woman who chose mercy when vengeance would be easier. Who stayed when leaving would be safer.

My throat closed. Standing here, speaking these truths to a shadow-version of the woman who owned my soul, felt like I was laying my heart on a sacrificial altar. But if this was what it took to reach her, to prove that my love wasn't conditional on her being perfect or unbroken, then let the shadow take every secret I'd ever kept.

The thorns shivered, and I could feel the magic in the air shifting. Testing. Deciding if the man in front of this threshold was worthy of the treasure locked inside.

The rest of the thorns retreated, and the crooked gate groaned open.

Shadow-Reyla blurred, wind slicing through her until she faded into nothing. Only her voice echoed behind her.

You may enter but be warned.

I girded myself, prepared to take on whatever I had to do next.

What waits inside is not a rescue, she said with no inflection in her voice.

That crushed me. This was my love, my wife, not some inanimate thing with no feelings or soul.

There's no saving her unless she’s willing to face herself, she said.

Then so be it. Nothing would stop me from entering, not even knowing I may never emerge from the other side.

With a jerk of a nod, I crossed the twisted arch. Warmth was ripped from my bones. The castle’s heart swallowed it, along with every whisper of hope I hadn’t yet buried.

This wasn't the true Evergorne, but one buried deep inside. There were no windows, no lights, no welcoming laughter. The walls breathed cold and wet and were alive with uncomfortable truths.

At the chamber's center, my wildfire had been bound to a stone wall. Chains wreathed her, glowing with pure light. Some were golden, some ink-dark, while others were bright red, blood-coated steel. Each link held a memory. Her father trying to drain the core of herself she cherished most. Kinart dying in her arms while she blamed herself. My body lying on the cobblestones, bleeding out, and her unable to do anything to change my fate.

As I stepped inside, my lungs moved, but it was like sucking in wind through oil. If I lost her to this place, if she dissolved behind those chains before I could reach her, there would be no one left to come back for. I could taste that truth on my tongue. If she died, I would follow, and I accepted that.

Reyla's gaze met mine. “I'm sorry.” Her head drooped, and a tangle of her hair caught on one of the links.

Her words, so lost and dejected, gutted me.

“I failed you,” she said. “I should’ve done more.”

Never, Wildfire. Never.

I hated the finality in her words, as if she’d already decided I was worth more than she was. She wasn’t only tired and sad. She was empty. My bones fractured, and I wanted to scream her name loud enough to stitch her back together. But the sound stayed trapped in that tender part of me where hope used to thrive.

I could not save her. She had to save herself.

The chains bristled when I approached. Lashing out, one caught my arm, drawing blood, before whipping back to coil tighter around her.

When she winced, it was all I could do not to drop to my knees and tip my head back and scream.

“Don’t,” I snarled, looking for something to rip apart. “Do not hurt her.”

More shackles jutted up from the stone at my feet, and I could swear the room vibrated with my anger.

I summoned everything, flame, will, all the power I possessed. Magic crackled down my arms, and I sent it at her bindings. Instead of breaking, the chains coiled tighter, encircling her body in a closing fist.

I was hurting her. Me. Again.

My strength, the thing I’d once thought would always save her, curled around her throat in a noose. And deep inside, I felt her slipping, the thread between us stretching so fine I could no longer tell if it was fraying or breaking.

“I have to stop,” I snarled. “It’s pulling from me.”

Magic fizzled in my hands. Force would not win this.

It took every ounce of stubbornness I had in me to step back, to stop reaching for fire and lightning and icy blades. This wasn’t that sort of battle. I was a creature made for war, and every instinct screamed to end this with fire. But war wouldn’t help her here. Rage wouldn’t hold her together. I had to be the thing I never thought I could be—still.

So I swallowed my power and anger until my chest ached with the taint. Using force meant risking more harm to the only person I couldn’t bear to lose. I stood there, completely empty, holding nothing but my name and the echo of her laughter. And the fates help me, it had to be enough.

She was the only person who could make me feel real. Without her, I was a collection of borrowed pieces stitched together from mistakes that meant nothing without her fire beside them.

I turned my hands outward, showing the raw cuts on my arms from her restraints.

“You’re wrong,” I said to the room, to her, to myself. “I failed you, Reyla. I wasn’t fast enough when the borgon rushed toward me. I wasn’t strong enough to stop Prager. When I was supposed to protect you, I could not.”

The air shifted as if it was listening.

“I’ve hidden things,” I said. “I let the curse eat at me, holding it all back, thinking this would protect you from the insecurities that drove my every action. All that did was rob you of the truth. That I’ve been scared, too. Scared I wasn’t what you needed. Scared you’d see the man behind the crown and just…walk away.”

What did I have to offer her other than more pain?

The chains hissed, but I sensed they weren't angry. Maybe curious. Watching.

“You think your love, your very essence, makes you weak? I see you, Wildfire. I see how you care for everyone, but very rarely yourself. The way you held strong when your father tried to steal what belonged to you alone. I saw the way you fought the borgons with nothing but steel and grit. The way you nearly fractured when you knelt beside me in the marketplace and begged me to stay with you.”

A link slackened, the tiniest twitch.

“You won’t say it, but you blame yourself for every tiny thing you couldn't fix in our court. Every person you couldn’t save from the borgons. You hide your fear behind plans, but I see you. I always have, and I love you even more for all that you are.”

I stepped forward and stroked her cheek, infusing my touch with the honest, unconditional truth, the emotional core of who I was.

Her bindings shuddered again.

A memory.

“Remember when we sat together on the tower roof, and I told you stories about the stars? You said pain kept you alive, but you still held onto a scrap of hope. That was the moment I knew. You weren’t only surviving. You were burning. And I will follow that fire anywhere.”

I reached toward her chest, through the whirring of enchanted steel and the beat of her old, aching pain.

“Your hope is like a flower that only blooms once in a lifetime. It's real and pure and no one else can ever touch it, not even me.”

Daring, I stroked her cheek. Along her throat. Hoping she’d feel my love in my touch. Then I took a breath and spoke the only words that mattered. “Reyla Jarrn Weldsbane of Evergorne. Lorick Thorne Damaris Shadowhart.”

Not names. Truths.

Bound by blood, by vow, by every broken piece we’d handed each other.

One soul, always.

When I laid my hand over her heart, I nearly cried, because her body was still warm.

“I memorized your voice when you spoke of hope. I filed it away like a secret weapon to use when I needed it most. That's now, Wildfire. Now. And it’s yours. I’m handing it back to you.”

I wouldn’t cling to her hope I’d swallowed on that roof. I flung the precious feeling into the void. And I felt it reach her. Her skin warmed even more, and her eyelids fluttered.

Her chest rose once and relaxed. Her lips moved, whispering things I couldn't understand.

“You don’t need to fight this alone,” I said. “You’re allowed to carry guilt. We all do. But hold it while I carry you.”

Her heart quivered beneath my hand. The next memory I chose was strong enough to stand against anything.

“Never forget, Wildfire,” I croaked. “That night you climbed across the outside of the ship? And you called me reckless? It was brilliant. You made me believe in impossible things again. We kissed for the first time not long after that. That was the night I knew I’d ache for you forever. You looked at me like I was worth burning for. Fates, Wildfire. That moment meant everything.” My lips curved, even as my throat tightened and my eyes stung. I leaned in, resting my forehead against hers.

The restraints throbbed. Light flashed from them. A wind swept through the soulplane, dry heat and ice mixed together. A storm was coming, but I would face its fury with everything I held in my heart.

Colors bled from the walls. Gray shadows tore free from the corners, stretching long only to snap back and melt into the surface again. The scent of scorched flowers churned through the chamber.

“I’m not leaving you here.” I gripped her hands. Squeezed gently. “I’ll fight this storm with nothing but my bare hands if I have to, because you are worth it.”

The wind howled. Thunder boomed, echoing around us.

“You stood on the ship’s deck with the wind in your hair and flames in your eyes, and you spoke your wedding vows without a single tremble. You looked me in the face. Fates, Reyla. I could read the fury in your eyes, but I could also read the hope. It undid me and sealed me back together again. I would've given anything for you to know that you were marrying all of me that day.”

I poured the memory into her, let every single word sink into the broken links binding her to this wretched place. “I never wanted devotion or duty from you, but you gave it anyway. You gave me you.”

A shudder rippled through the slab below my feet, the bones of this wretched place fracturing.

“I’ll never forget when you realized we belonged together and climbed across the side of the castle. Damn, love. Our suite is much too far off the ground.” My laugh came out frayed and raw. “Your bravery, your endlessly giving spirit, is embedded inside you. It’s not going anywhere, and neither am I.”

Another roar shook through the castle’s bones.

“You thought we betrayed you and you still chose us. You burned like vengeance and love all at once. I never loved you more than when you tried to kill me that night.”

The storm cracked open a chunk of the ceiling. Wind whipped around us, tasting like iron. Everything pressed down, except the heat between us and the soft glow now blooming beneath my hand on her chest, warming the frozen place inside her.

She sucked in a breath.

Her lashes fluttered. Her lips parted. And her voice, weak and tortured with pain, reached out to me. “Lore. I can see you.”

The bindings loosened.

Her fingers found my face, traced the scar that ran from temple to jaw. “You’re here.”

I nodded, pressing my forehead against hers, meeting her eyes. “Told you I’d be here for you always.”

Light shimmered across her body, silver veins threading out from where I touched.

Only one chain remained, still binding her to her pain, and we grabbed onto it together.

“Ready?” I whispered.

Her gaze locked on mine, she nodded.

We yanked. The world itself tore. The sky howled. The soulplane screamed. And her name echoed through it like a vow cracking open the dark. The chain disintegrated, and the residue left behind was caught by the wind and swept away.

Light exploded around us, hot and red gold. The castle walls crumbled and bled shadows from every crack. The soulplane turned wild, untamed, like it had been forced too long into quiet and finally let loose to scream. Floor tiles buckled and shattered underfoot.

“We need to get out of here,” I rasped, tightening my grip on her hand.

She was already pulling me toward the hallway that was now smooth silver, forged from the memories we’d made.

Hand in hand, we ran. Each step thundered, a heartbeat trying to outrun death. The storm howled behind us, but the path burned with memory and meaning. Warm air coasted across our skin. The storm behind us still shrieked, still tried to chase us, but it couldn’t touch the light blooming underneath us.

Reyla’s hair streamed behind her like flames. The shadows sank back into the stone and vanished.

She didn’t stumble once, and I watched with pride as she reclaimed herself with every step.

Every time she glanced at me with warm eyes and a steady jaw, I saw the whole person. Not a woman tangled in guilt or pain or bound by duty, but one standing free in the fire and choosing to burn it all down with her rather than let it burn her.

The last of the castle groaned.

We reached the end of this world and leaped through a wall of golden light⁠—

I gasped awake, finding myself lying on our bed, curled around Reyla. The room spun with warmth.

She was breathing.

“Wildfire,” I whispered, my voice cracking wide open.

Her eyelids lifted, and there she was. Clear. Bright. Warm. Not the hollow shell I worried she’d remain, but my wife. Whole and breathing and real in my trembling arms.

The dragon mark on my forearm flashed before fading.

My throat closed as relief crashed through me in waves. I framed her face, brushing away tears. Her skin was warm, so beautifully warm, and when she leaned into my touch, the last of the ice around my heart shattered.

She traced her fingers along my jaw and up the scar she'd kissed too many times to count, her touch featherlight.

“Lore.” Her gaze remained locked on mine, and the emotions there undid me completely. “I love you.”

The words hit me like a physical blow. I couldn't stop the shudder that ran through me.

Tears hit, wetting my cheeks. I pulled her closer and held her.

“You meant it,” she breathed against my skin. “All of it.”

I tightened my arms around her. “You remembered me, and I will remember you. Every breath, every scar, every vow. Always.”

“Promise me something,” she whispered against my neck.

“Anything.”

“Love me like this forever. Like I'm worth saving.”

“Wildfire, you're worth everything.”
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Chapter 9
Reyla


Ithought I’d died and that the fates had bound me because I’d failed Lore.

Myself.

Instead, he’d come for me. He took me into his arms, and he showed me the way home.

Lore flitted us from the bed to our bathing chamber. The thick smell of soap wrapped around me, warm and familiar. I stood still, swaying until my knees remembered how to hold me up.

His arm tightened around me without a word.

The light was softer here, a gentle gold filtering in through the windows. I leaned into him, pressing my face into his neck. His heartbeat thudded, and I clung to that rhythm, to him, without shame or questions.

As he undressed me, his fingers moved with such care I couldn’t look up at him. He slipped each piece from me like they’d rip in his hands. Or I'd rip. I didn’t know how I remained standing.

He didn’t ask me to.

One wave from his hand, and water rose in the tub. Another twitch of his fingers, and the candles scattered on every crevice lit, casting a thousand flickers over us.

I began to breathe again.

A curve of his lips, and he was as naked as me.

“You could've done that for me,” I said with a limp smile that I felt more than I could show.

“And miss removing one item off you after another?” His smile also didn't quite reach his eyes. We'd been scorched, and we were both still singed. “I'd never miss the chance. Do you know how many times I imagined stripping off your clothing, laying you on my bed, and following?”

“One or two times?”

“Or three.”

My smile crooked up a bit farther, though it still felt jagged.

He lifted me into his arms and stepped into the tub, slowly lowering me onto his lap. The water welcomed me like the best embrace, and his arms remaining snug around me was even better. I slid my legs around his waist, nestling my thighs against his, pressing my forehead into his chest. Breathing him in. He barely made a sound, just a light, stuttering sigh I felt all the way to my bones.

Warmth moved through me. I tried to speak but couldn’t. Resting my cheek against his chest helped more than anything. He was all stormy sky and home. I breathed against the soft place where his pulse beat hard under his skin. His breath caught, and he kissed the top of my head.

“I thought it was over,” I whispered, though maybe I spoke only in my head.

“Never, as long as I still live.” He smoothed his hand down my spine. My ribs stopped shaking.

“How long left?”

“Six days. Plenty of time.”

The relief I felt…it stung in the back of my eyes and made my throat choke tight.

I trailed my fingers up to his jaw. “Yes, plenty of time.” It would be enough. This I vowed. “You smell like rain.” My voice came out cracked and too small.

“You smell like you're still with me.”

And just like that, I realized I hadn’t been. Not really. Not until now.

“I wasn’t only chained,” I said, my face buried once again in the crook of his neck.

He stilled, listening with everything in him.

“I was unraveling.” I clung to his shoulders. “Memories kept overwhelming me. Some weren’t even mine, I think. And the ones that were—” A shudder ripped through me. “They were frozen. Like the most jagged parts of me had wormed their way to the surface and carved themselves into my skin. I screamed. Over and over. But I couldn’t hear the sound.”

Lore stroked the base of my spine.

“I pretended you were there. That your voice could still reach me.” My eyes ached to seep, but no tears fell. “You kept me together, Lore. Even if you weren’t there at the time.”

Gently lifting my chin, he kissed my forehead.

“You gave my hope back to me,” I said.

“It's always been yours.”

I shook my head. “It's always been ours.”

He nodded, his lips curling up on one corner.

“There, nothing felt rational. I was afraid hope was a lie, but I knew you'd never give up. Through it all, your love protected me. It gave me a shield to fight off the pain.” My hands shook now. “I would still do it again if it meant you lived.”

“Wildfire—”

“I would.” My words came out stronger this time. “For you? I'd die this instant.”

He tightened his arms around my waist and tilted my face toward his. “No.” He said it so gently it hurt. “Don't say that. I want to bear it all for you. Every torturous memory. Every scream. I swear, I felt you breaking. I felt your soul tear.” His eyes held mine, daring me to look away. “I’ll carry it. All of it. For both of us. I'd give anything for you to unsee what you endured.”

He lifted a cup and trickled hot water over my shoulders. Down my back, soothing me with the heat and the loving touch of his hands. When my hair was wet, he worked lather through the strands so gently, it made me want to cry. Then he rinsed.

“I held you in our bed,” he said after my hair was clean. “And you weren’t moving. You weren’t there.” His voice rasped like it hadn’t been used in days. “When you fell, I thought you were dead. I started dying as well. I would've laid down beside you and let the curse take me, but the dragon that helped me inside the labyrinth came. It’d saved me there, and I begged it to save you. I told it I'd give anything if it healed you.”

“What happened?”

He lifted his arm, and my breath caught as I stared at the gorgeous dragon tattoo. “This happened. It flared, hot silver, and tendrils of light shot through my chest. The dragon did it somehow. It lowered its snout and touched you, and a pulse like a thousand heartbeats erupted from inside the beast. The physical injury Prager gave you with magic knitted together, but you didn't wake up.”

I ran a fingertip across the pattern.

“The dragon spoke in my head, saying that you'd saved me and now I must save you. I would've given anything to bring you back, Wildfire. Still would.”

We were the same, eager to sacrifice ourselves for the other.

“The dragon said you were locked in shadow and pain, that your spirit slept, and was mortally wounded.”

“It was right. I felt the best parts of me slowly leaching away.”

“I asked it how to heal you, and it told me to enter your shadow, that only a true soul mate could save you, that I needed to fuse shadow and love together. It told me to ask Valera for clues, and it was right. She had a book about dreamcraft chains, and I was able to use it to find you, to bring you back.”

“To heal me.”

He drew in a breath, and when it came out, it trembled. “I screamed into fate’s mouth, and it heard me.” His hands fisted along my spine, but I sensed despair, not anger in this man I loved more than any other. “I thought I'd lost you. And some part of me…” He shook his head. “A part of me was dying with you.”

I stroked his face. “Lore. Love.”

He kissed my palm. “Even when I didn't know if you could hear me, I still spoke. I told you everything. Who we are, what you mean to me. You’re my life. My only love.”

“You came for me.” My voice caught. “You brought me back. And now I’m here with you. I’m not going anywhere, Lore.”

A shudder ripped through him.

“What happened to Prager?” My hands stilled against his chest.

He sighed. “Dorion and I hit her hard with magic, and I know she was badly hurt, but she got away.”

Of course she did. My jaw tightened. Ice dragged down my spine, but I didn’t let it claim me. “She won’t next time.”

“No,” he said quietly. “She won’t.”

Neither of us said more. We didn’t need to. She'd intruded into our lives enough.

I lifted the soap and lathered it between my hands, letting it float while I crafted sudsy circles on his chest and abdomen, my fingers pausing on the place where a borgon had tried to kill him.

I washed his hair, rinsing it while he stroked my spine with so much care I could barely breathe. When we were both clean, I closed my eyes and nestled into him.

No pretending. No masks. Just us.

Opening my eyes, I stroked his face, running my fingertip along the scar where Prager had tried to burn hope out of him.

I’d touched him a thousand times before in daylight and on restless nights, during sweetness and ache. But never like this. Never to remember him alive.

Inside me, something softened. I wasn’t bracing myself, and I wasn’t hiding. For the first time since I was lost in that cursed realm, I could let the love and joy flare inside me.

I ran my palms along his back, pausing at the scar above his ass cheek that I'd teased him about what felt like ages ago.

He lifted a cup and poured warm water over me, rinsing away foam and fear alike. The stream drifted between us in silence, and I felt like we were cradling a nyxin pup too small to survive if we didn't hold it tight in our hands.

He kissed my temple.

“You undo me,” he whispered, “and then you pull me back together.”

I cupped his face. His warm breath drifted across my skin. And I kissed him. Slow. Deep. Showing him I was still his and that he was still mine. His love had stitched me back into place even when I’d tried to disappear into the shadows.

Our kisses weren’t desperate. We’d been buried together and crawled out of the ground hand-in-hand.

“Show me we’re alive,” I breathed.

“Yes.”

Water lapped around us as I shifted closer, pressing my chest against his. The warmth of his skin sent shivers through me that had nothing to do with temperature. My palms found his shoulders, and I traced the muscles that had carried so much weight while I was lost.

“I need to feel you,” I whispered against his neck. “Need to know this is real.”

His breath caught. “Wildfire…”

“Please.” The word broke from somewhere deep. “I need you to help me remember what it feels like to be whole.”

His gentle hands cupped my face, tilting it until our eyes met. The love there was so fierce it made my throat close. “Whatever you need. Always whatever you need.”

I guided his hands to my waist, showing him without words. His touch was almost worshipful, as if I might dissolve if he moved too quickly. When I lifted myself and settled over him, taking him inside me slowly, we both shuddered.

“There you are,” he breathed, stroking my spine. “My beautiful wife. My everything.”

The stretch, the fullness, the perfect fit of him inside me made me feel like I was coming home. This wasn’t the desperate claiming I thought I needed, but something softer. Something that said we had time. We had each other. We had survived.

I began to move, slow and careful, relearning the rhythm we'd perfected. His hands stayed on my hips, supporting me rather than demanding. Water swirled around us with each subtle movement.

“You feel wonderful,” he said, his lips tracing along my jaw. “Like every prayer I whispered while you were gone.”

Tears slipped down my cheeks. He kissed them away, one by one, his tenderness undoing something knotted in my chest. This wasn't about passion or fire or claiming. This was about healing. About proving to my traumatized soul that love could still be gentle, that pleasure didn't have to be torn from shadows.

“I love you,” I said, the words carrying everything I couldn't say. That I'd heard his voice in the darkness. That his love had been my tether when I was drowning. That coming back to this and to him was worth every moment of agony.

“I love you too.” His voice choked off on the words. “So much it terrifies me. So much I'd tear down kingdoms for one more day like this.”

My movements quickened as I chased something deeper than physical release. I was racing after the feeling of being cherished, of being safe enough to be vulnerable. His hands moved to my back, stroking the length of my spine as I moved above him.

“That's it, love,” he said when a soft moan escaped me. “Take what you need. Take everything.”

The water made every movement fluid, effortless. I could focus on the connection between us, on the way his eyes never left mine, on how his love wrapped around me like a healing balm. When his thumb found the sensitive bundle of nerves between my legs, circling with just the right amount of pressure, I gasped.

“Let go for me,” he whispered. “I’ll catch you.”

The orgasm built slowly, like sunrise creeping across the sky. When it finally crested, it was soft and warm and perfect, full of waves of heat. I cried out his name, my body trembling as he held me through it.

He followed moments later, his face buried in my neck as he whispered my name. We clung to each other after, breathing the same air.

“Thank you,” I whispered against his temple.

“For what?”

“For knowing what I needed before I did.”

He pulled back to look at me, his fingertips tracing my cheekbones. “I'll always know, Wildfire. Your heart speaks to mine in a language no one else can understand.”

I settled against his chest, feeling truly peaceful for the first time since waking. The water had cooled around us, but his warmth was enough.

Everything else could wait. Right now, there was only this quiet moment of perfect healing between us.

He helped me from the tub, his hands tender as he wrapped a soft towel around me. Each touch was a whisper against my skin as he wiped away every drop of water, his eyes never leaving mine. When I was warm and dry, he lifted me into his arms.

“Ready?” he whispered against my skin.

I nodded, and he flitted us to our bed, laying me on the soft surface and following me down. He propped himself up on his elbows, stroking the lines of my face, the curves of my cheeks. His gaze roamed over me with so much love it made my heart twist tight.

“I thought I'd lost you.” Leaning down, he kissed the corner of my left eye. “Lost us. Each moment without you was torture. It felt like I forgot how to say my own name because yours was no longer next to it. I never stopped calling to you, Reyla. I never gave up. I’d have torn worlds apart, block by block, to bring you back.”

I caught his lips with mine and whispered into his mouth. “You found me, remember?”

He nodded, his forehead resting against my cheek. “Always will, Wildfire.” His fingers teased across my breasts, finding a nipple, circling it until it peaked. A soft moan escaped me, and he swallowed it, his mouth claiming mine again. Our tongues tangled as we rediscovered every secret, every promise we'd ever made.

He pulled back, his breathing ragged, and dipped his head, his mouth capturing the nipple, his tongue flicking across it. I arched, gasping, as he sucked, drawing out a cry from within me. His hand found my other breast, kneading, teasing, making me writhe beneath him.

“Lore…”

He looked up, his eyes dark with desire. “What do you need, my pretty little bride?”

Damn but I loved it when he called me that. Even when I wanted to smack him for using it, it made my pulse sing.

“Say you're mine for the next thousand years,” I said. “Promise me.”

“I promise I’m yours for the next thousand years.”

“Yes, yes,” I rasped, feeling almost feverish. “I need more of you.”

A slow smile spread across his face. He shifted, his hand sliding down my belly, my hips, reaching the heat between my thighs. His fingers stroked, parting my folds, stoking the fire that was already burning for him.

I bucked against his hand, craving everything. And he gave it, one finger sliding inside me, then another. They pumped, slow at first, then faster, matching the rhythm of my hips. His thumb caressed my clit, circling, pressing, sending jolts of pleasure to my core.

“You're so wet,” he groaned, his eyes never leaving mine. “So ready for me, aren't you, mate?”

“Always ready for you,” I managed to gasp out. “Today, tomorrow, forever.”

“You could set fire to me right here, and I’d thank you for it. I want decades of this with you, Reyla. Decades of you burning for me. You wanting me like the ache never ends.”

“It doesn’t. It never will.” I gripped his shoulders, digging my nails into his flesh.

He lowered his head, his lips finding my neck, my collarbone. He kissed, nipped, his stubble scraping across my skin. Marking me. Claiming me. Each touch was a testament, a vow. We'd been through a nightmare and back, and here we were, alive, together, finding each other all over again.

We’d come too close to losing this forever. He was here now, but fear still echoed deep inside me.

That emptiness wasn’t only between my thighs. It reached deeper, scraping across nerves that still remembered the silence I'd lived in when I was trapped and didn't think he'd find a way to me. I needed to fill myself with him, with us, before the fear found its way back.

He slid his fingers out of me, leaving me aching, empty. But before I could make demands, he shifted, settling his legs between mine.

His gaze found mine. “Eyes on me, Wildfire. Don't look away or I might stop.”

Damn, I also loved that cocky smile. He knew I'd beg if he did something like that.

His hard length pressed against my entrance, and he pushed in before pulling all the way back out. Teasing and promising, all at once.

“Tell me what you need from your husband,” he said.

“Your damn cock,” I growled. I’d adored our sweet loving in the bath, but now I wanted fire.

“Damn cock, or is it as amazing as my ass?”

“You're the ass. Give me that cock. Hard. Fast. And now.”

“This thing?” He pushed all the way inside me before his hips swiveled, dragging it back out.

I gasped, clinging, begging him. “Yes, yes, that. More! “

I kept my gaze on his, watching the emotions flicker there. Pure happiness. Adoration. Love. And a touch of humor, something I was eternally grateful I'd found in my husband.

He slid into me again, much too slowly. Much too gently. Filling me bit by bit, his gaze locked onto mine. I felt him everywhere, inside me, around me, his love consuming me. My body stretched, accepting, welcoming him everywhere.

A groan rumbled in his chest. “Reyla, you feel incredible. You're mine forever. I'll never get enough.”

I wrapped my legs around him, pulling him deeper. “Same, love. Same.” I grinned. “Now move. Don't hold back. I won't break.”

He smiled. “Is that a challenge?” That smile was so cocky and infuriating, and I loved him even more because he could tease. “Burn for me. Only me.”

This man could break me in so many ways, and I'd welcome every one of them because he'd never truly harm me, hurt me, or give me a reason to be afraid.

When I started jerking my hips, he began to move, drawing back and driving forward. His pace was steady, each thrust stoking the fire inside me. I met him, my body matching his, this pleasure, this joy we found together as old as time yet as new as our love.

While he braced himself over me, he gripped my hip, tugging me up to meet him as he pushed deeper, harder.

“More,” I called out, my voice hoarse with need. “Please, Lore. I need all of you.”

A growl rumbled in his throat, and he drove into me, his hips picking up speed. Our bodies slapped together, the sound filling the room with a primal rhythm that matched the beat of our hearts. His cock filled me, stretched me, each stroke making me crave him even more.

His mouth found mine again, his kiss hungry, demanding. He tasted like every sweet and sinful thing I'd ever craved.

“Mine,” he groaned against my lips. “Not even the fates could take you from me. We're going to have everything, Reyla. Everything we've dreamed of.”

He pulled back, his eyes seeking mine, holding my gaze with his so intense and fierce, the love in them was almost palpable. He slammed into me, his cock hitting that spot deep inside that made my toes coil tight. I gasped, my body arching to meet his.

“Touch yourself, Wildfire,” he growled, his voice thick with his heat. “Come undone from both me and your fingers. Let me see you trusting this again. That’s how I’ll know I never lost you.”

I snaked my hand between our bodies, finding my clit, swollen and still sensitive. I circled it, my fingers mimicking the rhythm of his thrusts. Pleasure coiled in my belly, tight and hot, ready to explode.

Lore's gaze dropped to where my hand was, his eyes darkening. “That's it, love. Such a good girl.”

My breath hitched, my body tensing as the tension built. I didn't want to go alone. I wanted him with me, wanted to feel him lose control at the same time.

“Take all of me,” I groaned. “Now, love. Now.”

I wasn’t begging for the orgasm. I was pleading for the promise that this was real, that he was real, that the burn between us meant I was no longer trying to survive a nightmare alone.

He groaned, his hips moving faster, his cock driving into me with enough force to send me all the way up to the headboard. Every thrust stripped away another layer between us. I let him have all of it. All of me. Every secret, every scar, even the ones carved in silence. I gave them to him. We were chasing the same joy, the same release, the same profound connection we'd found so many times before.

“Close,” he grunted. “So fucking close, Reyla. Tell me you want this life with me.”

“Yes,” I gasped, meeting his eyes. “I want this life. I want you. I want our children and our home and a future growing old together.”

His eyes flashed with pure joy and possession. “All of it. We'll have all of it.”

My fingers moved faster, my orgasm within reach.

With a deep, powerful thrust, Lore pushed me over the edge.

My orgasm hit like a storm, waves of it crashing over me. I cried out, my body convulsing, my inner walls clenching around his cock. He groaned, his body stiffening, and then he was coming too, his cock pulsing inside me, filling me with his heat.

We rode it out together, our bodies trembling, our hearts pounding. The world narrowed to this. The growl in his throat. The way our pulses jumped at the same beat. This was us, stripped bare, a promise neither death nor time could steal away.

His forehead rested against mine, and our eyes locked.

As the last of the tremors subsided, Lore kissed me, his lips lingering on mine. He rolled us over, pulling me onto his chest, his arms wrapping around me like a protective cocoon.

“Love you, Wildfire. No one will ever keep us apart. They’ll try. Spells, war, time—all of it. But I’ll outlast them all for you.”

I smiled, gliding my fingertips across his face, the curve of his lips. “Love you too, Lore. I'm so glad you came for me.”

Lore had always been a storm. Searing. Brilliant. Dangerous. Now I felt the calm eye of him, the peace I could live in.

Moving up his body, I kissed his jaw. “You found me. I’ll never stop finding you.”

I'd gladly die for him, and he knew that.

But I also wanted the chance to live.
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Chapter 10
Reyla


We'd made love through the night, neither of us able to get enough. I woke to sunlight streaming through the curtains and Farris bouncing on the bed, covering my face with enthusiastic licks.

“Someone missed you,” Lore said against my neck, his morning voice rough with sleep and satisfaction.

“Just someone?” I threaded my fingers through his hair.

“Well, I did tear the shadow realm apart to get you back.” His lips found that sensitive spot below my ear. “So perhaps I missed you a little too.”

A knock rang out on the door, and Farris yipped and bounded back toward the sitting area.

“My king? My queen?” Lord Briscalar called from beyond the door. “I'm terribly sorry to disturb you. But something unusual and quite unexpected has occurred, and I felt it prudent to come to you right away about it.”

Lore gave me a lazy, satisfied grin. “We could send him away. Nothing is as important as this.” His fingertips traced across my belly, and heat coiled deep.

“My queen?” the lord called out again. “My king? Are you…alright?”

“What if we told him we're…” Lore climbed over me, caging me with his arms and his legs, his stiffening cock between us.

That languid, muscle-melting feeling swam through me, and when he started kissing my neck, his fingertips teasing, roaming, I lost all sense of place and time. Every time he touched me, it was so much more than lust. It was proof that no spell, no crown, no fates-damned curse could sever us. I would've soon lost myself in him if Lord Briscalar hadn't cleared his throat.

“What is it, Briscalar?” Lore growled.

“Oh…” I could almost see the lord swallow. Hard. “I felt it prudent to let you know that Prince Dorion of Halendor Court has arrived, and he states he has vital news.”

“We can't ignore Dorion.”

“Watch me.” His fingers traced lazy patterns on my skin. “Nothing's more important than this. Than you being here, safe, in our bed.”

Heat pooled low in my belly. “Lord Briscalar is waiting.”

“Let him wait.” Lore's mouth curved against my shoulder. “I have more pressing matters to attend to.”

“My queen?” The lord's voice carried a note of concern. “Are you quite alright?”

“She's perfect,” Lore called back, loud enough to be heard. “Absolutely perfect.”

I bit back a laugh. “You're terrible.”

“And you love it.”

Lord Briscalar cleared his throat pointedly. “Perhaps I should return later⁠—”

“No, it's fine.” I raised my voice. “We'll be out shortly.”

Lore mock scowled and flopped back onto the bed. “Traitor.”

“You may enter, Lord Briscalar,” I called, tugging the blankets up to my chin.

Footsteps sounded, and our bedroom door cracked open. The lord peered through carefully. “Ah, you are awake. Forgive the intrusion, but Prince Dorion insisted the matter was urgent.”

“Soon-to-be King Dorion, you mean,” I said, keeping the covers to my chin. “His father passed.”

“Indeed. Though I must say, having any ruler from another court arrive unannounced is…unprecedented.”

“Dorion's a friend,” I said. “Treat him well.”

“Of course.” Lord Briscalar's gaze remained diplomatically fixed on the far wall. “Shall I have breakfast brought up or will you dine with the prince?”

“Take Dorion to the throne room.” Lore's fingers found mine beneath the blankets. “What do you think, love? Breakfast here?”

The warmth in his voice sent shivers across my skin. “Yes. Lord Briscalar can have it delivered in about fifteen minutes.”

“Fifteen?” Lore's breath tickled my ear. “You underestimate me, Wildfire.”

“Prove it,” I whispered back.

Lord Briscalar's mouth twitched. “As you wish. I'll inform Prince— err, soon-to-be King Dorion you'll join him shortly.”

The door closed with a soft click.

I faced Lore, one eyebrow raised. “Now then, about those fifteen minutes…”

“Challenge accepted.” His hands were already roaming. “I’ll need much more time than that to properly remind you how much I missed you.”

“We shouldn't keep Dorion waiting too long.”

“He can wait.” Lore's voice dropped to that low, possessive rumble that made my toes curl. “I've waited lifetimes to have you back in my arms.”
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Sometime later, and dressed in simple clothing, though not leathers for a change, we strolled into the throne room with Farris at our heels, finding Dorion lounging on Lore’s throne. And Talvon standing nearby, glowering at Dorion.

When we arrived, Dorion stood and sauntered across the dais, joining us on the open floor below, his gaze skimming my frame. “Reyla, you look amazing. So glad to see that.”

Lore and I shared a wicked smile. Not long ago, I hadn’t known if I’d ever see him again. Standing here beside him now felt like a miracle.

“Someone rescued me,” I said, linking my arm through Lore’s.

My husband huffed. “My wife rescued herself.”

Farris leaped over to Dorion, scampering and hopping, his tail and body wiggling with joy.

Stooping, Dorion gave the nyxin lots of pats while my pet whimpered and licked Dorion’s chin.

“Welcome to Evergorne Court,” Lore said, giving Dorion a quick hug.

I did the same. After, I leaned back while Dorion held my forearms, looking me over with a critical eye.

“Tunic and pants?” Dorion gave me an easy smile, and it was nice to see that some of the stress lines on his face had smoothed. He looked good dressed in formal clothing and smiling with ease.

“Comfortable clothing,” I said with a smile.

“That bodes well.” His gaze shot from me to Lore. “I wanted to come right away with the news. Actually, I have lots of news.” He scowled at Talvon. “Someone’s listening.”

“We’ll speak in the gold room, Talvon,” Lore said, and his head of the guard hurried to the door behind the thrones and thrust it open. Lore tipped his chin in that direction. “This way. It’ll be quiet there. No one will overhear.”

We strode from the chamber and down the hall, taking seats inside the gold room, Lore and I on one sofa, his arm around my shoulders, my palm on his thigh, while Dorion took a chair across from us.

Farris hopped up onto the cushion beside me and circled around before settling. He placed his chin on his paws and stared at Dorion, his tail flipping and flopping.

After a long look at Dorion, Talvon stepped out of the room and closed the door.

Dorion’s gaze slid from Lore to me. “So tell me what happened.”

“I dove into her shadow and brought her back.” Lore squeezed my hand.

Dorion’s pale blue eyes sharpened. “I have a feeling it was harder than you make it sound.”

Lore shrugged. “Congratulations on your upcoming crowning.”

“I’ll send an invitation, though it won’t take place for weeks,” Dorion said. “My plan includes both of you being there.” The look of sympathy he sent Lore spoke well of him. I wasn’t going to think of us failing. We’d find the third talisman, fuse the three together, and break the curse. Then we’ll celebrate a second time at Dorion’s crowning.

We had so much to do before something like that could happen, and being reminded of how little time we actually had left made bleakness grab onto my bones and shake me.

“We’ll be there,” I said firmly. “Both of us.”

“I believe you shall.” Dorion flashed me a smile before his face took on a more serious slant. “Change is coming to Halendor, and I’m afraid many are not happy about it already.”

“Anything we can help with?” Lore asked. “We’ve…had our own issues here.”

He and I shared a look.

“Perhaps, but not yet, though I’ll keep your offer in mind.” Dorion’s slick smile grew. “I’m enjoying setting things straight. My father was truly terrible. I knew that from the time he smacked me for entering a room without bowing first, but it’s been reinforced over the past day already.” He edged forward in his chair, bracing his hands on his knees. “But I didn’t come here for that. I went looking for her.” His swallow took a long time to go down. “She… Things are strange, but I found out she still has it.”

“Who has what?” I asked. When he said “she,” was he referring to the “her” he spoke of with bleakness while we were inside the labyrinth?

“Princess Laphira of Irridain, and I speak of the talisman you’re looking for. The final one you need to break his curse.” He nudged his chin toward Lore. “But despite my asking quite politely, Irridain Court refuses to part with it. It’s a treasured family heirloom, per her mother’s rather cryptic reply.”

“You knew she had it?” I asked, stunned and irritated. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“I told you I thought I’d seen it. She didn't wear it as a pendant all the damn time before.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “I bet she even sleeps with it now.”

That would make it harder to steal, now wouldn’t it?

“How do you know her?” I watched his face, wondering what else he might be holding back and if he’d reveal it in his eyes or expression. “I thought your court and hers were feuding.”

“Were. Still are, I’m sure. Laphira and I… Well, it doesn’t really matter now, does it?” He sounded so bitter, I winced. “She married someone else and even had his son.” I could only describe his smile as a grimace. “She jumped into his bed fast enough. The boy was born not long after she and I…”

Ah, so it was like that. If he still pined for her, I felt bad for him. There wasn’t much worse than loving someone who didn’t feel the same way.

“You verified she still has it,” I said in a softer tone.

“I did and it wasn’t easy.” He dragged a hand through his hair, his careful composure cracking. “I snuck into their court, right into her bedroom. She’s…so beautiful. I—” He shook his head and stiffened, taking control. “Her son was there with her, actually. It must be him. It was dark, and I don’t think she saw me peering through the window. But I saw enough. I couldn’t…” He pinched his eyes closed, then opened them again. “I left. She’s got the featherdorn pendant, though. She was wearing it.”

My throat tightened. We’d crossed kingdoms, bled for answers, shattered illusions. And there it was, looped around a woman’s neck like a bauble, as out of reach as if we didn’t know where to find it.

“How can we convince her to let us have it?” I asked.

“I’ll break in and steal it,” Lore said with a conniving grin.

I lifted my eyebrows Lore’s way. “We will break in and steal it.”

“And under any other circumstances, I’d say, yes, do it,” Dorion said. “But that won’t work this coming week, and I know time’s an issue. They’re holding a fete over the next few days.”

Lore frowned. “What kind of fete?”

“Three days of dangerous competitions, one event each day,” Dorion said. “There will be people everywhere. You’ll never get near the talisman, let alone escape with it.”

With flitting we might. Or not. My stomach dropped. In five days, the curse would claim Lore, and this court was essentially turning our desperation into entertainment.

“How dangerous?” I asked.

Dorion gave me a sympathetic look. “Some competitors will die, hence those with less fortitude watching rather than competing. With the talisman awarded to the winner. We need to attend and win because they’re offering the talisman as the prize. Well, the winner will be allowed to hold the talisman, which will grant them one wish before they must return it. Irridain won’t part with it for long.”

“Laphira’s willing to hand it over even for a short time?” I asked.

The unfairness of it crashed over me like a wave. They had no idea what they possessed. To them, it was probably another bauble, another tool for political games. Meanwhile, Lore was dying. Each day that passed brought us closer to losing everything.

Dorion’s mouth twisted. “She will if her mother tells her to do so.”

I shot to my feet, pacing to the window. “She's wearing our only hope around her neck like jewelry. I say we storm the court and take it. I don’t care what they think or how much they treasure the featherdorn. We need it more than they do.”

I whirled to face Dorion. “You're telling me that while my husband has days left to live, they’re hosting games? Using the one thing that can save him as entertainment?”

“They don’t know what it is,” Lore said softly. “You know that.”

I deflated. Struggled not to cry.

“I understand,” Dorion said. “Believe me, if I could’ve taken it last night, I would’ve.”

I held up a hand. “Wait. Back up. You said the pendant grants wishes.” If we could get our hands on it, I knew what I’d wish for.

Dorion rubbed his temple. “It used to. From what little I heard, it’s been inconsistent lately.” He frowned. “When it was working, it had incredible value. Imagine holding an object that could grant you anything you could ask for.”

Crossing the room, I dropped down beside Lore, chest to chest, thigh to thigh.

“For battle mages, it means the difference between victory and death.” Dorion's voice carried a lilt I hadn't heard before. “Healers could revive lost magic.” He paused, his eyes distant. “In a world where power fails us when we need it most, the pendant offers the certainty we all crave.”

“And Irridain has held it all these years,” Lore mused, rubbing his chin.

“Exactly.”

“Then why allow anyone else to take it, even if only for a short time?” I asked.

Was Lore thinking the same thing as me? We didn’t want to compete in some silly fete, but it was only three days. We’d have two left after that. With the pendant in hand, we could end the curse. Assuming we could win. The fates, as always, were playing games with our lives. I'd curse them outright if they hadn't sent us vague help since we started on this quest to free Lore.

“I suspect the fete is less about loaning the pendant for one wish granted,” Dorion said. “And more about identifying which noble line is magically compatible with the pendant. As I said, the pendant has grown temperamental; its power no longer activates reliably for Irridain’s bloodline. The queen must worry that if its sentience is rejecting them, the magic could be slipping away. If it performs for someone else and under controlled terms such as this, it allows them to decide if a political marriage or alliance should take place to preserve their legacy.”

Dorion shifted forward and studied us both for a moment. “Laphira’s husband is dead.”

I stiffened. “You think the queen is offering the pendant to find a new husband for the princess.” It wasn’t a question. I could feel it falling into place, a knot in the weave of a plan we hadn’t seen forming.

Irritation churned through me. After everything we'd been through, after clawing my way back from shadow and death, they were dangling our salvation in front of us like a prize at a carnival.

“Not out in the open,” Dorion said. “I could be wrong about that. The Laphira I used to know wouldn’t allow herself to be used to form an alliance. And Irridain’s court would never tolerate a spectacle that might result in her marrying someone they wouldn't choose to form a treaty with. But her mother is someone completely different. Laphira’s…softer, I guess you could say. Back when I knew her, she was a fragile flower trying to bloom in a nest of thorns. They’re saying the fete is to show strength, give the viewers a spectacle, and facilitate diplomacy. Unofficially…” He sent his gaze toward the hearth, half-lit with shadowy flames.

“They want to see who the pendant favors,” Lore said slowly.

Dorion grunted. “If the featherdorn responds to someone outside their bloodline, someone they could marry Laphira off to, then they’ll know the line weakening isn’t a theory but truth. It could be a signal the magic is drifting, rejecting the family.”

“They’re using the competitors,” I said.

Dorion’s eyes met mine. “Exactly.”

“And if it chooses someone, if it flares or hums or does whatever it does when it’s working, they’ll know who to watch. Even if they don't offer a marriage or some other type of alliance right away.”

“Even if they despise the winner,” Dorion said. “Who will have to watch their back.”

Lore didn’t flinch, though I felt his tension in the twitch of his arm. “They’re luring the pendant’s potential next bond out into the open.”

I hadn’t realized how deeply I hated the word “bond” until now. The idea of someone else being tied to that talisman, no matter the cost to us, made my blood boil.

They weren’t only offering a prize. They were manipulating fate like it was a game.

“And creating a field of rivals at the same time,” Dorion said. “Imagine being the one granted a wish. The dreams it could unearth. Someone might feel chosen by the pendant. I doubt they’d hand it back and walk away quietly.”

“Unless,” I said, blinking, “they’re planning to use it for something they haven’t told anyone or alluded to.”

“Such as?” Lore asked.

I shrugged. “I’ve discovered many of the fae ruling class are after one thing only: personal power.”

Lore nodded. “That’s sadly true.”

Dorion's expression shifted, becoming almost smug. “I entered the three of us in the competition.” His mouth curved into that slick smile again. “Under different names, of course.”

“You did what?” I sat forward.

“I may have taken some liberties.” Dorion stood and executed an elaborate bow. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’ll attend the fete as Lord Vikire.” He gestured to us with a flourish. “And his dear friends, the wedded couple Lord Rutherford and Lady Bliss, will compete along with him.”

Lore stared at him. “You did this without asking us first?”

“That's not the point.”

Lore's expression darkened further. “The point is that you've committed my wife to deadly games without her consent. Without mine.”

“I committed Lord Rutherford and Lady Bliss,” Dorion said carefully. “Not the King and Queen of Evergorne Court. They’re rather reclusive. I’m sure the queen allowed them entrance because she’s curious. It’s the best scenario since few will know them well enough to note odd mannerisms or dress.”

“By entering my wife,” Lore's voice dropped to a dangerous whisper, “you know exactly what you've done.”

Becoming someone else, even for a few days, meant shifting aside the part of me that had only recently returned from near-death. But I’d do it. I’d do worse if it meant saving him.

“We need to do it.” I forced a smile but cold settled deep in my spine.

Lore's hand tightened on mine. “No.”

Both Dorion and I turned to stare at him.

“No?” I was sure he heard the irritation in my voice.

“You're not competing in anything that could get you killed.” His voice was steel wrapped in sikeen, the tone he used when he wasn't negotiating. “I won't lose you, Reyla. Not to save my own life.”

Heat flared in my chest. “This isn’t just your choice to make.”

“The fates it isn't.” He stood abruptly, pacing to the fireplace. “You think I'm going to watch you throw yourself into mortal danger for me?”

“Yes, for you.” I rose to face him. “The same way you'd do for me. Like you did for me not long ago.”

“That's different.”

“How?”

His jaw worked, the muscles ticking beneath the skin. Something raw and desperate flickered in his eyes. “Because I can't survive losing you. The curse might kill me, but watching you die would destroy whatever's left of my soul.”

I lifted my chin, staring him down. “It’s the same for me. Don’t think it isn’t.”

Dorion cleared his throat. “Perhaps I should mention that competitors can work in teams⁠—”

“No teams,” Lore cut him off. “If anyone's competing, it's me. Alone.”

“Absolutely not.” I crossed my arms on my chest. “You're not risking what little of your life remains alone.”

“And you're not risking yours when I just got you back.” His voice cracked on the last word. “Wildfire, please. Let me find another way.”

The anguish in his tone nearly broke my resolve. But we didn't have time.

“There is no other way,” I said softly. “And we both know it.”

He closed his eyes, his hands clenching and unclenching at his sides. When he opened his eyes again, the look he gave me was pure torment. “I don’t know if I can protect you there.”

“I'd rather face danger with you than safety without you. We face it together, Lore. Always.”

The devastation and acceptance in his gaze nearly made me take it back, but I couldn’t.

“Alright,” he forced through his clenched teeth.

“I will remind you that I don’t need permission for anything I choose to do.” I wanted to make that clear.

“Noted, wife,” he growled.

We’d find a way through this. We had to.

“Bliss, you said?” I asked Dorion. “What kind of name is that?” Though my supposed new name hardly mattered.

“You can blame her mother for that,” Dorion said. “I’ve detained them elsewhere, and they’ll find themselves free and a bit confused once the fete has concluded.”

Lore’s jaw ticked. He didn’t like it, and neither did I, but did we actually have a choice?

Dorion sent a wicked smile my way. “Are you ready to compete for the prize of a lifetime, Lady Bliss?”

“Why don’t you want what the featherdorn can offer?” I couldn’t quite believe he didn’t.

He swept his gaze back and forth between us. “I tell myself I'm helping you out of friendship and duty. I owe you. And that’s completely true. But part of me wonders if I'm eager to do this to prove I can take something precious from Laphira, even if it's just for a short time.”

That, I could understand.

His eyes glittered. “We have three chances to win it. Imagine, in a few days, you could leave Irridain with what you need to break the curse.”

The weight of it hit me like a physical blow. Three chances. Three opportunities to save the man I loved, buried under layers of political intrigue and a deadly competition.

Lore looked Dorion’s way. “How did you hear about this fete?”

“I was strolling through their marketplace after using the back servant’s entrance to get to her suite.”

“You said you saw her with her son through the window,” I said.

“I climbed down the wall from the top of the tower nearest her room. She’s using the same rooms. It was pretty dark in there. She had almost no lights on.”

“Yet you saw the featherdorn.”

“It glows when it flutters its wings.”

I’d keep that in mind. “The talisman comes with potential ties we may not want. I still think we should break in and steal it instead.” That would be much simpler than competing in games.

“We’ll certainly try to grab it while we’re there,” Dorion said. “But I doubt we’ll be able to do that with so many people around. If we’re caught, we’ll be captured. Tossed in the dungeon where we’ll remain until the fete’s over. Court rivalry is very much alive at Irridain. Queen Naveer hates Evergorne. Halendor too, for that matter. The easiest way is to win it in the fete then return here the moment the featherdorn is in our possession.”

“We can get in using magic,” I said.

Dorion shook his head. “Their wards won’t allow that.”

“It’s an insane plan.” I clenched my hands to fists, biting my nails into my palms. “But we’ll do what we have to, even dance attendance on some widow who's probably never fought for anything more challenging than the best seat at dinner.”

“She’s not like that,” Dorion barked.

“She wasn’t, you said.” I said. “You have no idea what she’s like now.”

“We won't lose.” Steel infused Lore’s voice. “We can't. I don’t like this. Not one bit. I know what you're capable of when you're fighting for someone you love, Reyla. They have no idea what's coming for them.” He shot Dorion a long look. “How will we convince anyone we’re Lord and Lady Rutherford?”

Dorion swirled his hands in the air. “With magic.”

Of course. Magic always had a price, and I had a feeling that this time, it might cost us more than we could imagine.

We would soon walk into a court that hated us while wearing some sort of disguise, where we’d hunt a talisman they’d hide from us if they knew we planned to steal it.

But the prize? A wish and a chance to save Lore.

Or the end of us all.
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Chapter 11
Lore


As far as ideas went, I hated this one. But we were running out of options, and this was our way into Irridain.

Once inside, I’d steal the talisman. Then we wouldn’t need to compete. I wouldn’t risk Reyla more than I had to. But if we were forced to play the queen’s games, we’d find a way to win.

After all, we’d survived the labyrinth. I’d make sure we survived this.

“What kind of magical disguises?” Reyla said. “We can’t risk them being dislodged.”

Dorion nodded. “That’s the tricky part. They need to be good enough to slip past their wards. I’ve seen to that already.” Rising from his chair, he removed small wooden boxes from his pocket and handed one to each of us before resettling in his seat. “Courtesy of my mother.”

Reyla frowned. “She’s alive?”

“Why wouldn’t she be?”

She shrugged. “No particular reason. When you referred to her, I assumed she’d passed.”

“My father didn’t allow her to do much, but he did allow her to live. Now that he’s gone, she’s free.” He looked directly at her. “She sent her thanks for removing him from her life.”

“We did it together.” Rounding the table to stand beside me in front of the fire, she pressed into my side. I tightened my arm around her shoulders. I’d almost lost her, and I’d need her close for a very long time.

She opened her box, revealing a ring.

“Your mother can do veilcraft?” I asked.

“She’s a master with the skill,” Dorion said.

I spoke for my wife’s benefit. “Veilcraft can weave identity into objects. You anchor a spell into something small, say a ring, a brooch, a cloak, and as long as someone wears it, it projects a different body, voice, and even their scent if the one crafting the spell is skilled enough. It’s not only about the illusion. A good piece of veilcraft can fool scent-hounds, even spells that reveal lies. Done right, it’s impossible to break. But it's a tricky spell. You’re not only making someone look different, but you’re also convincing the world they’re real.”

“Why didn’t she use something like this to escape Tallin?” Reyla looked up at me.

“She tried,” Dorion said grimly. “He quickly blocked her ability. My father could perform oathseal spells that compelled obedience. He used one on me to make me enter the labyrinth. As for my mother, once he’d bound her with an oathseal, any spell she attempted to cast to veil herself or twist her appearance would unravel and cause her intense agony.”

“He was your father, but he was a nasty piece of shit,” she said in a low voice. “I’m not upset one bit that we bound him to the labyrinth.”

“Neither am I.” Leaning back in his chair, he crossed his legs. “When I came up with the plan, I asked her to help. I want to return the favor you both did for me inside the labyrinth. Without you, I’d still be hiding in my cave or trying not to fall for the entity’s latest trap.”

“You helped us as well.”

Dorion slowly nodded. “Wear it at all times and don’t remove it until you’ve got the talisman in hand and have returned here. The spell will only mask you if you’re wearing the ring.”

I kept hearing the clock ticking in my head. Five days left and the only thing between me and death was a ring and a chance.

I studied my iron-dark ring braided through with threads of silver so fine they caught the light like spider webs. Ancient runes along the inside winked at me. When I lifted it from the box, power hummed across my fingertips, eager, almost alive.

Reyla’s ring was finer, the silver brighter. It suited her. Lifting it, she turned it over between her fingers, a furrow forming between her brows. She must feel it too. The pull. The whisper of what we would become once we wore them.

Dorion watched us both. “The spell will hold as long as you wear them, and no one there will see you for who you are. Not even Irridain’s seers.”

She shot me a wide-eyed look. “I’m curious to see what my new husband looks like.”

“And I’m equally curious to meet my new wife.” Leaning close, I kissed her temple. “She’ll never be as gorgeous as you.”

Dorion rolled his eyes. “Try them on, but you won’t see anyone different. They’re spelled so that everyone else sees Lord Bastian Rutherford and his beloved wife, Lady Bliss, but not us.”

“Then how will we know they’re working?” Reyla asked.

“You’ll see who the spell projects when you look in the mirror.” He waved to where it hung on the wall. “Let’s see how well Mother crafted her spell.”

We turned to face the mirror above the fireplace. I slid the ring onto my finger, feeling it settle with a soft hum. She did the same.

A stranger stared back at me. Gone was my familiar scar, the crook of my nose, the battle-worn edges I couldn't scrub away. Instead, an older fae lord with silver-touched dark hair wore my black leathers when I suspected he’d, instead, would dress in…maybe a blue velvet coat threaded with gold. Even my posture had changed, my shoulders curving forward and my body less muscular, as if I'd never held a sword.

“Oh, my.” Reyla’s voice carried wonder.

Her transformation was breathtaking. High cheekbones, haughty elegance, dark hair piled in intricate loops on her head.

For a heartbeat, I couldn't breathe. This wasn't my wife standing beside me. This was a stranger who could walk away, disappear into courts and politics, and I'd never find her again. The curse had already stolen so much time from us. Now it had even taken her face.

Yet I knew this was my wildfire. I knew. But something about seeing her like this, untouchable, regal, and with no hint of the warmth I’d held hours ago, tore through me. It hit me then how easily the world could lose her, how easily she could disappear into another role, another life.

I turned to face her, relieved to see my wife again. At least to me, she was still her. A thrill ran through me, though. If my court could see us now, they would bow or bare their teeth, but they would not see the King and Queen of Evergorne.

Perhaps this would keep her safe. It eased my tension a fraction.

She turned back to the mirror. “Lord Rutherford, I presume,” she said in a snooty voice.

I took her hand and kissed the back, watching her in the mirror. “Lady Bliss, it’s a delight to make your acquaintance.”

Dorion walked over to stand behind us, his hands on our shoulders, grinning wide. “This will work very well. If I didn’t know about the rings, I’d be calling for the guards to arrest two intruders.”

“This is amazing,” Reyla said. “Could we get two more for my ladies? I don’t feel I need to take staff with me, but I suspect it will look suspicious if I don’t.”

“I agree,” Dorion said. “And yes. Let’s meet up before you reach Irridain and travel the rest of the way together. I’ll have the rings with me then.”

“Thank you,” Reyla said.

“One last thing.” A snap of his fingers and my twin daggers appeared in his hand. As Reyla turned he held them out to her. “I believe these belong to you.”

“My babies.” She snatched them from his grip and hugged them to her chest. “You don’t know how much this means to me.”

Dorion grunted. “My father doesn’t need them, and they weren’t his to begin with.”

“I appreciate you bringing them.”

“Think nothing of it,” he said.

“Alright, then.” I peered into the mirror.

If this didn't work, we wouldn't get another chance.

Five days. The number echoed in my skull.

But Reyla stood beside me, blades in her hands and that familiar fire burning in her eyes. Even behind a magical disguise, she was still my wildfire. This woman would lay waste to Irridain Court if it would save me.

I reached for her hand, squeezing tight. “We'll leave for Irridain first thing tomorrow. It's time to claim that third talisman.”

Or die trying.
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Chapter 12
Reyla


“You're leaving so soon?” Lord Briscalar's voice caught, and he stiffened immediately, his face smoothing. “Forgive me. Of course you may depart whenever you choose. But you just returned.”

I sat on the sofa with Farris snoring beside me while Lore stood at the window, watching rain drench the castle and distant mountains.

“We won't be gone long.” I kept my voice light. “We'll be back before you know it.”

After making the final plans, Dorion had left, stating he’d meet us partway to Irridain. Lore and I had removed our rings and placed them inside the boxes. We'd returned to our suite and called for the lord to attend us.

“At least this time, you’re taking staff,” he said with an upward tilt of his mouth, glancing toward the bedroom where Moira and Calista were packing our trunks. “But are you sure your guard can’t remain with you throughout your journey?”

It wouldn’t be safe for them. As it was, it was risky just having them escort us to our meeting spot with Dorion, then return here without us while we continued alone.

“We’ll be fine. I promise.” The last was a stretch. I’d love to bring a full contingent with us, but what if someone recognized Talvon, Surren, or any of our guard? The fewer people with us, the safer this plan would be. Our guard had traveled to various areas to provide support to our people and had even ventured into other courts’ territories on one mission or another for Lore.

“I’ll protect my queen,” Lore said, striding across the room to stand in front of the fireplace, toasting his backside against the flames.

“As admirably as you do all the time.” The lord bowed. “I’ll do my best to ensure everything remains secure at Evergorne while you’re gone.”

I rose from the sofa and joined Lore at the fire. “We appreciate that.”

“You’ll be back in time for your birthday celebration, naturally,” the lord said.

Lore gave him a short nod. “We’ll do our best.”

Lord Briscalar blinked a moment before swallowing. “Very well. I’ll be ready to act with a moment’s notice when you return.” He straightened, taking on the mantle of regent again seamlessly. “Is there anything else I can do for you both before you depart?”

“Ensure the carriages are ready and that our belongings are secured to the top,” Lore said.

We'd considered flitting, but few possessed the ability to flit, and it would look odd if Lord Bastian and Lady Bliss arrived in any way but by carriage.

Calista appeared at the door to our bedroom. “We’ve finished packing your things.”

The lord grunted. “Excellent. I’ll have the trunks brought down and as soon as the vehicles are out front, I’ll see that they’re secured.”

“Thank you. We’ll depart in an hour.”

Lore frowned at my timeframe but said nothing.

I met Calista’s gaze. “Have you two finished with your own packing?”

“We’ll see to it immediately.” She and Moira left, hurrying down the hall to their rooms.

There was one more thing Lore and I needed to do before we left.

Would it work? It had to work.

Lord Briscalar paused by the open door to the hallway. “Please let me know if there’s anything else you need. Otherwise, I’ll see you in the foyer when you’re ready to depart.”

The lord stepped out into the hall and instructed a few men to enter and take our trunks.

I watched the servants bustle about, loading our belongings, my mind already racing ahead to what we needed to do.

Once everyone had left and we were alone, I turned to Lore.

“Do you need something, my precious mate?” he rasped, heat blooming in his voice.

“I want you to bite me.”

His eyebrows shot up, and his body stilled. “Excuse me?”

“During sex. Hard enough to leave marks.” Heat flooded my face, but I pressed on. “Tempest told me something about fated mates…”

Understanding dawned in his eyes, followed by that dangerous fire I adored. “And you want to see if we can forge that mythical connection.”

“Yes.”

His gaze dropped to my throat, then lower. “Anywhere in particular, love?”

“You choose. I’ll return the favor.”

“I see.” After one blink, his lips curled up on one side, and that dangerous fire I adored smoldered in his eyes. “Foolish me for not realizing you enjoy that sort of thing.” His eyes darkened, not just with heat but with something deeper, like he still couldn’t believe I was his to touch, to bite, to burn with.

“I’m not actually sure if I do or not, but I assume I’ll find out.” I tugged him toward the bedroom. “Tempest and my brother are fated mates. She told me when fated mates bite each other during sex they can then communicate in their minds.”

“Your brother bit High Lady Tempest during sex.” He sounded stunned.

“And she bit him back. I don’t know if we need to break the skin, but we could try it different ways.”

“Wildfire,” he breathed, bringing me to a stop outside the door to our bedroom. He turned me to face him, cupping my face with his warm palms. “If it ties me to you more than I already am, there’s nothing I wouldn’t try.”

I smirked. “It’s a bit primal, but we might enjoy it.”

“Oh, we’ll enjoy it alright.” A flick of his fingers and we were naked. He tugged me into his arms and swept me off my feet. With a flit, I found myself on my back with my aroused husband looming over me with a feral look in his eyes. “Primal, you say?”

My skin prickled with need. “That could be fun too.”

“Say the word, and you can run. I promise I’ll give chase. Promise I’ll catch you.” While his hands roamed my body, he nibbled across my jawline and down my neck.

“We only have an hour,” I gasped, overheated already.

“Which is nowhere near enough time for all I want to do with you.”

“I do hate rushing, but…”

He flitted us deep into the woods. “Run, my pretty little bride,” he growled, tapping my naked ass. “Run!”

So I ran, my heart pounding, my breath catching, and anticipation singing through my veins.

Behind me, I heard his low, predatory chuckle.

He would catch me. We both knew it.

And when he did…
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Chapter 13
Lore


Wildfire had the sweetest ass.

I stood with my arms crossed over my chest, watching her backside wiggle as she darted down a leaf-strewn path.

She shot a look over her shoulder. “Maybe I won’t make it easy for you to catch me. Maybe I will.”

“You’re going to be soaked for me when I do and rest assured, I will catch you.”

Light bled through the canopy overhead, speckling the ground as she darted through the woods, her laughter a wild song urging me to bolt after her this instant. But it would be more fun if she thought she stood a chance of getting away.

She'd barely disappeared from view, though I could still hear her, before I took off after her. I barely felt the moss and leaves underfoot; all I could feel was the thundering hunger in my chest. Part lust. Part love. All desperate need.

She was faster than I expected, weaving through the trees, her laughter daring me onward. My muscles coiled tighter with every stride. I ached to catch her, drag her down, taste her skin between my teeth. She'd fight for a few precious seconds before surrendering completely.

She darted left. I veered after her, my lungs aflame, my heart bellowing. Every flash of her bare back and legs ratcheted my need higher until I could barely see straight.

I was so aroused I throbbed, need syncing with the pounding of my heart, the pounding of my feral craving.

I narrowed the distance between us, then slowed my pace, letting her think she might actually get away. Not that she truly wanted to. My mate would howl out her pleasure when I caught her and drove myself deep inside.

She threw a wicked, taunting smile my way that lit sparks inside me.

My whole body snapped tighter, my muscles locking into desperate, maddening pursuit. There was no one more beautiful than my mate, all the way to her soul. She was wild, free, and entirely mine, from the barest glimpse of her breasts bouncing with each loping stride, to the sweet curve of her hips disappearing behind a gnarled oak.

I growled low in my throat, an animalistic sound, and her answering burst of laughter splintered the air between us.

I pushed harder.

Branches smacked at my arms, but I barely felt them. All my attention tunneled down to her and the scent of her growing arousal, the way her feet barely kissed the ground before flying again. I could almost taste the heat of her on my tongue, salt and sweetness and pure, endless temptation.

She slipped between two trees ahead, the movement flashing another promise of bare skin, and a groan snarled up my throat. I needed her. Needed to catch her, pin her, brand her with my teeth until she gasped and fought and begged for more. It was a hunger beyond rational thought, older and deeper than anything civil. Something primal had clawed its way out of my bones.

She wanted me too. She might tease and run, but the slick heat perfuming the air told the true story. That thought made me bare my teeth in a savage grin, and I dug in, picking up my pace.

Every footfall crashed harder on the earth. My breath came in long, ragged pulls. Sweat trickled down my spine, but I didn't slow. I couldn't. She called to something savage inside me, something that recognized her laugh, her scent, her spirit as the other half of my own.

I glimpsed her ahead, a flash of pale shoulder, a toss of sunset hair, and the sight almost buckled my knees. She was laughing still, but it was breathless now, tinged with something hotter. She knew I was getting closer, knew I’d soon stake my claim on her flesh.

I growled her name, and she let out a yelp of excitement before pushing herself faster. She was perfect.

I was so hard it hurt, the throb of it syncing with the pounding of my heart, the pounding of my feral craving. I wanted to push her against a tree, tear her down to the mossy ground, strip every last sound from her throat until the whole forest knew who she belonged to. Until there was no space between us, no air, no thought, just sweat and teeth and frantic, clumsy, devastating love.

I broke into a sprint, reckless now, ignoring the branches scoring my skin and the roots trying to snag my feet. She zigzagged through a cluster of thin saplings, and I anticipated her move and cut across the gap.

Closer. So close I could almost reach out and snatch at her hair and bring her back against me where she belonged.

The sound she made, half gasp, half laugh, made me stumble. If she only knew how close she was to being devoured.

I let out another growl, promising her everything. My strength. My teeth. My endless, aching love.

My wildfire ran harder, a siren pulling me deeper into the woods.

I lunged, my fingers sliding across her waist. She shrieked, more laughter than fear, thrashing as I tackled her to the mossy earth and rolled her onto her belly. Utterly feral, utterly mine.

I pinned her wrists above her head, straddling her thighs as she bucked beneath me.

My wildfire, my mate, my everything.

The light in her eyes when she looked over her shoulder at me, that spark of heat and unbridled lust, drove me on. I pressed my chest against her back and buried my face in the curve of her neck, breathing her in until my whole world narrowed to the frantic thrum of her heart.

Her pulse skittered wildly as I dragged my mouth along her neck, tasting the sweet essence of her skin, the fevered hum of her blood. She arched her spine, pushing her sweet ass up against my hips. Moving it against my cock. I breathed into her ear, grinding my cock between her pinched thighs, letting her feel exactly what she did to me.

“You think you can outrun me, Wildfire?” I rasped, my voice more animal than man. “You think you can tease me and not pay the price?”

She whimpered, the sound so raw with need it painted the air between us. She strained against my grip, testing me, daring me, and fates help me, I loved her all the more for it. I tightened my hold on her wrists, forcing them higher, stretching her body beneath mine until every bit of her trembled with the effort to resist.

“You’re mine,” I growled in her ear, rocking my hips against her again, nudging the head of my stiff cock through her saturated folds. “I'm going to mark every inch of you, fill you so deep you'll feel me for days. And you're going to scream my name when I do.”

“Stop talking and prove it.” She pushed back against me, the roll of her hips demanding everything I had.

My restraint shredded.

With a snarl, I shifted my grip to her hips, tugging her up. She curled her spine and presented herself so nicely.

“Good girl,” I rasped, taking a long, hungry moment to devour the sight of her with her wild hair tangled around her flushed face. Her thighs quivering with anticipation, slick and glistening between them where she needed me most.

I ran a hand up her spine, and goosebumps erupted across her skin. My wildfire would never back down from a challenge, especially not one from me.

With a jerk of my hips, I buried my length inside her. She moaned and pressed back against me.

Then I started moving, pulling out and driving back inside her while her inner walls sucked me like the good girl she was.

Because I’d captured her and she was grunting and moaning beneath me, I pushed hard, pushing into her over and over. Pounding into her.

Leaning forward, I stroked her clit with one hand while nibbling across the delicate juncture of her shoulder. When I bit down, she gasped, her body bowing into me, a silent plea for more. I sunk my teeth in even as I pummeled her with my cock and circled her clit, and her guttural groan rang out.

She cried my name, the sound broken and flawless, and it shattered whatever scrap of sanity I still clung to.

I wanted to destroy her, to make her forget her own name. To forget everything but me and what I could do to her body. Just as much, I wanted her to feel how desperately, how irrevocably she was loved.

With a slow, brutal roll of my hips, I drove inside her, sinking deeper and deeper until we were joined in a way that left no air, no distance, no space for anything else. She moaned, and I released her flesh, taking so much joy in the red mark I left behind, the hint of blood I’d drawn from deep inside her.

The world around us disappeared. There was nothing but the molten heat of her passage clenching around me, pulling me in, binding us tighter.

Moving faster, I whispered her name, a prayer, a vow, a confession, and she answered with every push back of her hips, every broken cry, every beat of her wild, untamed heart.

With a growl, she rolled underneath me, pulling my cock from her sweet heat with a flash of teeth and feral eyes. With a sly grin, she shoved my chest as her legs twisted around mine, sending me sideways, sprawling me onto my back. The mossy earth bit into my ass, but I barely felt it. I was too stunned, too fucking turned on by the fierce gleam in her eyes.

She’d survived everything, and here she was, wild and victorious and choosing me again. Not because she had to, but because she wanted to.

She straddled me fast, her thighs clamping around my hips, with a tight grip on my shoulders and her slick heat sliding along the length of my cock.

My wildfire, in all her savage glory, had turned this around and was claiming me right back.

“Mine,” she growled, her voice rough, her nails raking down my chest to my abs in a stinging, glorious path. I bared my throat, offering it to her the way instinct demanded, the way destiny insisted.

Her hips rolled over me, teasing, tormenting, coating my length with her wetness but not yet taking me inside. She grinned, wicked and rebellious. I fisted my hands in the moss to keep from flipping her over and pounding into her like the savage beast she’d turned me into.

“You want inside my pussy, Lore?” she purred, her voice a sinful promise. “Beg.”

A rough, broken sound tore out of me.

“Wildfire,” I rasped, my body trembling, straining up toward her. “Take me. Mark me as yours.”

She rewarded me with a thrust of her hips, spearing herself down onto my cock in one stroke. We both cried out, raw, jagged sounds ripping from our throats. I grabbed her hips, urging her on as she began to ride me.

Every slam of her hips against mine was frantic and made of teeth and claws and soul-deep need. She threw her head back, her hair whipping around her shoulders, her breasts bouncing with every furious movement. I couldn’t look away. I couldn’t fucking breathe. She was everything. My queen. My mate. My world.

When she leaned forward, bracing her hands on my chest, I knew what was coming. I felt the shift in her energy, the sharpening of her focus.

I tipped my head back, offering myself again, a low rumble vibrating up from my chest.

Her eyes locked with mine, a searing, molten connection, and then she struck, her teeth sinking into the curve of my neck, right over my pounding pulse.

I roared, the world fracturing around me. Pain lanced through me, sharp and absolute, but it was swallowed by an overwhelming rush of heat, of belonging, of power snapping into place like a final, fated lock sliding home.

Our bond didn't just ignite, it erupted. Longing and salvation crashed through me, light breaking through centuries of darkness. Every wall I'd built, every scar I'd carried, dissolved in the face of this consuming connection.

It had always been her. The reason I’d lived. The reason I’d burn.

Our souls collided, fused, slammed together in a storm of sensation so pure it stripped me bare. I felt her everywhere. In my blood, in my bones, in the aching, frantic beat of my heart.

And through it all, she kept riding me, her body claiming mine as surely as her teeth had, her sweet, hot sheath clenching around me like a fist.

I thrust up into her, matching her rhythm, desperate to drive us both over the edge. I needed to come inside her, needed to fill her, to seal the bond with every part of me.

“Wildfire,” I choked out, rolling her nipple. Stroking her clit. “You’re going to come with me. Now.”

Her mouth left my throat, and she threw her head back with a hoarse cry, her body clenching and trembling above mine. The sight of her coming and the feel of it snapped the last of my control.

With a roar that must’ve shook the trees, I exploded inside her, pumping my release into her greedy, amazing body, binding us in every way a male could fuse with his mate.

She shattered me. I didn’t care if she ever put me back together again.

She collapsed on top of me, panting, shaking, her heartbeat pounding against mine.

I held her, my arms tight around her trembling form, the bond between us thrumming like a second heartbeat.

Mine, I whispered in her mind.

Yours forever, was her reply.

The words echoed between us, through us, binding us in ways that went deeper than flesh and was stronger than magic.

We lay in the forest as our heartbeats slowed, as the world settled around us, as the reality of what we'd forged settled into our bones.

Whatever came next—disguises, courts, talismans—we'd face it as one.

Truly, completely one.
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Chapter 14
Reyla


Icollapsed on top of him, my heart slamming against my ribcage so hard it hurt, my body shuddering with aftershocks. Every bit of me felt stripped down to the bones yet somehow made me more complete than I was before.

Lore kept his arms around me, one big hand splayed protectively across my back, the other tangling in my hair as if he couldn't bear to let me go. His chest heaved beneath mine, each rough breath rattling through both of us.

The bond thrummed between us, hot and new and searingly alive. It curled through my veins, binding us with every breath.

My broken laugh scraped across his skin.

That was effective. The thought flowed from my mind to his.

His hand slid down my spine. You bit me, Wildfire. Claimed me. Fucked me into the ground. Effective doesn't even start to cover it. If we're worried it won't hold, we could do it again.

I snorted. You. Are. Amazing. I smiled against his skin, stroking my fingertip across the place where I'd marked him. My mark. I could still taste him on my tongue, his salt and heat and something deeper, something that screamed mine all the way down to my soul.

Lifting my head, I met his gaze, stunned by how different it felt to look at him now. Like I was seeing him through new eyes. Maybe I was. Maybe the part of me that had always held back, the part that feared love this consuming, was finally beginning to let go. I saw not only the man who’d saved me, but the man I chose. The one I would fight beside. Adore, no matter what came.

His green eyes burned into mine, his expression stripped of all pretense. There was no hiding from each other anymore. No distance. No walls.

You’re alright with…this? Could he hear how tentative my voice sounded? Probably. This man knew me well.

His mouth curved into the kind of slow, wicked grin that promised trouble; the kind of trouble I wanted with every fiber of my being.

Alright? He tightened his arms around me until I gasped. Fates, Wildfire, I belong to you. Now. Always. I’m grateful you finally took what’s been yours all along.

Emotion clogged my throat, aching and terrifyingly beautiful.

I kissed him, feeling him smile against my mouth before he kissed me back with the same desperate, endless hunger.

When we finally broke apart, both of us panting and dazed again, he stroked my cheeks. You’re never getting away from me now.

I grinned. Good, because you’re not getting away from me either.

He flitted us to our bathing area and we sank into a hot tub. I sat on his lap, facing him. Stroking him. Unable even now to say I’d had enough. We didn’t have a lot of time. No time, actually. We’d need to leave as soon as we could.

But this was precious. Us.

A bonding.

Mine, I shouted in his mind.

A cocky grin rose on his face. Tell me when you’re ready for more.

Soon. You’ve created a monster.

Who is all mine as well. I enjoyed that very much.

Me too.

He’d unleashed something inside me, and I wasn’t going to pen that part of me up again.

We finished bathing and dressed for the journey, him donning pants and an unadorned tunic, me one of my simpler dresses.

“We might encounter almost anything along the way,” he said, passing me to collect the weapons he dropped onto the bed.

Sniffing them, Farris huffed.

“So happy I have my blades.” I strapped them around my waist. “I’ll leave my sword.” Daggers had always been my preferred weapon. “What else?” I asked when I’d finished arming myself.

“I can’t think of anything but in the worst case, we could flit here to grab it.”

“You could.” My flitting power still remained elusive much of the time. I’d resigned myself to the fact. I had other skills that I valued more. It was just irritating that this was something I couldn’t master.

We left our suite, finding Moira and Calista in the foyer, ready to travel with us. They’d journey in the second carriage behind ours. Outside, we approached the two vehicles with harnessed zephyls. I marveled all over again about how amazing these creatures were.

“Too bad we can’t fly on dragons,” I said. “That would save time.”

Lore stroked his hand down my spine. “And it would startle everyone already there. Dragons aren’t common here, not like they are where you come from.”

This was something I wanted to change when I could find the time. One day soon, I told myself. We’d break the curse and then we could look forward to a long future full of dragons.

I also wanted to set up times to train with Kian. I hadn’t forgotten my promise.

Lore leaned over to kiss my temple.

This bond made everything sharper, every risk more dangerous, and every goodbye more unthinkable. I’d only just found him. I wasn’t ready to lose him.

The zephyl stood motionless at the base of the palace steps, its massive, scaled shoulders rising above the carriage roof. Steam coiled from flared nostrils as it watched us approach with liquid-dark eyes that held dangerous intelligence.

I held its liquid-dark gaze and did not look away. No beast that intelligent should be tethered to a vehicle, no matter how elaborate the sigils binding it in place. A great mind moved behind those eyes.

Farris whined from behind me. We’d tried to leave him, but he’d somehow found his way out into the hall. After exchanging a long look and remembering how he’d joined us in the labyrinth, plus what he’d done for us while inside, we decided he should come. We’d keep him in our rooms as much as we could and find an excuse for why he was with us if someone asked.

Lore stepped forward and raised a hand, the motion smooth. The zephyl twitched one clawed foot in response and adjusted its weight with a low grunt. No reins, no bit, no harness but the one it allowed. It accepted Lore’s silent signal with a whip of its tail, the spiked end slicing the air behind it.

I’m still not fond of the smell, Lore said as we approached the carriage door.

Reminds me of a forge.

He gave me a dry smile, the kind he used when something was bothering him, but he hadn’t named it yet. I recognized the tightness around his mouth, the slight twitch in the corner of his eye. He’d sensed it too, that weight in the air, the subtle wrongness that didn’t have a shape or a name.

Our trunks had been secured to the roof, strapped down with thick cords wound through polished loops.

While my ladies were assisted into the vehicle that would follow, Surren opened the door to ours, urging us inside. A small contingent of our guard would travel with us until we reached the place where we’d meet up with Dorion. After that, we’d travel alone and disguised. We’d explained this to Moira and Calista already, and they’d sworn they wouldn’t give us away.

It was dark inside the carriage, the windows only narrow slits. Lore followed me, and only once the door clicked shut behind him did the vehicle jolt forward, the zephyl’s claws scraping on the stones as it pulled us into motion.

I glanced back through the small rear window. Moira and Calista’s vehicle followed at an easy pace, guards riding in a wide arc around both. Per our request, they’d dressed like common riders in leathers worn smooth by training, their weapons and magic in reach. Eyes watching, hands loose at their sides.

It was still early yet, but the people moved about inside the city. Some waved as we passed. Others bowed low, remembering the borgons. Remembering who had protected them.

Beyond the city, trees thickened and shadows stretched. I should’ve felt safer now, but I kept my fingers curled around a dagger. Just in case.

Towering trunks marched away from the road like pillars, their branches knotted with moss and leaves. Green dappled the path ahead in shifting patterns of light.

I settled into the seat but didn't relax. Heightened awareness had kept me alive before. I was listening to my instincts now.

Wind moved through the canopy above us, and something stirred in the underbrush. Too small to be dangerous, too quiet to be sure what it could be. Underneath the natural sounds I sensed something else. A presence, maybe. Familiar, but not exactly friendly. I couldn’t see it, but I felt it in my bones, that small prickle that warned when a spell brushed against the edge of your wards.

No words passed between us, but we didn’t need to speak aloud. Our bond had reshaped everything. How I heard him. How I felt him. His unease was now mine, and mine was his, a warning whispered into my ear.

We traveled farther, the vehicle creaking, the brisk trot of zephyl hooves almost soothing. After a quick lunch with guards patrolling around us, we continued. I soon began to believe that the uneasy feeling I’d had earlier meant nothing. Nerves. The normal worry about whether we’d be able to grab the talisman and fuse the three in time.

Until the forest suddenly went still in an eerie, breath-held kind of way. The birdsong ceased. Wind didn’t even rustle through the branches. Even the creak of the vehicle wheels sounded muffled. Unease scraped across my skin, and I shifted in my seat to peer out the narrow window.

The trees pressed in close to the road here, their trunks as gnarled as ancient knuckles. Their shadows swallowed the path ahead, and something in the air crackled in an electric way.

The zephyl pulling our carriage gave a low growl.

One of our guards brought his horse up beside us and leaned close, keeping his voice low. “Something’s⁠—”

The road heaved beneath us, and our vehicle rocked. My shoulder smacked against the wall.

Behind us, my ladies shrieked.

Farris let out a guttural growl unlike his usual whine. His hackles rose, fur bristling silver in every direction.

A zephyl roar was followed by the crash of splintering wood.

“Down,” Lore hissed.

I threw myself flat across the seat across from us as something slammed into my side of the vehicle hard enough to jolt my teeth together. Lore followed, covering my body with his own. My heart surged, and I scrambled out from underneath him and into a crouch, squinting up through the window while he took the other side.

Damn skirts were in my way. I hitched them up fast, tucking the hem into my waistband.

Shouts rang out from the guards, along with cries of terror. I yanked open the carriage door, barreling out with both blades snug in my hands and power ready to blaze around us.

Lore followed.

Even Farris darted after me, low to the ground and utterly fearless.

Roots the thickness of a man’s thigh burst from the soil, tearing up the road. One had already tangled around the back axle of my ladies’ vehicle, jerking it to a halt. The zephyl pulling it snarled and thrashed, its tail cracking like a whip.

Tall, shambling figures of bark and vine slithered out from between, their limbs too long, their branches clawing fingers.

“Witherroots,” Lore snarled from beside me. “Dead trees bound with blood magic. Quite dangerous.”

Great. Just great. I should’ve worn leathers.

One surged toward our zephyl, lashing out with a branch arm. The beast roared and shot a blast of burning mist at the witherroot. But while the magical tree staggered, it didn’t fall.

Lore summoned fire. Flames flickered down his arms, and he hurled it at the witherroot like twin comets.

The magical plant howled as a blaze licked up its torso, but it didn’t drop or back away. Flamed scorched its bark, leaving blackened streaks as it continued to lumber toward the zephyl.

With witherrroots coiling up along its sides, the second vehicle rocked wildly. Moira and Calista screamed, and a guard shouted for them to stay put.

I rushed toward them, pulling in power and thrust out my hand, sweeping nullification magic across the trees.

Nothing happened. If I couldn’t break this spell, then how were they bound?

Alright, then. Shadows it is. I called them and asked them to destroy the witherrroots, but whoever cast this spell must’ve warded the creatures in some way. When my shadows slid across the bark, they shrieked and jerked backward as if burned, but with a shudder, they kept coming.

Lore sent tornadoes at them. Ice. Every elemental power he could dream up, some I’d never seen him use before. But the witherrroots continued to crush Moira and Calista’s vehicle while they shrieked inside. More creatures poured from the woods, their limbs stretching out to attack our vehicle. Us.

I closed my eyes, feeling for magic threads. There—a current crackling with power. I grasped it, opening my eyes to find sparks dancing along my finger.

A bolt lanced out of me in a whip of white-blue fire, hard enough to send me stumbling backward. I gritted my teeth and secured my boots to the ground. My lightning struck the witherroot and arched beneath the bark.

The witherrroot convulsed and collapsed, its limbs spasming, the bark around its torso blackening. A hole gaped where my lightning had punched through, spreading. The creature dropped to the ground and with a flash of light, it turned to ash.

Farris yipped, scrambling back to stand between me and the fallen tree, as if daring the mound of ash to rise again.

Lore pressed his back to mine, speaking over his shoulder. “That’s new.”

“Seems they don’t like my pretty light.”

More witherroots lurched toward us. I fired again. Missed, my lightning scorching a tree behind it.

“Reyla!”

I spun as Lore drove his blade through a root curling up from the ground, stretching its limbs toward me. The witherroot shrieked, and I used the opening to aim and strike again. Lightning hit, and its trunk convulsed and burned to soot that the wind caught and carried away.

Coughing, I waved a hand in front of my face and pulled in more of the new threads, sending lightning out in precise strikes. I burned away the witherroots encasing the second carriage, then shifted to the side and sent magic at the ones trying to drag down the zephyl pulling our own, leaving only mounds of ash behind.

Around us, guards shouted as they engaged the witherroots that kept pouring from the forest around us, others thrusting their way up through the road itself. They also battled with magic—shields of force, bursts of wind, spikes of stone—without much effect. Two guards were dragged down, screaming. Before I could sear away the beastly trees holding them, one disappeared under a mass of writhing roots, dragged beneath the road. The other broke free, and limping, battled once more.

A root whipped toward Farris, snaking across the ground. I flung a bolt in its path, searing it to ashes before it could reach him. My little furry friend didn’t even flinch.

With a snarl, I raced toward a tree cluster, trusting Lore to cover my back. My bolts weren’t infinite. Each pulled from threads only sparsely floating in the area.

I fired again and again, my lightning cutting through bark and burying deep, scorching through the witherroots’ core.

The zephyl harnessed to our vehicle let out a bellow and charged at a wall of approaching witherroots, its horns lowered. Impacting with the mass, it slashed through, severing limbs and leaving twitching rubble behind. The zephyl reeled around and still pulling the carriage, lashed through another group of witherroots, sending them scattering.

I wielded lightning, my insides twitching when it got harder and harder to find the threads of power that would generate the only magic that seemed to make a difference.

I caught a glimpse of Moira and Calista through their vehicle window, their eyes wide. They clutched each other but were safe for now.

Lore stood close by, flames wreathing across his blades. He slashed out at a witherroot lumbering in our direction. “We need to finish them. Whoever sent them is inside the forest, watching.”

I also sensed something waited out of sight to see if we would fail.

But there were only a few left to battle. One of the creatures jerked toward us from our left. Lore met it head-on, putting himself between me and it, but only nicking at its bark with his blades.

Farris darted beneath the beast’s lashing limbs, a blur of teeth and fury, distracting it long enough for Lore to land a second strike.

I dropped to one knee, pulled power, and struck. My lightning lanced into its chest, and the tree collapsed in a whoosh of ashes.

More. One after another until the few remaining started retreating. Though there were barely any power threads left, I gave chase, driving the monsters back into the ground where they came from.

When the last one slithered away, the forest seemed to hold its breath a moment until it exhaled. The pressure and tension scraping down my spine eased.

Our guards stood nearby, panting, bloodied but alive. We’d lost one. Two others had been wounded. Lore went to them and healed their injuries.

The road ahead was torn and scorched, with a few roots still smoldering. I straightened, my chest heaving and my fingers tingling with aftershocks.

Farris trotted to my side, ash dusting his fur. He pressed against my leg with a quiet huff, his gaze moving between me and Lore.

Shadows lurked in Lore’s gaze. “Interesting use of your finger light, love.”

“I think it cuts magic, disrupting it in some way.”

He frowned. “A type of lightning nullification? I’ve never heard of anything like that before.”

Leave it to me to be different.

He studied the destruction, his jaw clenched, before sheathing his daggers. “This wasn't random.” Striding close, he cupped my chin and held my face while he brushed ash from my cheek. “My lightning-wielding queen. Prager has no idea what she’s dealing with.”

Of course she’d sent the witherroots.

“She’ll do anything to stop us.” Sparks still danced along my fingertips as I glared at the woods around us. “Let her try again. We'll destroy her.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 15
Reyla


After we'd calmed the shaken zephyls, we continued on our journey. Inside our carriage, Farris settled by my feet with a tired huff. The remainder of our trip passed without incident, though pleasant felt like the wrong word after the attack. The quiet gave me too much time to think.

“I want to send Moira and Calista back with our guard,” I finally said. “I don’t want to put them in any more danger. Prager won’t stop with witherroots. She’ll keep coming after us even if we safely arrive at Irridain. We can keep Farris inside our rooms where he won’t be seen, but protecting them will be a much bigger challenge.”

“We’ll ask your ladies, but they have free will. When they agreed to come with us, they knew there could be danger.”

I grumbled, knowing he was right. “Will Prager be able to see through our disguises?”

“She shouldn’t be able to.”

I worried my lower lip. “I’m still going to tell them to return to Evergorne with our guards.”

I hated the thought of sending them away. They’d become more than a ladies-in-waiting.

They were also friends.
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We reached the place where we’d arranged to meet up with Dorion and parked our carriages deep underneath a cluster of trees. Dorion hadn’t arrived yet, but we donned our rings and with Farris at our heels, climbed inside Calista and Moira’s vehicle to wait, sitting across from them with Farris slouched by my feet.

We didn’t dare risk them leaving their own carriage without a disguise. Someone might recognize them. While I doubted many lords or ladies noticed staff, some were savvy enough to do so.

“I want you to go back,” I told them. “It’s not safe.”

“We have to stay with you,” Moira said, Calista nodding along with her daughter. Moira frowned Lore’s way before her gaze met mine again. “Please. We need to be here in case…” Again, she looked at Lore, though I had no idea why.

“We want to remain with you,” Calista said.

Moira took my hand, squeezing it, hers chilled from the shock. “It’s not about helping you dress or doing your hair as much as moving among the staff and reporting back to you. You need this.”

“I could do this for us both.” Concern lined Calista’s face as she looked at her daughter. “One person inside Irridain will be safer than two. I understand why you want to help, but I don’t like risking you.”

“We have to go with them.” Moira's voice held steel. “We'll be more help than hindrance. I don’t want to go back. You can’t…” Her breathing caught and tears shimmered in her eyes. “Please don’t send us back.”

Movement outside caught my eye, but when I looked through the window, I only saw a black bird pecking at something in the shade of a broad tree.

To anyone passing, we appeared unremarkable. Nobles with their retinue pausing in the shade for a break. Easily forgotten.

The hairs on my neck refused to settle.

“I don’t want to send you back,” I said. “But I couldn’t bear it if something happened to either of you.”

Farris whined and kept sniffing the air. And while Lore sat beside me, his posture seemingly at ease, he’d already reinforced his ward. I could feel the new layer humming across my skin.

His hand never strayed far from the hilt of his dagger, and the tension in his shoulders mirrored my own. I’d felt this kind of stillness during a raid or while swooping down toward a village on dragonback. That feeling that almost anything could happen, and it would always be bad.

The forest showed no visible threat. Trees stood silent, the undergrowth undisturbed. But I couldn’t shake my worry.

“My queen?” Calista said, dragging me back to the conversation. “What’s your decision?”

“Please don’t send us back.” Near desperation filled Moira’s voice.

A shiver dragged through me. I could barely pay attention to what was going on inside the carriage. “I feel like something’s watching us.”

Lore whispered low in a language I’d never heard before, but he knew many. His new ward unfurled like a ribbon, wrapping around the carriage and sealing it from listening ears and prying eyes.

Moira’s head swiveled toward the window. “What is it?” Her hands were still cold. Poor thing must be terrified.

“Nothing we can see,” I said. “It’s probably just nerves.” Or not, but I wouldn’t name anything else.

Lore finished the ward with a flick of his fingers. “Done.”

Calista’s whitened fingers clutched the edge of her seat. “Should we be worried? Those things that attacked us…” Her entire body quivered.

“We fought them off,” Lore said.

Dragging her clammy hand from mine, Moira met my gaze. “This is why we have to go with you.”

I stared at her, caught between caution and the trust we’d built.

“We know how to move unnoticed.” Moira's hands tightened on the carriage bench. “While you're navigating court politics and trying to stay alive, we can listen at doorways, chat with servants. We'll hear the whispers you won’t.”

Calista opened her mouth, then closed it again. She looked from Moira to me, fear shadowing her eyes.

Moira leaned forward, her gaze meeting mine. “You won’t be able to slip away from court without drawing attention. You’ll be surrounded by fancy lords and ladies, the conniving type. You’ll be trying to survive the day and win each competition without offending someone who might come after your head. We can move through the halls. We can linger in the kitchen and gossip with servants. We’ll hear what isn’t meant to reach your ears.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “And what happens if someone catches either of you listening?”

“We won’t let them. We won’t draw suspicion. Besides, if someone’s watching now, they may already suspect something. Sending us away won’t eliminate that.”

I glanced at Lore. He was watching Moira with the same hard calculation he’d used in the labyrinth when studying the latest trap.

Finally, he nodded once.

The bond between us hummed with shared understanding. He'd protect them as fiercely as he protected me, not because duty demanded it, but because they mattered to us both.

“Alright,” I said, still not liking this, but what other option was there? “You two will go with us for now. But if either of believe you’ve been compromised, no, if I see even a hint that you have been, you’ll return to Evergorne.” One flit, and we could leave them behind. “No arguments.”

Moira nodded solemnly. “Agreed.”

“I can’t see any other way around it,” was Calista’s answer.

“And you wear the rings at all times.”

“Of course,” they said together.

“I still don’t like it,” Calista muttered, her arm sliding around Moira’s shoulders. “But we have to do this.”

Moira kissed her mother’s cheek.

The wind shifted outside, rocking the vehicle, and one of the zephyls stomped its feet. I glanced out the window again, but I didn’t see anything of concern.

But the feeling remained, like an invisible person breathing on the back of my neck.

Lore met my gaze and gave a slight shake of his head.

If something’s watching, they won’t touch any of you, he said. Not while I breathe.

Let’s hope it stays that way. We’ve dealt with enough for one journey already.

Agreed.

The silence pressed into my skin. No birds. No wind. Just the weight of unseen eyes.

Somewhere in the growing dusk, I felt Prager’s presence like poison seeping through my veins. She was out there, waiting. Planning.

She'd tasted our power during the witherroot attack, and she’d learned our weaknesses.

We wouldn't fall easily, but there were too many opportunities for another attack.

And we were still too far from Irridain’s gates.
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Chapter 16
Reyla


Asecond attack never came.

Somehow, that felt worse. I still sensed her watching from beyond the tree line, patient and predatory, wanting us to feel her presence. Her signature malice hung in the air like the scent of a rotting carcass.

We kept our weapons in hand and dismissed our guards.

Lore and I left their carriage to wait.

A short time later, Dorion arrived in disguise, which was jarring at first. He wore “his” long blond hair in a queue, which did nothing for his pinched features and portly belly. He was about my height, and I wasn’t tall for a woman. He handed us the small pouch with my ladies’ rings and followed us over to their carriage.

While I gave them to Moira and Calista, he poked his head inside, grinning. His smile faded, and he tilted his head, studying them both.

Back outside, he mounted his horse to ride beside us, his hair gleaming in the sunlight. Many would call the real Dorion devastatingly handsome, and his sly charm only made him more appealing. Now, masked as Lord Vikire, he was rather plain, with a sallow complexion and a foppish manner. But how we looked didn’t matter. Getting the talisman did.

My ladies slipped their rings on their fingers. Fearing the curse would make them forget, we hadn’t named Prager, just told them to be wary of everyone, that someone at Irridain might harm us. It was the simplest explanation, and they accepted it with ease. They were well-versed in court politics and knew Evergorne and Irridain were anything but allies.

Climbing back into our vehicle, we continued traveling, reaching the gates of Irridain Court at dusk. The pale blue stone walls of the castle perched on a steep hillside in the distance made the structure look like it was coated in frost.

Our zephyl came to a stop at the gate, though the portcullis had already been lifted. Dorion dismounted and came over to stand near our carriage door, a bland expression on his borrowed face.

A lone guard opened the door to our vehicle and peered inside. Tall, his armor gleamed, without a smudge or scratch on it.

My ladies left their carriage and joined us in ours, Calista fluffing my skirt while Moira plucked at random strands of my hair, tucking them back into place.

Lore identified me, Dorion, and himself, using our fake names. I gave the man a curt nod but said nothing. Dorion grunted. Lore didn’t introduce my ladies, since that wasn’t done—not here, that is.

The man’s gaze skimmed over us, and with a twist of his thin lips, he inclined his head. “Lord Rutherford, Lady Rutherford, Lord Vikire. You’re late.”

Lore stared down his nose at the man. I took the cue from him and sniffed to give the impression that he was too beneath us even to notice.

“We were accosted on our way here, sir,” Calista said in that sharp tone that made almost everyone around her jump. It made me glad she was with us. There was something to be said for letting servants handle things like this when we needed to make a certain impression. “Perhaps you should be patrolling the surrounding countryside rather than questioning those above your station.”

His attention shifted to Farris, his lips curling with distaste. “Why is there a wild animal in your vehicle?”

“My pet.” I stroked the nyxin's head. “Touch him and die.”

“Wouldn't dream of touching something so filthy.” His sneer deepened. “Everyone walks from here. Servants and belongings will be taken through a different entrance.”

“Oh, we…” Moira nudged her mother.

“Lady Rutherford needs us to travel with her,” Calista said stiffly.

“Servants and belongings will be taken through a different entrance, and your carriages will be taken to the stable,” he snarled.

I’ll release the zephyls and send them back to Evergorne, Lore said in my mind. We’ll flit from here once we have the talisman.

I blinked to show him I understood.

“The stinking nyxin remains with the ladies,” the guard added. “It's not allowed on the lower grounds.”

Farris snapped at him, sending the man stumbling backward.

“My pet travels with me.” Ice coated my words. “No arguments.”

“Suit yourself. If something happens to it, don't blame me.”

Wind whipped through the open door as Lore's power stirred. The man's face went pale.

“You’ll speak to Lady Rutherford with respect or you won’t speak to her at all,” Lore growled. A flick of his finger and wind hit the man, making him fall back on his ass. As he rose, fear flashed across his face. “Disembark…my lord. Her ladyship.” He gave a deep bow.

Continuing with our ruse, I turned to Calista and Moira. “I’ll see you in our rooms, ladies. Please unpack my possessions and ensure any wrinkles are smoothed from my gowns before you hang them. Inventory my jewelry, if you please. Be aware I will inspect everything when I arrive and if anything is missing…”

“We need to go with you.” Moira’s low growl rang out, but she softened her features, sliding into her new role. “Of course, Lady Bliss. We’ll ensure everything is arranged to your satisfaction.”

We stepped from the carriage, Farris leaping out along with us. My boots struck the gravel, the sharp clicks echoing in the dense forest around us.

Lore offered me his arm, and I fitted my fingers into the crook of his elbow, feeling the heat of his skin through his sleeve. He looked every bit a noble, though the dark edge in his eyes told a truer story. That edge promised violence to anyone who threatened what was his. The possessive heat in his gaze when it settled on me sent warmth spiraling through our bond.

For all the plainness of Dorion’s disguise, he carried himself like a man who'd never once worried about losing his life. I envied how he could project that impression despite how he might be feeling inside. I could only hope to do the same.

Farris trotted at my side as we approached the portcullis and stepped through, into a gloomy garden speckled with flowerbeds and statues. Thin, creeping vines snaking over the pale marble figures and wrapped around trees in gray spirals.

“Remain on the path. You’ll come to the entrance at the top.” The man gestured to a stone walkway lined with trimmed hedges. It wound upward around the steep hill, leading to the castle perched at its summit like a pale blue bird of prey.

It was beautiful, but it felt odd. I wasn’t sure how to describe it other than that.

The air shifted as we passed under the stone archway.

No insects buzzed. No birds called. Great, great. What was it with the birds lately?

Even our footfalls faded, swallowed by moss and silence. The garden didn’t just muffle sound, it seemed to feed on it.

Farris froze, whining, his tail spiking out behind him, but for now, I didn’t see anything we might need to defend ourselves against. No harm in keeping my blades handy, however. I released Lore’s arm and drew them, watching as he did the same. Only Dorion remained unarmed, though he wore a decent-looking dagger strapped to his side.

The path carved its way through arbors choked with flowering vines. Pale and sweet-smelling, the blossoms drooped unnaturally. The petals had browned at the edges as if they were dying mid-bloom. Some statues stood beneath taller vegetation, while others had been placed out in the open or tucked into stone alcoves. Still others had been set near fountains with dry, cracked bowls. It didn’t look like water had flowed within them for years.

The figures appeared artfully arranged at first. Then I saw their faces.

Too twisted. Too real.

One man clutched his throat, his mouth frozen mid-scream. A woman reached toward the sky, terror etched in every line of her body. Their eyes gleamed with unnatural moisture, as if tears had just dried. As if they were still alive inside the stone.

My skin recoiled.

Another man cowered, curled in on himself, as if he was expecting a blow. He wore trousers, boots. A simple tunic, and he held a pin in his fingers in red and silver, the twin dragons of Evergorne circling each other in eternal watch.

Lore saw it too and stopped.

“Don’t react,” he said under his breath, speaking aloud for Dorion’s benefit.

The other man grunted.

Do you recognize him? I asked Lore.

He studied the poor man. I sent him on a scouting mission. When he didn’t come back, I thought borgons had taken him.

A shudder jerked through me. Was he still alive inside, watching us like we watched him?

This could be my imagination, but I’d swear his eyes followed us as we moved.

“Fuck,” Dorion muttered, the word echoed by Farris’s whine.

The garden closed in around us, trees swaying down lower and vines skittering across the ground as if shoved by wind I did not feel. In fact, it was utterly, horrifyingly, still here.

The air grew heavy, clogged with the sickly sweet scent of flowers.

When a vine snapped toward us, Lore sent a spear of ice its way, locking it in place. It shriveled before turning gray, only to rejuvenate in a murky shade of swamp green.

We picked up our pace, Farris trotting a few steps ahead only to peer back at us over his shoulder with urgency in his expression. His tail remained spiked out behind him and the fur on his back stuck up in all directions.

Every turn of the path revealed more stone statues, more faces frozen in pain and fear.

“What a way to greet guests,” I huffed.

Dorion snorted.

Lore lifted his hand and traced a symbol in the air. A shimmering ward arched around us. “It won’t make us invisible, but it’ll keep our voices inside.”

“They can still watch.” I could feel them.

“They have been for some time.” Likely from the moment our vehicles pulled onto Irridain land.

We rounded another bend. At the far edge of the garden, before the hill road began its climb, a final statue had been placed apart from the others.

The woman stood upright, one hand raised, her fingers curled as if she’d once held something that was now gone. Her hair had been sculpted in an intricate arrangement on the top of her head, and her cloak had frozen in a billow behind her. Her head hung, however, shadowing her face.

Lore’s gaze flicked from the statue to the nearest vine that hissed and snapped away the moment his eyes fell on it. The other vine may have recovered from Lore’s freezing touch, but they didn’t like it and were wisely wary.

Farris trotted over to sniff the woman’s feet. He sat and looked up at her, releasing a low howl.

I didn’t know why I did it, but I left the path and walked over to look up at the woman.

A guttural groan sliced up my throat, and I reeled backward.

Lore flitted to me and snatched me up, moving us both back onto the path. He held me tight, staring down into my eyes.

“Don't look.” The words tore from my chest.

Lore was already moving, flitting to the figure with deadly grace. The sound that ripped from him when he saw her face was pure anguish wrapped in fury.

He returned to us, his jaw clenched so tight I could hear his teeth grinding.

“His mother,” I whispered to Dorion's questioning look.

His expression darkened with understanding. “A grief wraith, then. Perhaps all of them. The spell feeds on recent loss, reshaping the stone to mirror whoever you've mourned most deeply.” His voice dropped to a bare whisper. “Cruel magic. It doesn't know who you are, only that you're bleeding inside.”

He raised his hand, and fire erupted from his palm in a controlled blaze, engulfing the figure. Stone hissed and cracked under the heat. When the flames died back, a stranger's face stared back at us, its unremarkable features carved into something almost pleasant to look at.

“Better,” Dorion muttered, lowering his hand.

We continued past her, but I felt those new eyes tracking our movement, boring into our backs as we climbed toward the castle gates.

Farris scooted in behind us to keep up, his tail between his legs.

The road stretched out ahead. As we walked along it, gravel shifted beneath our boots. Dorion fell back, pretending he was tired but to keep an eye on our flank.

Above, the castle loomed, its towers jagged and less ornamental than Evergorne’s. Though the walls shimmered, they looked stark. Cold. Terrifying, actually.

This was no sanctuary. It was a trap, and we were walking straight into it.

As we approached the castle gates, they swung open with a grinding shriek.

No guards appeared. Just yawning darkness and the sound of our footsteps echoing off stone.

The grief wraiths had been the beginning, but now the real test was about to begin.

Somewhere in the darkness, Prager was waiting, and I was confident she’d have something special planned.

The silence felt hungry.

Like it was feeding on our footsteps, our breath, our fear.
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Chapter 17
Lore


The packed gravel road wound around the steep hill, twisting like a serpent. Narrow and uneven, it was hemmed in by a dense tangle of stubby trees that appeared almost starved. Mist slithered along the ground, and even though it was early evening, the world had dimmed to twilight. We maintained a steady pace, none of us trusting the slope on our left side or the silence that came with it.

Someone would pay for that statue. The grief wraith had dared wear my mother's face, carved in stone in tormenting detail.

It wasn't her. I'd lit her funeral pyre myself, watched the flames consume her body. But whoever had crafted this place knew exactly how to twist the knife.

Had someone left it for us?

Just in case, I’d hold our ward high and watch everyone. One snap in our direction, and they’d feel the weight of my power and my blades.

Farris padded beside Reyla, his ears pinned back and his tail low, the tips of his fur twitching with each snap from the vegetation beyond the edge of the path. He didn’t growl, but he didn’t relax either.

“We’re being funneled,” Dorion hissed from behind us.

He wasn’t wrong. The steep drop-off on our left would keep anyone from taking that route, and the trees on the right side had been planted in a thick mesh, and were the kind you’d find near swamplands or cliffs, their trunks white as bone and streaked with lichen. Vines clung to the bark, and their branches spiked overhead thickly enough to blot out what was left of the twilight sun. Light filtered in patches, silver, thin, and cold.

Reyla glanced over her shoulder.

If something comes at us, she said in my mind. We’ll only have only a few moments to respond.

No cover. This walk would not forgive missteps.

Ice daggers erupted from the mist, whistling past our heads. I threw up a shield, deflecting the worst of them, but one shard sliced across my cheek before I could duck to the side.

The trees on the right groaned and swayed, though no wind stirred the air. Branches twisted downward, reaching for us with gnarled fingers.

“Move,” I shouted, grabbing Reyla's hand.

We sprinted up the path as the forest came alive. Vines lashed out from the undergrowth. Roots erupted from the ground, trying to trip us.

Behind us, Dorion cursed as he sent a stream of fire at a branch that had wrapped around his ankle.

As suddenly as it began, the attack stopped. The trees settled back into their unnatural stillness. The mist swirled innocently around our feet.

But the taste of hostile magic lingered in the air.

“Prager,” Reyla breathed.

Farris whined, his fur standing on end as he pressed against my leg.

We were being hunted, and our hunter wanted us to know it.

We moved faster. The road climbed up and up, each turn of the spiral shoving us closer to the summit. Birds didn’t call. No insects hummed. The hush was too perfect, as if the woods had been warned of our arrival and silenced themselves for some worrying reason.

When the castle finally came into view, I stopped. I’d been to the outskirts of Halendor but hadn’t had the chance to approach Irridain. I’d studied stolen floor plans of the inside and the painted images of the exterior.

This place didn’t have Evergorne's elegant beauty. Irridain was a fortress masquerading as a palace. Pale blue walls shimmered with veins that looked too much like dried blood. Towers jutted skyward at harsh angles, and narrow windows watched us with predatory eyes.

At the center, the main keep rose taller than the rest of the structure, its peak lost to the fog curling down from the mountaintop behind it. Ivy coiled around the base, but it had turned black in the cold. I could swear I saw a patch writhe when the wind blew just right. At least there was wind here, unlike inside the garden or along the trail.

The courtyard beyond the portcullis sat empty other than more statues coated in gauzy moss and bent in poses that showed agony and torture.

At least I didn’t recognize their faces.

“We’ve arrived,” Reyla said softly, her breath misting around her face.

I nodded, sweeping my gaze across the area again but seeing no movement.

As we stepped into the courtyard, the two-story wooden castle doors ahead jutted open with a creak like a scream muffled by cloth.

A tall, thin woman strode into the opening, wearing a gray dress that clung to her frame like cobwebs. Her nose could have cut glass. She’d coiled her black hair in a tight bun at the nape of her neck, and her eyes were slits of ice that rivaled the blue stone around her.

Her lips curling, she looked at us as if we’d tracked in something filthy on our boots.

“Lord Rutherford. Lady Rutherford. Lord Vikire,” she said, her voice flat and nasal. “You’re late.”

Beside me, Reyla stiffened. I offered her my arm, and after sheathing her blades, she took it, her fingers curling into the crook of my elbow. I didn’t look away from the servant.

“Yet we have arrived,” I said in an equally clipped tone. No point in wasting breath arguing with a mouthpiece.

She sniffed. “You can still join the others in the dining room if you hurry and dress in something more appropriate.” The twist of her lips told me we weren’t wearing anything near fancy enough. Our clothing was perfectly suitable for travel.

Turning, the woman entered the building, and we followed, the enormous foyer gulping us down. The air inside felt only a bit warmer than outside, and it smelled like ancient stone and clothing in sore need of a wash.

A vaulted ceiling spiked high above us, supported by thick pillars. Lights wavered in iron sconces, creating writhing shadows on the walls. Tapestries hung between the pillars, depicting hunts and coronations.

Charming.

Our footsteps echoed on the black marble floor.

A rustle from the broad, gilded staircase that emerged into the center of the foyer caught my attention.

Queen Naveer and Princess Laphira descended the final few steps and joined us on the marble floor. The queen’s gown shimmered like ice, every bit of fabric adorned with glittering beads. The dress clung to her body, accentuating her large breasts. Her face was hard, angular, and proud, too proud for someone with no warmth in her eyes. The princess walked a step behind, her golden gown a softer echo of her mother’s. Her gaze remained fixed on the floor.

A golden chain circled her throat, supporting a featherdorn that caught the light. My breath stopped.

The talisman.

It rested against her skin, so close I could probably reach out and touch it.

Should we grab it and run? Reyla asked.

Too many protective wards. I wouldn’t be able to flit us to Evergorne before they dropped over us, trapping us in Irridain’s grip. Queen Naveer commands magic we're not ready to face.

I’m willing to try.

I so wanted to laugh.

“Lady Bliss,” Queen Naveer said, drawing my attention to her. “Lord Bastian.” Her gaze slid past us to Dorion, and her jaw twitched. “Lord Vikire. I don’t believe I saw your name on my guest list.”

Dorion dropped into an impeccable bow and projected the perfect image of a bored noble. “My request to attend was approved. Check again.”

The queen’s expression didn’t change, but her chin rose a fraction higher. “It hardly matters. You’re also late.”

I inclined my head. “We were attacked on our way here, Your Majesty. But we’ve arrived safely.”

She said nothing. Just turned. The princess never looked up.

With a snap of her gown, Naveer crossed the foyer toward the corridor on the right of the staircase. Her voice floated over her shoulder, utterly dismissive. “Don’t keep me waiting any longer.”

They vanished down the hall, and the silence they left rang in my ears.

Dorion exhaled. Reyla glanced my way. Farris slunk out from behind us where he’d remained hidden.

The servant cleared her throat and gestured with a pale, bony hand. “Follow me.”

We did, up the staircase, our footsteps muffled by a thick black runner. The castle’s upper halls were poorly lit, though every few feet, a candelabra flickered on small ledges or within alcoves. Windows had been placed narrow and high, set deep into the pale blue stone. A quick glance outside showed a deep valley cloaked in clouds and shadows. Mountains beyond. Clouds skidded across the half-moon above. Night had fallen since we’d left the carriages.

Portraits hung along the walls, figures wearing ornate clothing or gleaming armor. One painting showed a man wearing a crown so encrusted with stones it was a wonder he could hold his head upright.

We reached the third floor and the servant stopped at the last set of doors on the left.

“Your rooms,” she said curtly. “Lord Vikire in the first, the lord and lady in the second. You may join the others in the dining room if you can dress appropriately and quickly. Your luggage arrived long before you did, and it has been unpacked already. Do not keep the queen waiting.”

With that, she strode down the hall.

I waited until Dorion’s door clicked shut before opening ours and urging Reyla and Farris inside.

The suite was large and furnished in a way that was meant to impress, not bring comfort. Dark wooden trim. Thick, midnight blue drapes. Stiff, upright chairs. Not a soft throw in sight. It had been laid out in a similar way to most suites at Evergorne, though the bedroom was on our right rather than the left. I poked my head into the adjoining room, taking in the massive bed with clawed feet and a headboard carved with twisted trees. A mirror over the fireplace caught my reflection—Lord Rutherford’s reflection, that is.

It appeared solid. Good.

As I stepped back into the sitting area, the temperature in the room plummeted. Ice crystals spread across the windows in patterns that looked too deliberate to be natural.

Reyla spun toward me, already reaching for her blades. Lore⁠—

The mirror above the fireplace exploded in a shower of gleaming shards. I threw myself at Reyla, flitting us both behind the massive sofa as glass rained down where we'd been standing.

Magic crackled through the air, the scent of storms and malice filling the room.

“Prager,” I spat, raising a shield around us.

The attack stopped as suddenly as it began. The room fell silent except for the tinkle of settling glass as the shards lifted and returned to the mirror, resetting itself. A blink and it looked as if nothing had happened.

I scanned for threats but found none.

“A warning,” Reyla whispered.

Or a test. To see how quickly we'd react, what defenses we'd use. Prager was studying us, learning our capabilities.

The fire in the hearth sputtered back to life as if nothing had happened.

Should we ask for another room? Reyla asked.

I imagine we’ll encounter the same rats there as here. I’ll cast some new wards. Ones that should trip Prager if she tries anything like that again.

Reyla studied my face for a long moment before nodding. Turning, she strode into the bedroom, and I followed.

She glanced around the room. Calista or Moira aren’t here waiting for us.

They’re probably settling into their own rooms.

Speaking in our minds had become second nature, and I was grateful we could do this. No one could overhear our thoughts. Although…

Remember to keep your barriers up in your mind, I said.

Always. It’s only open to you.

Taking her hand, I pulled her close, needing the comfort of her warmth.

“You know I’ll burn this whole place to the ground if they touch even one hair on your head.”

“Same, Lore. Same.”

This woman owned me. Ruined me for anyone else, and I didn’t give a fuck as long as I held her in my arms.

“We should change and go to the dining room,” she said, glancing toward the door. “The longer we delay, the more suspicious we'll seem.”

I nodded, though every instinct screamed to keep her here, safe in my arms.

Easing out of my embrace, she strode over to the closet and opened the door, huffing as she pulled out a formal gown in deep emerald with delicate silver embroidery. Regal. My favorite color on my bride because it enhanced her fiery hair. Lady Bliss’s hair was deep black.

I tugged a formal tunic and pants from my own closet and stripped off my travel clothes.

Reyla dressed quickly, her fingers deft as she twisted her hair into a low knot, leaving a few tendrils draping across her shoulders. She moved with grace, every motion efficient, yet elegant. I could have watched her tie knots and scroll through the pages of a book for hours and never looked away.

She didn’t speak, but there was no missing the wariness in her expression. I shared it.

We were both thinking of the attempts on our lives. Prager. And the talisman.

But it was more than that. This place didn’t only feel foreign, I sensed it was hungry. I’d do anything to keep it from devouring her.

I dressed in my formal clothing, tailored black with silver etching. The look of a nobleman.

We stepped back into the sitting room, finding Farris lying on the sofa in front of a fire blazing in the big hearth. The flames sputtered, the light flickering across the walls hung with yet more paintings of stoic fae.

The door to the hall opened, and Dorion hurried in, shutting it behind him. He’d also changed, though in his case, into a deep red tunic with gold embroidery. After sliding his fingertip across his pinched mouth, he cast a ward over the space, his lips moving quickly as he created the spell. A shimmer passed through the air like heat off stone.

He crossed to us, his face pale.

“Laphira.” Her name came out strangled. “Something's wrong with her.”

“What kind of something?” Reyla asked.

“She's…empty. They've stolen everything that made her who she was.”
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Chapter 18
Reyla


“Explain,” Lore barked out.

“The woman we saw tonight isn't the Laphira I remember.” Dorion smacked the mantel as he passed it. “She used to command every room she entered. Tonight she barely seemed aware she was breathing.”

I frowned. “She did seem quiet.”

“Fuck quiet,” Dorion snarled. “It was her, but she’s not there.”

“I would’ve expected her to at least meet our eyes. Maybe welcome us to Irridain.”

Dorion’s shoulders curled forward, and his voice dropped to almost nothing. “The old Laphira would’ve.”

“People change,” Lore said. “She lost her husband. She’s raising a child alone. Things like that can have a strong impact on a person.”

Dorion raked his fingers through his hair and started pacing, my favorite thing to do when I needed to think. Apparently his habit too. “Something’s wrong with her, and I need to find out what it is. Fix it.”

“Talk to her first, maybe,” I said. “She might not be feeling well or…I don’t know. She could’ve changed, as Lore said.”

Dorion leveled me a long look. “I know Laphira well. There’s something wrong with her.”

“There’s something wrong with everything here.” I still didn’t see the point. “She’s wearing the talisman. That’s what I’m most interested in.”

Dorion growled. “I need to help Laphira.”

“You can do that while we’re here.” I strode to the door to the hall. “Meanwhile, we don’t want to be kicked out of the castle. The queen was angry we didn’t arrive earlier. No reason to be late for dinner and make her madder.”

Lore joined me, his hand on my lower back, and we stepped out into the hall, quickly making our way down to the first level with Dorion trailing behind. Farris, thankfully, remained on the sofa, though he sighed when we left the room.

On the main level, we followed the clink of cutlery and the low murmur of voices to an enormous dining room that rivaled the biggest one at Evergorne.

Every seat but three had been taken, and fortunately, the three were together.

Queen Naveer looked up, scowling, and waved her hand to the seats. “You’re trying my patience.”

“I do apologize,” Dorion said in his most courtly way. He dipped forward in a bow, and we did the same, before we strode around the table to the other side and sat, Dorion on my right, Lore on my left.

This put Dorion next to Laphira. Good. Now he could find out if anything was wrong and fix it if something was.

“Do not be late again.” Naveer flicked her hand toward a servant standing near the door to the kitchens. The woman bowed and opened the door, hurrying down a hall while calling out orders to the other staff.

I peered around at the dining room stretching on both sides and above us like a cathedral. Well, one created by someone in a fever dream. Its vaulted ceiling arched high overhead and was made of pale blue stone. The walls were a deep, veined blue that shimmered in the candlelight. Massive stained-glass windows lined the wall behind me, the colorful glass showing scenes of crowned figures with blank faces, wolves feasting as they sat at a table, and a sword plunged into the heart of someone lying on a slab of stone table. White drapes with blue flecks framed the windows.

The table that dominated the center of the room had been made of a smooth gray wood, and it stretched on and on, flanked by fifty or so lords and ladies sitting in high-backed chairs on either side. They’d dressed to look good, males wearing stiff, formal tunics embroidered with various colored threads, their chests pinned with brooches. Women wore elaborate gowns of every color imaginable, and their hair was universally coiled into braided crowns on the tops of their heads.

I’d missed hearing that I, too, should be wearing a braided crown, but no matter.

A few of the other guests smiled, though too broadly, their teeth a shade too white. Others stared, their expressions unreadable. Not a single person spoke. The rest watched us with predatory interest.

The queen didn’t rise, though I wouldn’t expect that. We were fortunate she’d allowed us to enter after her. She sat at the far end of the table, her golden crown gleaming in the lights.

The carved doors flew open, and servants bustled in, carrying trays of the first course, a chilled green soup that was placed in front of each guest. The bowls had been crafted from black glass, and each dish had been topped with three delicate petals of gold, floating in an artful display.

I thanked the servant who placed mine, though he didn’t meet my eye or respond. When I looked around the table, I found the same expression on every face outside Lore and Dorion: serene, distant, like a room full of actors waiting for their next cue.

I reached for my spoon, but something pulled my attention away before I could lift it.

A painting hung on the wall behind Queen Naveer, partially hidden by her high-backed chair. It depicted a regal woman seated on a bone-white throne carved with dark sigils. Her skin was deep brown, her expression severe, and her darker brown eyes pierced straight ahead. She wore a pink gown and a golden necklace with spikes that reminded me of jagged teeth. Her hair, coiled back in tight braids, had been threaded through with golden rings that matched the crown on her head—the crown the queen now wore.

Her resemblance to Queen Naveer was unmistakable. A grandmother or a recent ancestor, then.

I glanced down at my soup, swallowed, and forced a spoonful past the knot forming in my throat.

A few bites into my meal, the portrait drew my attention again, an irresistible pull I couldn't ignore.

The painted woman's gaze had shifted. It now stared directly at me with an intensity that made my skin crawl.

I twitched, my spoon clinking against the bowl.

I blinked, once, then again, but I could still feel her watching me. Like I’d been marked. My flesh crawled, but I forced myself to remain still, to not let my unease show. I would not lose my grip in front of these people.

Lore eased my way. Reyla. Look at me.

It took considerable effort to drag my gaze from the portrait to him.

Are you alright? His gaze saw every part of me. He’d fix this. Destroy this place if I asked, but I didn’t want to get us into trouble. Not until that talisman was snug in my hand.

I shrugged and glanced toward the painting, finding the woman’s gaze pointed forward again. I told myself her eyes hadn’t moved. Of course they hadn’t. Paintings couldn’t shift. Yet I could feel her gaze as if she’d taken notice of me in particular and was deciding what to do about it.

Whispers slithered through the air, distinct from the dinner conversation around us.

Do you hear that? I asked Lore through our bond.

He frowned. Hear what?

She's trying to tell me something.

She? His glare took in the room, and his voice deepened to a raspy growl. Point her out, love, so I can kill her.

It sounds silly. I meant the woman in the painting behind the queen.

He stabbed his gaze that way before turning back to me. I’ve heard about Naveer’s mother, Queen Davalon, though I never met her. She married the king. She gave him a son and died not long after his daughter, Laphira, was born. Ignore her. Or, if you’d like, I could go over and slash the portrait to pieces. That’ll shut her up.

From his tone, he’d take pleasure in doing so.

I pushed for a low laugh. No need to do that. It’s nothing.

I won’t let anything or anyone harm you. Not here. Not ever.

The whispers had already faded, but I was certain I’d heard them.

I turned toward Dorion. “Did you see the painting move? Her eyes…”

He frowned and scanned the walls. “Which painting?”

“The one behind the queen.”

“Queen Davalon. Rumor says she practiced blood magic before Naveer pushed her down the front staircase. Some claim her spirit never left the castle.”

What?”

He snorted, though he kept it and his voice low. “It was never verified, of course. There were no witnesses.”

Interesting tidbit.

“As for the painting, I don’t see anything moving.”

I looked that way.

The painted woman’s eyes had locked on me again, and her lips had parted, though they remained unmoving. The whispers returned, and this time they seemed to crawl under my skin like insects, making my flesh peel away from my bones. A metallic taste flooded my mouth, copper and something rotten. My hands began to shake and sweat beaded along my hairline despite the cold air around me.

I clutched the stem of my goblet until my knuckles went white, the crystal warming from my death grip. My breathing came in shallow, uneven gasps that I couldn't control no matter how hard I tried. My heartbeat was trying to force its way through my throat. I wanted to run, but where?

It wasn’t easy, but I dragged my gaze away. I could still feel her eyes locked on me.

Lore took my hand beneath the table, linking our fingers. He leaned close, speaking in my ear. “Is the portrait still bothering you?”

My forced smile eased my tension. “It’s nothing.”

He lifted one eyebrow along with his knife, the point directed toward Queen Davalon. “It’s everything if it makes you feel unsettled.”

I loved him for saying it. For meaning it. For knowing I wouldn’t tell him, and still offering to slash through the world if I asked him to.

His gaze lingered. The way he watched me, ready to burn down kingdoms if I asked, made heat pool low in my belly despite our dangerous surroundings. My deadly, devoted shadow.

I focused on the room instead of the portrait, from the nobles eating their soup and dabbing their lips with napkins, to them murmuring to their neighbors. No one else seemed disturbed by anything.

Queen Naveer lifted her goblet and sipped as if her dead, possibly murdered, mother behind her wasn’t staring at me, trying to unravel me from the inside out.

The painted lips moved again, forming words that chilled my blood.

Come to me, child. We have much to discuss.

The whisper slithered directly into my mind, bypassing my ears. Around the table, dinner continued as if nothing had happened.

But I could feel her dead fingers already reaching for my soul.
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Chapter 19
Reyla


The painted queen's whisper echoed in my mind.

“What did you just say?” My voice cut through the dinner conversation.

Across from me, a woman startled so violently her hand hit her wineglass, and it toppled, sending crimson liquid across the white tablecloth like spilled blood.

“Lady Hesta,” the queen chided, glaring in the flushed woman’s direction. She lifted her hand, and guards stomped across the room, surrounding the lady. They ripped her chair back, and while she shrieked and kicked, they dragged Lady Hesta from her seat and out of the room.

Silence descended, though only for a blink before low conversation and the clink of spoons tapping against glass bowls drifted through the room again.

Lore’s hand tightened around mine, and he glared at the door where they’d taken Lady Hesta.

Queen Naveer behaved as if nothing had happened, speaking with a man beside her.

“What did you do with Lady Hesta?” My words shot through the room, bringing the conversation and bowl clinks to a halt again.

Queen Naveer turned, her gaze settling on me. “Follow her, and you will not only find out, but you will also join her in her punishment.”

“Punishment?” My eyebrows lifted high enough to brush tendrils of hair dangling on my forehead. “She accidentally knocked over her wine. She didn’t stab her knife into the woman seated beside her.”

That woman stiffened but remained in her seat, looking down at her soup.

“She soiled the tablecloth,” Naveer drawled. “Surely you agree that she made a mess.”

“But she⁠—”

“Don’t do this,” Dorion whispered in my ear.

Biting back my anger, I jerked out a nod and swallowed.

“You’re quite right,” I said in a stilted voice.

Queen Naveer fed me a smile that didn’t reach her dark eyes. “I thought you’d agree.” She turned back to the man to continue her conversation.

The servants swept in again, removing our soup bowls, their expressions blank. They moved like they’d been choreographed, replacing the soup with the second course, a long, thin slice of fish draped in pink sauce and ringed with bright red seeds. Delicately placed strands of multi-colored vegetables lay beside the fish like seaweed washed up on a shore. The fishy scent overwhelmed me. I took one bite and set my fork back down.

“Don’t like it?” Lore asked, his thigh brushing mine.

“I’m not hungry.” It was only partially true. Good food, I could eat. But this felt tainted. Everything about Irridain Court unsettled me in a way I couldn’t explain, and it wasn’t only the queen’s twisted sense of justice. This place had a veneer of beauty, but something nasty festered beneath.

I tugged my gaze from the portrait, where the woman’s eyes and mouth had not moved, and directed my attention to Laphira.

She hadn't even shifted since we'd sat down. Not a gesture, a glance, or even the natural fidgeting that comes with being human.

The princess’s hands rested on the table on either side of her plate. Her gown hugged her slender body, and she’d arranged her dark hair on her head like all the other women, in a braided crown. Her head was tilted back slightly as if she was studying the chandelier above, the one I only now noted had been constructed of grotesque, waxen skulls laid out in a broad ring with thick, cream-colored candles mounted on the top of each head.

At first, I thought she was admiring the monstrous structure. Then I realized she wasn’t looking at it at all, just facing in its direction, her gaze unblinking.

A servant appeared at her elbow with a bottle of wine, ready to refill her goblet that appeared untouched. The instant the bottle tilted, Laphira sucked in a breath. Her shoulders tensed, and her hands twitched on the table. For an instant, her serenity cracked. She smiled, the movement almost mechanical, like a doll being directed by a child.

Her mother’s slick smile rose, and when I met her eyes, she winked.

Chills wracked through my frame while the servant bowed and slipped away.

Dorion leaned closer to me, keeping his voice low. “It’s Laphira, but I don’t understand. She hasn’t said a thing to me, no matter what I say.”

Pain flickered across his face as he watched her. His fingers drummed against his plate in a nervous rhythm.

“Maybe she isn’t feeling well. She might not want to talk to a stranger.”

“I’ve said all sorts of things, ones that in the past might make her laugh. I’ve even insulted her, but she hasn’t responded.”

Leaning forward slightly, I studied her while she continued to stare at the chandelier.

“Laphira?” he said softly. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

She didn’t react. Didn’t turn his way.

Dorion’s jaw clenched. His hand rose, hovering in the air as if he was going to touch her shoulder but couldn’t quite bring himself to do it. He drew back, his hand dropping back onto his thigh.

“She’s too kind to ignore someone,” he whispered.

Yet she was. Perhaps she had changed.

Movement above caught my eye. The chandelier swayed, though no breeze stirred the air.

The candle flames flickered in unison, then steadied. But something was wrong with the wax. Instead of normal dripping, thick drops formed in the eye sockets of each skull.

They drizzled down the skeletal cheekbones like tears.

My breath caught as the waxy drops hit and pooled on the golden ring below.

The skulls were weeping.

Then a drop flew wide, hitting the stone wall behind a woman wearing a pale green gown. She didn’t appear to notice. No one else looked up from their conversation or meal.

Another drop arced toward me, landing on the back of my hand lying on the table.

I hissed and yanked my hand close, pressing my napkin against my skin. When I pulled the napkin away, the hot wax had left a red welt.

I looked back up, and horror crawled up my spine.

Every skull had Laphira's face. Dozens of her stared down with that same vacant expression. The carved features were perfect, from her delicate nose, the arch of her brows, to the intricate braids of her hair formed in waxy detail.

A room full of the princess's severed heads watched us dine.

A strangled sound ripped up my throat. I shoved back from the table, my chair shrieking across the stone as my heart slammed against my ribs.

Reyla? Lore reached for my arm. What’s wrong? His voice turned deadly. Point to the threat, and I'll end it.

I forced myself to look again, but now the candelabra was just a sculpture made of wax balls and wicks and flame. No skulls. No Laphira faces.

“I’m fine,” I said, my voice thin, settling back in my seat.

He didn’t believe me. I could see it in the tense line of his shoulders, the way he moved closer, his fingers stroking my thigh. It reminded me I wasn't facing this nightmare alone.

The servants cleared the table for the next course. The fish vanished, replaced with a whole tiny bird right down to its beak, tail, and feathers. How could I eat something like that?

Across from me, Lady Hesta had returned, her eyes bloodshot and feverish. Someone had placed a fresh glass of wine in front of her, but she didn’t touch it. She moved in a stilted way. Her lips quivered, but she ate. Faked a laugh or two.

She kept glaring at me. We’d yet to speak, but I’d made an enemy.

Dessert came next, a delicate tart of violet-horig and something creamy, glittering with gold dust. Cordial glasses half-full of lavender fluid were placed beside each setting.

I couldn’t bring myself to taste. Couldn’t bring myself to drink.

When the castle guests had placed their forks on their empty plates, Queen Naveer stood.

Every person in the room other than me, Dorion, Lore, and Laphira jerked to their feet and lifted their cordial glasses as if controlled by invisible strings.

“Let us honor those who came before,” the queen said in a bright voice.

Lore, Dorion, and I rose, lifting our glasses as well, waiting for the queen’s next cue.

The guests began to chant in unison, their voices weaving together in an ancient language that made my skin crawl. Their words were hauntingly beautiful and unnervingly synchronized to Naveer’s.

Lore leaned toward me, translating. Dorion stared our way, watching Lore’s lips move. “Honor those who walked before. Their sacrifice opens every door. By choice they gave what could not be taken. So future paths might yet awaken. Time bends back for those who serve. The willing heart gets what they deserve.”

“Well, that sucks,” Dorion snarled.

The flames in the chandelier sputtered, and the room plunged into darkness. A shudder shot through me.

A blink, and the candles relit as quickly as they’d gone out.

Everyone had returned to their chairs and were drinking. Laughing. Talking as though nothing had happened.

Lore, Dorion, and I settled in our seats, sharing a long look. We’d talk about this later. For now, we’d watch.

When the after-dinner cordial glasses and dessert plates had been removed from the table, the queen’s chair scraped back, and she rose again, lifting her voice. “All contestants will meet in the foyer promptly at eight bells tomorrow morning for instructions regarding the first trial.” Her head swiveled in her daughter’s direction. “Laphira, attend me.” Her words cracked through the room like a whip.

Standing, the princess glided around the table, her skirts whispering across the floor.

The queen swept from the hall.

Laphira followed.

The doors slammed shut behind them with the sound of bone striking stone.

In the sudden silence, I could swear I heard the faint echo of chains rattling from somewhere deep within the castle walls.
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Chapter 20
Lore


Back in our room, Moira and Calista waited by the hearth. Their welcoming smiles dimmed when they caught a glance of Reyla.

Sweat beaded on Reyla’s brow, but chills wracked her frame. I wanted to kill whoever was frightening her. Naveer would do quite nicely.

“My lady,” Calista cried out, rushing to my wife with Moira trailing behind her. “Are you unwell?”

“I’m fine,” Reyla said, but she allowed them to help her to the sofa and sit.

Moira snapped her finger and a throw blanket appeared in her hand. She draped it across Reyla’s lap, studying her face. “I’m here. Everything will be alright. You can trust me to keep you safe.”

Reyla nodded, her gaze on the table in front of the sofa.

Dorion watched Calista and Moira with a frown that soon smoothed. He shook his head and directed his attention to me.

I gestured toward the door. “Calista. Moira. Please go to the kitchen for bread, cheese, and a few unopened bottles of wine. Plus whatever you find that’s not…” Tainted, though I couldn’t say that. “Simple things will do.” Reyla had eaten almost nothing at dinner.

Once they’d returned and placed the food and drink on the table in front of the sofa, I dismissed them and sat with Reyla, renewing my wards to keep others from spying on our conversation.

Dorion stood near the fire, warming his backside. Farris had laid down on the sofa on Reyla’s other side and rested his chin on her thigh. He stared at her with a soulful expression.

Reyla explained about the portrait, the skulls weeping wax, and how a drop had burned her. I quickly healed her wound, snarling to see she was hurt. The idea that something in this castle had attacked her, marked her, made violence sing through my veins. I traced the spot where the burn had been, soothing it.

She curled her finger my way, and when I leaned close, she kissed my jaw.

“Could Prager have done it?” Dorion sat across from us. He leaned over the tray and took a slice of bread he layered with cheese. He’d already poured the wine and placed his glass on the table.

“If she’s decided to drive me out of my mind instead of outright kill me, then sure, it could be her,” Reyla said. She told Dorion about what happened in our room after we arrived.

He glanced over his shoulder at the mirror and shifted to another chair, out of the mirror’s path if Prager should weaponize it again.

“So what the fuck do we think was going on down there?” I asked, raking my hand through my hair before laying that arm across Reyla’s shoulders.

“That was some weird chant,” Dorion said.

Reyla whispered it to us. “Honor those who walked before. Their sacrifice opens every door. By choice they gave what could not be taken. So future paths might yet awaken. Time bends back for those who serve. The willing heart gets what they deserve.”

Silence stretched between us as we absorbed the words.

Reyla looked up at me. “What do you think it means?”

I shook my head.

After scooping up a slice of cheese from the platter to nibble on, she leaned closer. “Maybe it’s a tradition at Irridain Court.”

“It felt less like tradition and more like a warning to me,” I said.

“I agree. This was my first dining experience at Irridain,” Dorion said. “I’ve only been on the grounds a few times before.”

“The willing heart gets what they deserve sounds ominous.” Reyla shivered, and I tightened my arm around her shoulders. “Let’s not be too willing when Naveer makes demands.”

“Wise, Wildfire. Very wise.”

Swallowing a bite, Reyla watched Dorion closely. “You and Laphira were…”

Unease flickered across his face. “We met at a fair.” He stared down at his now empty hands. “Neither of us knew who the other was. Since we’d both snuck out of our courts and weren’t supposed to be there, we used fake names.”

The corner of his mouth twitched up in a half-smile that held sadness more than anything else. “We spent the evening together and after, I asked to see her again. She…was everything.” His penetrating gaze met mine; he knew I understood. “Funny and always laughing. She loved to dance, and she dragged me over to where musicians played, and I spun her around until she was dizzy. We met up other times after that. I still didn’t know who she was, or I would’ve stayed away.” He shrugged. “Maybe. It’s hard to do that when you’re falling in love.”

“Do you think she felt the same?” Sympathy came through in Wildfire’s voice.

“She told me she did.” With a sigh, he drank some wine, returning the glass to the table.

I took bread and cheese and ate, washing bites down with sips of wine.

After feeding Farris a piece of bread, Reyla stroked his cheeks, not looking Dorion’s way, though I could tell she was observing him from the corner of her eye. She watched him with that careful attention she reserved for potential threats. Smart woman. He'd concealed things from us inside the labyrinth. I had the advantage of history with him, though I trusted him only as much as anyone could trust the heir of a rival court.

“We met almost daily for months,” he said. “Autumn afternoons in an orchard where the leaves turned gold around us. Winter evenings in an abandoned keep where we'd build a fire and sit beside it, talking until dawn.” His voice roughened. “I thought I'd found my future. But one day, she stopped coming. I didn’t know why, and it ripped me apart.”

He stared at the floor, lost in the memories. “When I heard the Irridain princess was going to marry, I thought nothing of it. But my father was sent an invitation to the wedding. I’m sure it was a formality. It wasn’t like our courts were friendly, though we weren’t bitter rivals like with Evergorne. He didn’t want to go and sent me in his place. Imagine my surprise when I saw the woman I loved walk down the aisle to join her life to someone else.”

“I’m sorry,” Reyla said softly. “Do you think she married him willingly?”

“She seemed happy enough to do it.” He sighed. “I left during the vows. Couldn't bear to watch her promise herself to someone else when she'd already given me her heart.” He stared at the food. “Or so I thought.”

Turning toward the hearth, he flicked his hand and wood appeared on top of the burning-down coals. Flames licked greedily around the dry tinder that snapped and popped. Facing us again, he shook his head. “Laphira was supposed to take the crown after her father’s death, but her mother has been reluctant to hand it to her. From what I heard recently, Naveer keeps saying that Laphira’s not quite ready. The court seems happy enough with her on the throne.”

He grunted. “Laphira was sitting beside me at dinner, but only her exterior. It was like the inside of her, the woman I love, was gone.”

“She could be putting on an act. With Naveer as a mother, I would too.” Reyla scooted forward to grab a slice of cheese. She bit into the slice, chewing.

“There’s something odd about everything here.” He let out a breath. “I don’t know what to make of it.” He looked between us, including Farris in the gesture. “I need to figure out what’s happening to her and why.”

“Did you tell her who you are tonight?” I asked.

“I couldn’t.” He sounded completely devastated. “I can't risk exposing you two.” His hands clenched. “But I'm dying inside watching her like this.”

I felt bad for him. If this was Reyla, I’d be ripping this place apart to find out what was happening. The thought of losing her, of watching her become an empty shell like Laphira, made my blood run cold.

Dorion sent us a pleading look. “What do we think could be wrong with her?”

I shook my head. “We can ask questions, see if we can discover what’s going on.”

Reyla nodded. “Moira and Calista will help.” She glanced up at me. “How does what I saw tie into the chandelier and Laphira’s behavior, if it does at all?”

“Hard to tell without more information.”

“I didn't imagine the whispers or the change in the chandelier.” Steel edged her voice, the tone she used when someone questioned her abilities.

I tugged on a strand of her hair. “I believe you.”

“Thank you.” She pressed her face into my side before turning to Dorion. “What’s Queen Naveer’s skill? That might give us a clue to all this. Of anyone, I’d suspect her the most of doing something like this to her daughter, though I can’t figure out what she might gain other than holding onto the crown.”

“She has two skills. Willbinding is one,” Dorion said. “She can influence people's choices, making them believe their decisions are entirely their own. It's subtle. Victims never realize they're being manipulated. They think they're acting on their own desires.”

“That explains a lot about this place,” I muttered. A skill like that would make everyone here potential puppets. “I’d read her skill was deathsense.”

Dorion nodded. “That’s the other.”

“She can feel when someone dies and absorb the energy released at the moment of death,” I explained to Reyla. “The stronger the person's magic, the more power they gain. It's a rare enough skill that most don't understand how it works. My ancestors researched all the rival courts' abilities.” I met Dorion's curious gaze. “Standard precaution.”

Dorion paused as he was lifting food toward his mouth. “What did your ancestors discover about Halendor?” He bit down hard and chewed.

I grinned, and I supposed it did come out a touch feral. “That’s confidential.”

Wildfire poked my side. “You can tell me later. Whisper it in my ear.”

I brushed my lips against her cheek. “Tonight, I'll share all of Evergorne's secrets with you.”

“Don’t drag Halendor into that,” Dorion grumbled.

Reyla's expression grew grim. “Willbinding and deathsense together explains why she runs deadly trials.”

“Exactly. She influences people to compete willingly, then feeds off their deaths when they lose.” Dorion's jaw clenched. “Which goes along with the last bit of that chant. No wonder Laphira seems so empty. She's probably been forced to watch years of willing sacrifices.”

Reyla fed Farris a piece of cheese. He was enjoying our meal as much as us. “We‘ll ask Calista and Moira to investigate carefully. They’re right that they’ll be able to move around the castle easier than us.” She sucked in a breath and released it. “Any idea what the competitions will entail?”

“Nothing cute or fun,” Dorion said. “After that lovely chant at dinner, it’ll be wise to watch your back.”

“And get out of here as fast as we can,” Reyla said.

My only goal was to obtain the talisman and leave. If I could do it tonight, I would. I had no interest in competing in whatever “games” Naveer might dream up, especially when they put my wife at risk.

Dorion drained the rest of his wine and brushed crumbs off the front of his tunic before rising. “I’m going to look around.”

“Don’t get caught,” Reyla said.

“I’ll be careful.” He glanced toward one of the windows where darkness loomed. “Lord Vikire enjoys taking walks through the grounds at night. It’s a well-known fact. He’d stroll through the castle itself if it’s raining, which it is.”

“Let us know if you discover anything,” I said as he strode toward the door.

Farris lifted his head and watched Dorion, his tail thumping on the cushions.

Dorion paused at the door, his hand on the latch. “If something happens to me tonight, get Laphira out of here. Promise me.”

Before we could respond, he slipped out into the hall, leaving us with his desperate plea and the sound of rain pattering on the windows.
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Chapter 21
Reyla


The need to do something—anything—churned through me.

After Dorion was gone, I rose from the sofa. “We should look around also. Sitting here isn’t going to give us answers or get us closer to that talisman. And every moment we wait gives Naveer more time to spring whatever trap she’s laying.”

Lore also got up off the sofa. “I don’t intend to lounge around for what’s left of the evening,” he drawled.

I traced a fingertip down the front of his tunic. “Plans?”

“Remember that thought, Wildfire. I plan to test you later.”

Now I was intrigued. “What kind of test?”

“The kind where you don't get to think about anything but me.” Heat blazed in his eyes. “Let’s dress in leathers and pretend we’re trying to find a training room.”

I pouted, though I wasn’t opposed to working out. “Training this late at night?”

“It makes a great excuse for Lord Rutherford and Lady Bliss to be in the halls dressed in leathers. They wouldn’t know where the training room is. Who’s to say they wouldn’t get lost even after someone gives them directions? Laphira was wearing the talisman. If she takes it off, it’s ours.”

I nodded, my brow narrowing. “Clever.”

He gave me a crooked smile that did amazing things for my libido. “I took a cue from my wife.”

“Oh, her.”

His arm scooped around my waist, and he tugged me fully against him. “Yes, her. She’s smarter than me.”

“I like that you think that.” His comment also made my libido leap around and come up with some wild ideas.

However, there was something I needed to do.

“Totally true.” Growing serious, he stared down at me, cupping my face in gentle hands. “You’re the thought behind my every breath, the reason the world feels less empty.”

I stroked his face. “I’m not just surviving anymore. I’m living. And it’s because of you, Lore.”

He slid his arms back around me, and his mouth found mine before I could take a breath. The world narrowed to the heat of his mouth and the possessive way his hands stroked my back.

I melted into him and deepened our kiss. He tasted of warmth and longing, as if every slow-burning look he’d ever given me had finally sparked to flame. His hand slid up into my hair, tilting my head back, and I moaned, clinging to his shirt.

He kissed me like he’d been holding himself back and was finally, finally done waiting. Heat curled low in my belly, and I leaned into the promise of him. But even as I lost myself in his touch, part of me remained alert, listening for footsteps in the corridor, for any sign that our time was running out.

I broke the kiss, my lips tingling, my chest heaving like I’d run up three flights of stairs. Clinging to his shirt while his hands stroked my hips, my spine, even cupping my ass, I rested my forehead against his chest.

“As much as I want you…” I whispered, my words barely audible. “We don’t have time to lose ourselves like this.”

His eyes burned, not just with hunger but with the frustration of knowing I was right. He stepped back slowly, dragging his hands down my arms, his fingertips grazing the inside of my wrists in a way that made my knees weaken. Still, he let me go.

“You’re very distracting, you know,” I said, managing a crooked smile as armor against the sadness I didn’t want to feel right now.

He gave me a wolfish grin in return. “Am I?”

Before I could react, my back hit the wall beside the fireplace. He lifted my wrists over my head, pinning them with one hand. His lips grazed my jaw, trailing lower, nipping at my skin. It was all I could do to remain standing. I wanted to take his hand and drag him to the bedroom.

The scrape of his teeth against my throat made everything inside me quiver.

If this is all we ever have, he said, it’s enough. Know this. Don’t mourn for me.

My throat tightened, and my heart twisted so hard it hurt. I blinked fast, willing the tears back before they betrayed me.

Tugging my hands free, I caught his jaw, pulling him closer until our foreheads touched. I will die for you, Lore. Do anything for you. But you do not get to tell me I cannot mourn. I’ll break. There’s no way around that. Which is why we’re going to save you.

His eyes searched mine. For once, he didn’t argue.

We stayed like that while the storm of everything we hadn’t said surged under the surface. Then he stepped back.

Reality crashed in. Naveer's trials. Dorion's desperation. The talisman we still needed to find. We moved to the bedroom, the heat between us banked but not extinguished. The moment the door shut behind us, I crossed to the armoire and pulled out the black leathers I used for training. The supple fabric was well loved and worn, but it hugged curves without squeaking and was whisper silent when I moved. I stripped quickly and slid into the outfit piece by piece, fastening each clasp with barely a thought.

At the dresser, I cinched my belt and clipped on the sheaths. The twin daggers Lore had made for me nestled into place at my hips, their hilts smooth and familiar beneath my fingertips.

Behind me, Lore finished strapping a curved blade to his thigh. “Just like a regular night in the tower,” he said without a touch of humor.

“Exactly.” I tilted my head toward the bathing area. “Can you give me a moment or two?”

“Of course.” He sat on the edge of the bed and Farris wiggled over for pats.

I hurried into the bathing area and shut the door.

I'd been thinking about that portrait since dinner, the way those painted eyes had seemed to track my movement. If there was any chance the former queen could provide answers…

Would flitting work for me now? Closing my eyes, I pictured the dining room, Naveer’s chair, and the portrait behind it. I added power.

A blink and I stood peering up at the former queen.

Her eyes locked on mine.

“You were speaking to me,” I said softly. “Tell me why or I’m gone.”

Davalon’s lips curved up on one side. I’m grateful you heard me. Her voice echoed through my mind like dried leaves scraping across stone. So few can.

“What do you want?”

To warn you about my daughter's hunger. The painted queen's expression shifted, becoming almost maternal.

After peering around to make sure I was alone, I lowered my voice. “Do you know who I…”

Know who you are? Of course. I won’t say a thing if you will do something for me.

“Tell me and I’ll decide.”

My daughter collects what cannot be stolen by force. Though I suspect she learned this particular hunger from someone far older and more patient than herself.

I frowned. “What does that mean?”

The chant you heard tonight speaks truth wrapped in pretty words. 'By choice they gave what could not be taken'. My daughter has discovered that willing sacrifice holds far greater power than murder ever could.

“Willing sacrifice of what?”

Davalon's smile widened, revealing teeth that seemed too sharp. What burns brightest when freely given, child? What can rarely be taken by force, yet flows like a river when offered willingly?”

I thought about it for a moment. “Life force. A willing sacrifice of someone’s power.” My stomach dropped. “Through the trials.”

Among other things. She's grown quite creative, though not original. Someone taught her well.

“You?”

Her spine stiffened. Never me. Never for something like this. The painted queen tilted her head. Tell me, what did you think of my granddaughter tonight?

“Laphira seemed…distant.”

She’s witnessed too much. Watching nobles die thinking they were proving their worth, when really they were just feeding my daughter's immortality, will scar a child.

“She’s a woman.”

Davalon shrugged. Her eyes glittered with something that might’ve been malice. The poor girl has been forced to watch every moment, every death. Naveer finds horror amplifies the power she gains.

“That's why Laphira’s so withdrawn.”

Partially. Davalon's lips curved again. There are other reasons, but you'll discover those yourself. If you're clever enough.

“How can I stop this?”

Stop what, child? People choosing to compete? My daughter never forces anyone into her trials. She simply provides opportunities for the brave to prove themselves. The painted queen's laugh was bitter. Choice is a powerful thing, child. Even when that choice leads to death.

“There has to be a way to stop her.”

Perhaps. Some magic runs deeper than surface spells. Davalon's gaze sharpened. Tell me, what do you know of your own abilities?

“I can nullify other people's magic.”

Can you? How interesting. The former queen seemed to consider this. Not all magic can be broken easily, of course. Some spells become part of the very foundations they're built upon. But a skilled practitioner might find creative solutions.

Her image began to waver, solidifying before going fluid once more.

“Wait,” I said quickly. “What do you want me to do to keep you quiet, and what kind of creative solutions are you talking about?”

Look for what sustains rather than what controls, child. My daughter's power has a source. Find it, and you will find your answers and know what must be done. But be warned. She's had years to perfect her craft. Ancient grievances have long memories and longer reach. She won’t allow anyone to stop her now.

She turned solid, her gaze staring into the dining room like every other portrait in the room.

I flitted back to the bathing area, my heartrate pounding in my throat.

Lore snapped his arms around me from behind, making me jump.

“Where did you go, my pretty little bride?” His voice dropped to a deadly register that made my heart flip over. “Flitting somewhere, were you?”

“I'm fine⁠—”

“That wasn't what I asked.” His fingertip stroked along the pulse point in my throat. “Tell me where you went, love. Now.”

Turning, I met his stare, refusing to be intimidated even as heat pooled low in my belly. “I went to speak with Queen Davalon's portrait.”

“Without me.”

“It was just for a short time.”

“A short time where anything could have happened to you.” He shifted close enough that I could feel his breath against my mouth. “A short time when I couldn't protect you.”

“I can protect myself.”

“Not from everything.” His hands slid up to frame my face, his touch possessive. “Promise me you won't vanish like that again.” His voice roughened. “I can't protect what I can't reach.”

The command in his tone should have annoyed me. Instead, it sent a thrill straight through my core. But I wasn't about to let him know that.

“Or what?” I tilted my chin up, letting defiance sharpen my tone. “You'll tie me to the bed?”

His eyes darkened. “Don't tempt me.”

“Maybe I want to tempt you.”

For a heartbeat, the air between us crackled with tension.

Then Lore exhaled, his fingertips tracing my cheekbones. “Tell me what she said first. Then we can discuss your punishment for scaring me.”

I suppressed a shiver at the promise in his words. “First, she knew who I was.”

He frowned. “Will she tell?”

“I don’t think so.” But we couldn’t trust anyone here. “She explained about the chant. Naveer feeds off willing deaths, people who choose to die for honor or glory release more life energy than murder victims. The trials aren't just games. They're harvesting opportunities.”

The thought of what she was doing made me sick. My father… I shut off the thought. This wasn’t the same.

Or what is?

“And Laphira?” he asked.

“She's been forced to witness it all. Years of watching people die.” I leaned into his touch. “Davalon said there are other reasons for her condition, but she wouldn't elaborate.”

“Cryptic spirits.” Lore's jaw tightened. “What else?”

“She said Naveer's power has a source, and that I should look for what sustains rather than what controls. She also mentioned that some magic becomes part of foundations.”

“Foundation magic.” Lore considered this. “Built into the structure itself, maybe? Harder to break because it's woven into the very stones.”

“We encountered something similar in the labyrinth.”

“And we left that entity well-contained in the structure.”

“Maybe this one is well-contained as well.” Though I doubted devotion played any role here at Irridain. Except… “Dominion.”

His eyebrows lifted, begging me to explain.

“Irridain. Dominion. What if true dominion can only be achieved through willing submission? That might be keeping whatever it is bound.”

“An interesting notion.” His hands dropped to my waist, pulling me closer. “From now on, we do everything together. Which means no more solo adventures.”

“I can handle myself.”

“I know you can.” His voice softened. “But I can't handle losing you. So be gentle with me.”

The raw need in his voice made my chest tighten. I could fight his commands, but I couldn't fight his fear of losing me. “Next time I'll take you with me.”

“Good.” He kissed my forehead. “Now, about that punishment.”

“I thought we were going exploring.”

His low growl echoed in the room. “We are. Keep your punishment in mind, love, because it’s coming.”

I gave him a cocky grin and sidled around him, aiming for the bedroom. “I can’t wait.”

Farris yawned from where he lay on the bed, his ears flicking back and forth before he stretched long, his fluffy tail curling toward his spine. He hopped down to the floor and padded toward us.

“Are you coming with us?” I asked, scratching behind his ears. “Or can I convince you to remain here?”

He gave me a flat look, tilted his head, and trotted toward the door, his tail flicking upward as if I’d given him a grave insult.

I swear he understands everything, I told Lore.

He grunted, and we strode into the sitting area. He opened the door enough to check the hall, and once he’d ensured it was clear, Farris and I slipped out behind him, as quiet as a breath.

Somewhere below, muffled voices echoed. I couldn’t make out the words, only the cadence, punctuated by the clink of glass and the drag of random footsteps.

At the stairwell, Lore turned to me. Down or up?

Up, I said. Few hide secrets in the servants’ quarters, and Calista and Moira will discover them for us if they do. And there were people out and about down there. It sounded silent above—so far. People tended to talk about who they ran into, who they saw slinking through the halls.

We climbed to the fourth floor. The castle felt different at night, like the walls themselves were listening.

We passed a set of tall doors that opened into a ballroom, where only the tinkle of past laughter and music remained. A chandelier hung like a frozen sun above a dusty floor that didn’t appear to have seen a dance in a very long time.

Next came a parlor filled with chairs too perfectly arranged.

Then a library. The doors stood ajar, and I pushed them open enough to slip inside with Lore and Farris right behind. The air smelled of old wood and aged paper. No lights burned, and I didn’t hear anyone moving around.

Books stretched from floor to ceiling on this level and the one above. I strode over to the closest stack and ran my fingertip along the thick black tomes with no titles. They hummed under my touch, the dormant magic inside them whispering like wind through dead leaves.

These are ancient, I whispered in Lore’s mind, though I could shout, I supposed, and no one other than him would hear. Still, I felt like I needed to remain quiet. Careful. I pulled a book from the shelf and laid it on my palm and tugged at the cover. Sealed. The next book too. All of those on this shelf. This place feels preserved, not lived in.

I could’ve spent hours here. Books had saved my life more than once. There might be something in this room that could help us. But there was no time to search.

We left the library and continued up to the next level.

The tile on the sixth floor creaked under our steps, and I brushed my hand along the wall as we moved. Farris trotted at my side, sniffing the floor, his tail twitching, but he didn’t signal any danger.

We approached a corner and came to a stop, our eyes widening in alarm.

A woman’s voice, hushed but much too sharp, echoed from ahead.

Lore grabbed my arm and pulled me behind a thick window drape that fell from ceiling to floor, the fabric swallowing us whole. Farris slipped in beside us and curled at my feet, remaining utterly still.

Footsteps approached, hurried heels on stone. The same woman’s voice rose, clipped. “Keep up. You don’t want to upset her.”

They passed us, and we peeked around the fabric, watching as Laphira walked with a stilted stride, her expression vacant.

She was not wearing the chain with the talisman around her neck.

A woman dressed in a starched black dress with a ruffled collar and a tight gray bun on her head clutched Laphira’s upper arm, her mouth drawn into a hard line.

A boy trailed behind them, holding a toy dagger in his hand. Young. Pale blue eyes too large for his face. He walked slowly, slashing his pretend blade back and forth through the air.

Still keeping a tight grip on Laphira’s arm, the woman reeled around to glare at the boy. “Stop dawdling. Keep up or you’ll feel my hand.”

The boy flinched.

Something cold settled in my stomach as I watched the interaction.

Fear flashed across his face, and he looked like he might cry. But he rushed forward, his small legs working hard until he reached Laphira and grabbed her hand, looking up at her.

“Mummy?” His soft voice rang out in the hall. “Why won’t you smile?”

Laphira said nothing. Did nothing but walk beside the woman, under her command.

The older woman hissed something under her breath, but I didn’t catch it. They rounded the corner and their shoes clicked on the floor, their footsteps fading.

Lore sent me an eyebrow-raised look. Laphira’s son.

How old does he appear to you?

Four. Five. He tilted his head. Why?

Because he has Dorion’s eyes.

The same pale blue, the same shape. The same eyes that had looked at me with desperate hope when Dorion spoke of the woman he loved.

That wasn't just Laphira's son.

He was also Dorion's child.
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Chapter 22
Reyla


What? Lore hissed, peering down the hall as if he hoped to catch another glance of the boy, but they were gone, even their voices fading to nothing.

My heart clenched as I thought of Dorion searching for answers about the woman he loved, not knowing he had a son walking these halls. A son who was being led around by a harsh woman while his mother stared at nothing.

How long had that little boy been asking his mother to smile while she remained trapped in whatever spell held her? The image of that small face looking up at his vacant mother made my chest ache. Children shouldn't have to beg for their parents' attention, shouldn't have to wonder why love had suddenly vanished from familiar eyes.

They were together like that. I still watched the shadows where the boy had disappeared.

Lore shrugged, his mouth a flat line. I assume so.

I glanced at him. So maybe the boy is his. I bet Dorion doesn’t know.

He will soon. Lore's jaw tightened. The real question is how he'll handle it.

Maybe her deceased husband had the same eyes. The timing felt too convenient to ignore. Hers are dark blue, so the pale blue must come from his father.

Maybe.

We exchanged a long, loaded look. My chest felt like someone had pulled it open. The air between us shifted, getting heavier. Before, this was about finding the talisman and leaving, then fusing the three together, though I wasn’t sure where or how we were supposed to do that.

Now a child was part of the situation, and it was clear there was something very wrong with Laphira.

Walking away would be the smart choice. But I’d never been good at keeping my nose out of things that shouldn’t concern me.

That little boy's confused voice echoed in my mind. Mummy? Why won't you smile? How many times had he asked that question? How many times had he been ignored?

Maybe I felt this way because the memory of my potential child, Lore’s and mine, the one I’d met in the labyrinth, still lived in my heart. If I was Laphira and that boy was my son, I’d hope someone, anyone, would help us. Because it was clear that something bad was going on and that he could be in danger, from the servant if no one else.

I exhaled through my nose, trying to focus on the task we’d given ourselves tonight. The hallway was silent again, long and too narrow and stretching away into darkness in both directions.

Laphira is vacant. A chill wracked my frame, and I was reminded of how someone had once drained all my power, how he’d wiped me so clean that I was left to float through the ether. If my best friend hadn’t come for me, saved me, I’d still be there today.

Was that what was going on here?

Horror alone won’t do that to you, I don’t think. Lore pinched the bridge of his nose. I’m tempted to follow. See where they’re going.

Same.

His eyes stayed sharp on the hallway. Her mother could be using some kind of mind control. Take your pick or come up with your own suggestions. None of it’s good.

Agreed. We’ll…

“Wildfire,” he drawled. “Do not get involved.”

You’re the one who suggested it first.

I know you.

That you do.

He tried to scowl but couldn’t quite pull it off. Yes, I do.

After listening to make sure no one was coming, we eased out from behind the drapes and headed in the direction they’d come from.

She wasn’t wearing the talisman, I said.

I noted that as well. Let’s hope she left it behind.

I kept my footsteps light, studying the swirling pattern on the tile, the way dust had settled in corners of the hall. Why not keep this area of the castle clean?

We passed room after room. Some doors stood open, leading into unused chambers. Others were locked. A sweep of Lore’s hand opened those, and we poked our heads inside, finding more unlived-in rooms.

Guess they’re not expecting guests on this wing, he said.

I nodded, my jaw tight.

We kept going. One more door at the far end of the hall, and it was darker here, as if even the moonlight had decided to keep away.

We stopped outside the door. Lore looked at me. I gave a nod, and he opened it. We stepped into a sitting room with a cluster of furniture in front of a cold fireplace. A thick rug covered wooden floorboards that peeked out from beneath on all sides. I spied a door to our left that could lead to a bedroom.

A few toys lay scattered on the rug, including a soft knight doll with a sword stitched to one hand. A small carved dragon lay on the rug beside it.

Farris trotted over to a ball lying on the wood, and he nudged it with his nose before looking my way. No, I was not going to throw it for him. As if he heard my thought, he sighed and trotted back to sit beside me, looking around the room like us.

This is either her room or the boy's.

Agreed.

Let's search for the talisman before someone finds us.

Farris bumped my thigh with his snout. I found him staring back at the hall, his ears forward. Alert.

A faint creak echoed from beyond the door.

Lore turned, a blade in his hand, his stance loose but ready. He laid his hand on my arm, ready to flit us back to our suite.

We waited while our heartbeats ticked on, but no one entered the room, and silence returned.

After a long moment, I crossed the room and knelt beside the toys. The knight doll’s fabric was soft and worn at the edges. Someone had played with this often.

I dropped the doll back on the floor and rose.

Every creak of the floorboards made me freeze. Time was slipping away, and we still had no idea where Laphira kept the talisman or when she might return.

Lore eased into the other room without a word, though he left the door open behind him. I felt him in my mind a second later. This suite is hers. Laphira’s.

I nodded, not surprised. If this was the boy’s room, we’d find more toys and smaller chairs. Maybe colorful pictures on the walls, not stoic ancestors glaring down their noses.

The sitting area had been furnished in muted shades of gold and rose, and everything was padded or draped in velvet. Very formal. Almost too formal. Who could relax here? It was the kind of room that made you sit with your back straight and your lips sealed. Farris stayed at my side, his tail still, his nose twitching as he sniffed the carpet and furniture.

Leaving me, he padded to the fireplace, gave a low huff, and scratched at the grate.

I clicked my tongue. “Farris,” I whispered, walking over to nudge him with my leg. “Don’t dig. If you get soot on the rug, they’ll suspect someone was here.”

But he went back to it. Scratching. Whining. Looking at me over his shoulder.

I’d be a fool to ignore my nyxin when he was trying to tell me something.

“Do I need to look at something, little guy?” I asked softly, crouching beside him.

I reached for the small shovel tucked in the metal rack to the right of the fireplace and used it to sift gently through the ashes. They flaked apart, slithering, as light as a breath. The edge of something caught my eye. I leaned closer, then used the handle to drag it free. I held it up and shook off the gray residue and turned it this way and that.

I focused my magic and lit my fingertip, directing it at the half-burned scrap of paper. Lowering the shovel to the hearth, I unfolded the paper with care.

Smudged ink and scorched holes made it a challenge to make out, but a few words clung to the center.

…she suspects…danger…don’t let her near the boy…

I found something, I told Lore, reading what I could decipher.

He didn’t answer for a long moment. Someone tried to destroy it.

You think Laphira wrote this?

No matter what, it was meant to burn.

Folding it, I slid it into my pocket. I’ll take it to our room.

Yup.

I stood, brushing off my knees, and after placing the shovel back where I found it, I moved on.

I sorted through a desk with drawers full of paper, dried inkpots, wax seals. Lifting sofa cushions, I prodded the seams. Farris paced with me, his nails muted on the carpet. When I stepped back from the low table, my foot caught on a ripple at the rug's edge.

I ignored it at first but turned back to stare down at it. Everything in this room, other than the few toys on the floor, appeared spotless. Perfect, actually, as if no one lived here. Except the ripple on the edge of the rug.

Maybe it was nothing, but I flipped the end over.

A child’s drawing lay underneath.

Farris came over to sit nearby, tilting his head, his attention fixed on the paper.

I laid it on my thigh, smoothing it out. Drawn lines, bright and clumsy, depicting three stick figures. One small, maybe the boy. One wearing a golden pendant that looked suspiciously like a featherdorn. The final was a towering figure looming behind them both, scribbled in thick red ink.

Lore stepped out of the bedroom and joined me, looking at it over my shoulder.

It could mean nothing, I said.

Or something. Why hide it?

I shrugged. If the boy drew this, he may have been playing pirate and buried his treasure.

He reached out and touched the figure wearing the pendant. This could be Laphira.

Agreed. The shadow wasn’t drawn by accident.

I have no idea what it means.

With a shrug, I slipped the drawing back where I found it, smoothing out the rug.

The jewelry box yielded nothing but earrings and rings. A music box played a haunting melody but held no secrets. I was beginning to think she’d hidden the talisman somewhere else.

I followed Lore into the bedroom that was all soft draperies and polished wood, high-backed chairs with floral carvings across the top. Another room to be seen but not slept in.

Lore searched the vanity drawers, while I drifted toward the bed. I lifted the edges of the mattress, finding nothing beneath. When I dropped the final corner down, something made an odd sound behind the headboard.

Climbing onto the bed, I peered behind.

Playing with spiders? Lore's mental voice held a hint of amusement despite the tense situation.

Something's behind here.

A leather pouch hung behind the headboard, the tie blending in with the curtain lining, almost invisible unless you knew where to look.

I tugged it up and loosened the binding at the top, nudging it out of the way to peer inside. A small leatherbound book, smooth with age, lay inside. Tugging it carefully out, I laid it on my thighs, staring down at it. You’ll find this interesting.

He came over to join me. Hmm. He traced his finger across the swirling symbol on the front and it blazed silver before fading back to a smooth, tarnished emblem.

It likes you. Who wouldn’t?

Maybe. Maybe not.

It didn’t bite you, and that’s a good thing.

Open it, he said.

It could be spelled, but I was curious if nothing else. I flipped back the cover and scrolled through the almost universally blank pages.

Only one held writing. Leaning close, Lore read along with me.

They’re watching. I can’t control anything, not even my own thoughts. I hate what’s happening. Hate my mother and what she makes me watch. Even more, what she does to me after. I need to escape before…

There was nothing else.

I stared at the words, my fingers tightening into a fist. This must be Laphira’s. She’s terrified. Unease curled through me. If she’s in danger, her son could be as well. A child shouldn't have to live like this. The thought made my magic stir restlessly beneath my skin.

This must relate to what’s going on with her.

As I returned the book to the pouch and secured it behind the bed again, Lore strode to the closet and checked inside. Empty. Just gowns, carefully spaced.

Don’t mess them up.

He tutted.

Farris sniffed along the baseboard, moving around the room, snorting occasionally. I followed him with my eyes until my attention was snagged by a narrow bookshelf. Every spine had been aligned by color and size except one. A thick green volume jutted out beyond the others, looking odd among such careful order.

I slid off the bed and straightened the bedding until it didn’t look like anyone had sat on the surface, then moved to the bookcase, pulling the book free.

Something behind caught the low light.

Kneeling, I sent magic to my fingertip, enough to cast a soft glow, and squinted into the gap.

A clay effigy lurked in the shadows. The sight of it made my stomach lurch. Laphira’s face had been carved in careful detail, though her “body” was the complete opposite, just clay roughly formed into arms, legs, and with a normal-sized belly. Thin bones shaped into needles pierced her chest and head.

Whoever had created this wanted Laphira to suffer. The precision of the carving, the deliberate placement of each needle. This wasn't random malice. This was personal.

Lore came over to stoop down beside me.

That’s old magic, he said. Targeted.

Like a curse?

He nodded, his jaw clenched.

I studied the effigy. Do you think Naveer did this or someone else? In my mind, she was the prime suspect.

It could be the work of almost anyone inside the castle.

Damn magical fae. Although, I was one of them, a damn magical fae, myself.

Should we take it? I glanced his way. If it’s the reason Laphira’s acting so odd…

Removing it might help or hurt her. Let’s look into this further first, though we’ll tell Dorion.

I sat back on my heels, staring into the tiny gap.

I let my finger light fade and replaced the book, my hands trembling. The effigy's hollow eyes seemed to follow me as I stood.

We need to find that talisman and get out of here, I told Lore. Before whoever made that thing decides we've seen too much.

A soft footstep echoed from the corridor outside.
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Chapter 23
Lore


We froze, our eyes meeting in alarm.

Wait here. A blink, and I stood at the corner on the far end of the hall, scanning both corridors and finding no one. I flitted back to Reyla. No one’s there.

But someone was.

Maybe.

A timely warning, however.

We searched some more with desperate urgency.

The mirror on the far wall hung slightly crooked, enough to register as wrong every time I’d passed it. I’d noticed the angle earlier but ignored it. Since the room was so meticulously arranged, the sight of it pulled at me.

When I straightened it, the reflection lagged behind reality. Not by much, but enough to make my skin crawl.

In the glass, someone watched us from the shadows.

Prager. Red gown, elaborate hair, too much jewelry. She smiled and pointed directly at me. The gesture felt like a promise. Or a threat.

I spun toward the window, blade drawn, power surging. Empty space. But when I glanced back at the mirror, she'd moved closer.

Whirling around again, I found no one other than Farris snapping at the air where Prager should be, and my wildfire stooped and elbow-deep as she pawed through the lowest drawer of an ornately carved bureau.

I tilted the mirror back into the position it had hung in when we came in.

The room behind me reappeared as it was. Reyla on her knees, holding up a tunic. Farris peering this way and that, his ears back. And me, visible now in the glass. Lord Rutherford’s face, that his, his jaw tight, his expression dark and uncertain.

Prager's in the mirror, I told her, my mental voice tight. Watching us.

Sucking in a breath, she scanned the room. Her posture didn’t relax, but she released her grip on the hilt of her dagger. I don’t see her.

You will in the mirror.

Some sort of spell?

Yes.

The talisman must be here, then. She’s trying to scare us away.

Why not appear and kill us?

She propped her hand on her hip. Prager enjoys the game as much as the kill.

So do I except I play to win.

Coming over to stand beside me, she studied her reflection. When I looked, Lady Bliss stood there instead of my precious mate. If it’s a spell, let’s leave her trapped there.

The thought of Prager getting anywhere near my wife made my magic surge with violent intent. I couldn’t stab a mirror.

Turning to face me, she stroked my arm. Don’t let her spook you.

I’m not spooked. Not too much.

I know you.

More than anyone.

She wrapped her arms around me, holding me. I nudged my chin against the top of her head, grateful to have this woman in my life.

When we pulled apart, she moved on to search some more. Daring Prager, I straightened the mirror again.

She stood directly behind me with blades in her hands. Before I could spin or draw in power to send out, she stabbed, her knives hitting me in the neck, the ribs, and the lower abdomen.

Gasping, I turned, finding her gone. I pawed at my body but found no wounds.

With a snarl, I knocked the mirror off the wall. It shattered when it hit the floor, drawing Reyla’s attention.

“Are you alright?” she hissed, rushing over to me.

“I’m fine,” I bit out. One sweep of my hand, and the mirror fragments were swept underneath the bed. Someone would find them one day, but I doubted anyone would connect the broken mirror with us.

Reyla nodded slowly, her concerned gaze on my face, before she got back to her search.

I shifted my focus to the floor, going around, testing each board with my weight eased onto my foot. Then using magic to try to lift them, one after another.

One near the hearth gave a little when I tested it. My pulse quickened. After all the empty drawers and false leads, this felt different.

I knelt, resting my palm on the wood, and coaxed a seam open with a subtle push of magic. It lifted, revealing a dark gap beneath.

With one arm braced on the floor, I reached in slowly. If there was a trap, I’d trip it on my terms.

Heat.

Something small shifted, and I closed my fingers around a smooth object, and drew it out, revealing a deep red stone. I laid it on my palm, watching as the low light hit it and arced off.

Reyla came to my side and crouched. Farris followed and sat opposite her, staring at the stone.

She reached toward it but didn’t touch. What is it?

Not sure yet. I turned the thing over, looking for markings but finding none.

Frowning, she touched it, and pulled back fast, her mouth going slack. Her voice sounded hollow. Fear. Pain. A child’s voice crying.

Farris growled. Reyla looked at the stone like it had tried to bite her.

You’re holding it, she said. Don’t you feel it too?

I shook my head.

Then why me?

Maybe it’s selective. Maybe it’s broken.

Feels intact enough to me. She rubbed her fingers on her tunic. What do you think it is?

It could be a memory stone. I turned it over, studying it from all angles. Mages used them to store traumatic memories. Soldiers too, those who’d survived too much.

They locked away their trauma in a gem?

Better than carrying it forever. I thought of all the things I'd want to forget. Some memories are too heavy to bear.

What was she trying to forget? Reyla finally asked.

You assume this is Laphira’s.

Who else could it belong to?

Shrugging, I looked down at it. At the heat of it seeping through my skin. At the way my wildfire’s face had gone pale from one instant of contact.

We need to find out.

Footsteps again in the hall. Close. Getting closer.

Reyla’s panicked gaze locked on mine.

Someone opened the door to the sitting room. At least we’d shut the bedroom door.

The woman we’d heard in the hall spoke. Snapped, actually. “Sit. Stop whimpering.”

“Mummy. Are you alright, Mummy?” the boy asked. “Sit, Mummy. I’ll protect you.”

The little boy's voice cut through me. So much worry in such small words.

The floor creaked beyond the door. My hand hovered above the stone. One sound or one breath too loud, and it would be over.

I shoved the stone back into the gap in the floor and pressed the board down hard. It clicked into place. We both rose to our feet.

Reyla spun, scanning the room, and I did the same. Hide or leave?

There wasn’t time to choose. Only time to regret.

My heart pounded. Tension loaded the air. Even Farris went still, pressed against my leg like he understood we were about to be caught.

I grabbed Reyla’s hand and tugged her into my arms. “Hold on, Farris.”

He looked up at me with complete trust. One day, we’d discover why this small creature understood so much.

The bedroom door hinges creaked. The panel began to glide inward.

I flitted us back to our suite.

We squeezed through space like a fist around thread, stretched and pulled until everything inside me howled to snap back into place.

We landed in our bedroom at Irridain.

My limbs hadn’t caught up to the move yet. The rug caught my boot, and I hit the side of the chaise with a grunt. Reyla tumbled into me, her elbow digging into my ribs. We landed on the chaise in a tangled heap, me on my back, her on top of me. Farris leaped away with a huff and scampered into the sitting area.

For a moment, we just breathed. The adrenaline from nearly being caught still coursed through my veins, making everything sharper, including how aware I was of every place her body was touching mine.

Reyla’s hair hung in my eyes. Her hip was wedged against mine, one knee braced against my thigh.

Her breath whispered against my neck. Neither of us moved, caught between relief and something else entirely.

That was close, she said.

Too close.

She was still breathing hard, clinging to my shirt, and I could feel how cold her fingertips were.

Reyla didn’t move.

I didn’t either.

“You know,” I drawled. “For a narrow escape from mortal peril, this landing has definite possibilities.”

She braced herself up on my chest and gave me a look that was half mock scowl, half heat.

I could work with both.

We should talk about what we found, she said, but made no move to get up.

We should. I traced my finger along her jaw. In a moment.

The memory stone's secrets could wait.

Prager could wait.

Right now, all that mattered was the woman in my arms and the way she was looking at me, like she wanted to forget the danger for now.

I flitted us to the bed.
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Chapter 24
Reyla


“We haven’t heard from Dorion,” I said later.

“It’s the middle of the night.” Lore’s arms tightened around me, and he nuzzled my neck with his nose, kissing a trail down my throat. “He’s probably asleep.”

“We should make sure everything’s alright. He was upset.” Awake now, I was worried.

Lore sighed and flitted from the bed, reappearing a short time later as naked as he was when he left. Moonlight outlined his frame, and despite everything weighing on us, heat sparked through me. We might not have much time left together, and the thought gutted me.

“Tell me you didn’t go to his room dressed like that,” I croaked, my gaze fixed on his tight abs.

His arms spread wide, and he looked down at himself, smirking when he lifted his head. “Dorion’s got one just like it, though I’ll point out that mine is better.”

“What is it with guys and their conceited pride about their cocks?”

“It’s a nice cock. Even better than nice.” He climbed onto the bed and curled around me.

“You.” I poked his shoulder. “What did Dorion say?”

“He wasn’t there.”

Unease gnawed at me. Dorion wasn't the type to disappear without explanation, especially not when Laphira was involved. “Should we look for him? He could be hurt.”

“We’ll give it until morning.”

He climbed over me, and I forgot about everything else.
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We rose early to bathe and dress in leathers. Since we had no idea what the competitions would entail, we were going to dress as if we were going into battle. At our request, Moira and Calista brought food to our rooms. I wasn’t ready for a repeat of the dining room.

They stood by the door to the hall as we ate.

“Did you learn anything interesting?” I asked them around a bite of egg I washed down with a sip of tea.

Moira shook her head. “I couldn’t get anyone to talk with me, not even when I tried to discuss the weather.”

“They’re diligent.” Calista's tone turned sharp. “Much too focused on what they need to get done to bother with something as simple as that.”

“It might rain,” Moira said with a lifted brow. “If you have to go outside, you might want to know that.”

“How about you, Calista?” Lore asked.

“I spent my time in a different way.” A sparkle lit her eyes. “I stood outside doors and listened rather than outright asking questions.”

“Did you discover anything?” I finished my eggs and lifted a well-buttered horig muffin. I’ll say one thing for Naveer; she had an excellent chef. I wanted this recipe.

“There’s something odd about Princess Laphira. I heard one woman mentioning what a shame it was that she won’t be taking the crown.”

Lore took a horig muffin and sliced it open, lavishing it with butter and placing it on my plate to replace the one I’d consumed in about six bites. “Did they elaborate on that?”

I grinned and almost leaned across the table to kiss him. The only thing holding me back was Calista still speaking and my interest in hearing what she had to say.

“She's been promised to Lord Casteel.”

Lore's expression darkened. “Naveer's enforcer. Bad news in expensive clothing.”

Calista nodded. “He has an estate in the northern mountains and plans to take her there after the wedding.”

“When?”

“Within weeks.” Calista’s lips thinned. “Her son will remain here to be trained to take the crown when Queen Naveer deems it’s the right time.”

Since she’d stolen the crown from her daughter, I doubted the right time would arrive outside of Naveer’s death. And she was chasing immortality with each person she drained.

Losing my appetite, I placed the rest of my second muffin back on my plate.

Laphira didn’t appear able to participate in a wedding ceremony, let alone a marriage.

“Her son is young,” I pointed out. A boy needed his mother.

“I agree, and have you seen the enforcer?” Moira asked, her voice low. “Not that appearance says much about a person, but he…tortures small creatures, so I heard. You know I’d do anything to protect a beastie, much like you would Farris.” Her sad gaze met mine. “Who’d harm a sweet pet? If someone looks at him wrong, he’s been known to remove their eyes. Or their tongue if they’re caught gossiping about him.” It must’ve occurred to her that this was what she was doing, because all the color fled her face, and she sank down onto a chair near the door.

Most enforcers were horrifying, hence the title. Lorant, in many ways, had been Merrick’s enforcer. And my brother told me once that he’d done nasty things for the king. I’d brushed it off. I loved him and could forgive him, but sometimes it was best not knowing what someone had done in their past.

“The servant I overheard mentioned he’d once murdered an entire village when one unknown resident was accused of theft,” Calista said.

My gaze met Lore’s. “That’s harsh punishment.”

We’ll tell Dorion, Lore said.

When we saw him. My back spiked with tension. Had he returned safely?

I turned back to my ladies. “Anything else?”

Calista shook her head. “The staff went quiet after that. I lingered until I heard someone coming down the hall. As it is, I’m not sure that this information is of much value to our cause. I wish they’d talked about the challenges so I could give you some clues about what to expect, but despite moving among other staff, no one brought it up.”

“Alright. Thank you,” I said.

Calista glanced toward the bedroom door. “We’ll straighten your room.” They hurried into the bedroom.

My shoulders curled forward as I spoke, and I kept my voice low. “Obviously, Dorion’s assumption that the fete was being held to find new blood to bind to Irridain through marriage was incorrect.”

“We know now why she’s holding it.”

“Something worse we have to fix now.”

“If we can.”

He was right. Our only priority was to grab the talisman and return to Evergorne to fuse the three together. We couldn’t spend time investigating the Irridain situation and stopping Naveer, though she should be stopped.

Calista and Moira returned from the bedroom, their cheeks flushed. “If we’re dismissed, we’ll make our way back downstairs and see if we can learn anything else. I’ll come back later for your trays.”

“Thank you,” I said, and they left.

We went down to the foyer, joining about twenty others mingling in the big open area. Some shot us sideways glances, a few sneering as they took in our numerous weapons.

“Lord Rutherford,” one man asked with obvious disdain. “When did you start wearing weapons that I assume you have no idea how to use?” His attention shifted to me. “Lady Bliss, that’s quite a statement you’re making by wearing pants, let alone the blades that I know you have no idea how to use.”

I gave him a brow-raised look, tightening my mouth with scorn.

If I impale him with one of my blades, I told Lore, he’ll change his opinion and show me some respect.

Why bother? he drawled.

Right. I’ll save my bladework for whatever might be coming. The interaction revealed a problem we hadn't anticipated. Others know us, but we don’t know them. Or I didn’t, that is.

No worries.

“Take care how you speak to my wife, Lord Tyrrius,” Lore rasped. “Testing her is one thing. Testing me is another.”

I added my sneer to his but kept my mouth shut for now, taking a moment to study the competition.

Every face in the foyer held the same calculating expression, from assessing threats to planning betrayals. Lord Tyrrius sneered at our weapons with the confidence of someone who'd never faced real combat. His lean frame and ornamental blade suggested he preferred to let others do his dirty work, though the blood-red gemstone in his pommel hinted at darker capabilities.

A dark-skinned woman in seafoam silk studied Lore with predatory interest, her tightly curled hair woven with dark green pins. The thick torque around her throat pulsed with magical energy, jewelry that doubled as a weapon.

Her glance slid my way, and she sneered, tapping the torque.

Can jewelry be enchanted? I asked Lore.

Sometimes.

One woman wearing a suspicious torque is looking at me like she’d happily swipe a blade across my throat. Or gouge me in the back.

Who do you want to kill, and can I do it for you instead? I'm bored.

My snort made a nervous woman in deep blue jump. Her pinched expression and the way she kept smoothing her gown screamed anxiety.

Do I know the woman to my left?

Lady Bliss may, but I don't.

Near the parlor entrance, twin women in matching garnet gowns leaned against a column. Both willowy with medium-toned skin, one wore a bejeweled ring through her upper lip, the other through her brow. They were surveying the competition as much as me, and their whispered conversation ended in laughter sharp as jagged glass.

A stout older man dressed completely in white pretended to study the floor while shooting covert glances around the room. Ink stains on his fingers and his scholarly face marked him as someone who dealt in information, something that might work well in a place like this.

Friendly group, I told Lore.

The man in green by the door looks ready to murder me specifically.

That one stood apart from the others, his tunic well-made but unremarkable. What made him memorable was the hatred burning in his eyes as he watched Lore.

Lord Rutherford may have made enemies.

I'll take care. Or not. I am feeling feisty this morning.

Save your feistiness for later.

All of my feistiness belongs to you.

That warmed me through, and I shifted closer into his side, sliding my arm around the back of his waist.

The rest of the nobles blurred together in expensive silk and thin smiles, but these few stood out, each dangerous in their own way. Every single one of them looked at us as if they’d happily sink a dagger into our bellies, given the first chance.

Dorion came over to stand with us. “Sorry I was delayed. I was looking into things.”

“Lord Rutherford went to your room last night, but you weren’t there.” I studied his face, his eyes. “We were worried. Did you get any sleep?”

“Not much,” he clipped out.

“What did you discover?” Lore asked.

Dorion’s attention swept through the foyer. “Nothing I can discuss at this time.” His jaw worked as if he was holding back words that would shatter everything.

“It’s time to get started.” Queen Naveer stood on the second-floor landing, scanning those gathered in the foyer. The air shifted, growing heavier. Conversations died mid-sentence. Even the most arrogant nobles straightened under her gaze. After sauntering down the stairs to join us in the foyer, she clapped her hands, and the doors to the parlors on either side slammed closed. I’d bet anything they’d locked.

Goosebumps lifted across my skin.

“Pay attention.” Queen Naveer’s voice cut through the whispers, bringing them to a halt. “I will not repeat myself.”

Of course not. That would suggest some basic decency.

“You may compete alone or in pairs,” Naveer said. “No groups larger than two. That would be unfair.”

Unfair? I tried not to laugh. I doubted she had a fair bone in her entire twisted body. If she’d ever had one, it had probably been carved out and mounted on the wall.

“Whoever completes today’s task,” she went on, “will win a token. The person or pair who wins two of the three tokens will receive the prize.”

Laphira appeared at the top of the staircase. Murmurs rolled through the crowd.

Dorion’s gaze remained fixed on her. We still needed to tell him she had a son with his eyes, let alone everything else we’d discovered.

Laphira began to descend. Her feet floated down the stairs, the fabric of her pale pink gown rustling. Her gaze remained fixed straight ahead, cold and vacant, like she was trying to see through the far wall.

The featherdorn pendant hung from her throat again. It glowed in the daylight spilling in from the two windows on either side of the big front doors. Its wings fluttering in a blur so fast you could hear the buzz. The closer she got, the brighter it shone.

She stopped beside Naveer, and the crowd fell silent. For a second, I doubted anyone breathed.

The featherdorn froze mid-flight, and its tiny, pointed head turned, its attention landing on me, as sharp as a needle. My stomach lurched. I didn’t move. Didn’t blink.

The creature's attention felt like ice sliding down my spine. Its tiny head tilted, studying me with intelligence that shouldn't exist in an inanimate object. I didn’t know what unsettled me more, its mechanical stillness or knowing it wasn’t mechanical at all.

Dorion left us, easing around the back of the room, slowly making his way over to stand behind Laphira. He slanted his eyes at Naveer, but I could tell he was focused mostly on her daughter. Leaning close to Laphira, he spoke, softly enough I doubted anyone could hear other than her.

She didn’t respond or even appear to notice he was talking to her.

The sight of her vacant stare made my heart clench. Whatever held her captive was stronger than love, stronger than recognition.

“I’ll explain your first task once. Listen.” The queen cleared her throat. “Hidden somewhere within the castle is a certain key. It opens no known door but must be found and brought to me.”

“Easy.” Lord Tyrrius's laugh held too much confidence. He elbowed the man standing beside him. “We’ll be done within a short time and can sit back with a drink in one of the parlors to savor our victory.” So smug, but maybe he knew something I didn’t, like where she could’ve hidden it.

Queen Naveer didn’t even glance his way. “There are multiple keys scattered throughout the castle,” she added in the hush. “Only one will be hot to the touch. That is the key you must bring to me.”

Laphira remained perfectly still, her lips only faintly curving upward, her gaze on the wall.

“Anywhere within the castle?” Lore asked.

Naveer pinned Lore with her sharp gaze. “Anywhere other than private suites that now have doors marked with a red slash.”

“Could it be outside, on the grounds as well?” a woman wearing a white gown called out. “Or just⁠—”

“Inside the castle walls only,” the queen said. “I’ll be in my suite. Do not come to me with anything other than the correct key or…”

Lady Hesta could attest to what “or” might entail.

Naveer pivoted on her heel and strode back up the stairs, Laphira gliding behind her. If she noticed Dorion standing there, gaping at her as she passed, she didn’t show it in her face or posture.

He stared after her with a stark look on his face.

People scattered, some rushing into now-open doorways of the parlors on either side of the foyer, others down the hallways or up the stairs.

Hot to the touch. Hopefully they hadn’t hidden fake keys inside an oven.

Lore watched Naveer and Laphira until they’d turned on the landing and started across to access the stairs on the other side.

Dorion strode over to join us, shock written across his features.

A yelp rang out, and we looked up the stairs. Farris stood there. Seeing me, he bounded down, startling a couple, who slammed their frames against the railing, their hands lifting. He ignored them and rushed over to leap around me with the joy of a nyxin who hadn’t seen his best friend in ages. A few pats, and he settled.

“Seems like someone wants to help,” I said. “We can split up.” I lowered my voice. “Not work as a team of three as far as anyone else is concerned.” Was this cheating? Sure. But we were talking about Lore’s life, not the prize itself. I’d kill, destroy, and cheat every single moment we had left if it would save him. “Whoever finds it can let the others know.”

“Sounds good to me.” Dorion’s attention remained on the stairs, where Laphira had disappeared to. “I’ll start at the top floor and work my way down.”

“I’ll begin in the dungeons,” Lore said.

“Why don’t I start on the second floor, Lore, and you and I can meet on this level once we’ve finished with the others,” I said. “Then we can work our way up to Dorion.”

Lore leaned close and pretty much growled. “Promise me you'll be careful.” He framed my face with his hands. “I can't lose you.”

Always. I kissed him quickly. Find that key. Save your life.

As I headed for the stairs with Farris bounding beside me, a scream echoed from somewhere deep within the castle.
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Chapter 25
Lore


Itook the eastern stairwell down, the one beyond the main kitchen. The stone steps curved sharply and were slick with moss, and I had to duck low to avoid cracking my head on the rough-cut ceiling. The farther I went, the more frigid the air became, a deep chill that settled in my bones.

Death clung to these walls. I could taste it in the stagnant air, feel it in the way shadows moved as if guided by evil magic.

I’d rarely used the dungeon at Evergorne. I preferred working with my people to find a solution than locking them up and starving them into submission. Unlike many of my ancestors.

These cells had seen too much suffering. The stones themselves seemed to whisper of torture and despair.

The air stank like rotting flesh and something burned. Old spellwork clung to the mortar. The magic felt hungry, waiting for fresh blood to feed on. I didn’t sense it was active, but it wasn’t quite dead yet either. The magic hovered somewhere in between, eager to trap whoever came too near.

Lights guttered in their brackets, barely enough to cast shadows that made the other searchers twitchy. I passed a woman whispering to herself as she sorted through a barrel full of rusted cutlery, but a quick glance didn’t reveal anything worth challenging her for the right to touch.

A hot key, huh?

I doubted I’d find what we were looking for in this part of the castle, but I’d search everywhere until I found it.

I kept going, determined to get through this section quickly and return to Reyla upstairs. I didn’t like her searching alone. Every instinct screamed at me to abandon this foolish game and find her. She was too brave for her own good, and that terrified me.

How are things going? I injected a drawl into my voice to keep her from guessing that I worried about her all the time.

Couldn’t be better. Any luck?

Not so far.

Me either, though I’ve unveiled too many clumps of dust. Queen Naveer needs to speak with her staff. They’re getting lazy.

Her voice in my mind was the only thing keeping me sane in this place of death.

I miss you where I didn’t know I could ache. I lifted a key lying in the corner at the base of the stairs. Cold. Every part of me reaches for you. I miss you behind my ribs. Deep within my bones. Even in the soles of my feet.

Feet? I could feel her snicker that dropped off, her voice getting serious. I miss you too. All the time.

I paused at an open cell and stepped inside, finding nothing but a bunk with rotting bedding and nothing beneath; the walls dripping condensation. Returning to the hall, I continued, studying the ceiling and corners in case they’d tucked it into the mortar.

You’re safe? Down here in the dark, imagining her facing unknown dangers alone made my chest tight. She was never safe unless I stood guard over her, armed and ready.

I am. Farris is watching out for me.

And I was grateful he was with her. You will tell me if you feel threatened for even one instant.

Lore. I’m fine. Let’s find that key and give it to Naveer. Then we can take a walk. Her voice deepened. Or a bath.

I'm looking forward to celebrating when this is over. We will celebrate. Thoroughly.

Hurry up then.

I adored the hint of laughter in her voice.

A narrow corridor split, the left taking me into a disused armory. Cobwebs, broken racks, and half a dozen helmets lay on the floor. Nothing had been hidden among them. Straightening, I peered around the room, spying a key glinting from inside a jagged crack in the wall, barely visible. Only its curved edge caught the dim light.

I swept the cobwebs aside and crouched in front of the crack, slipping my fingers inside. Cold stone bit the tips. Runes blazed to life above the crack, and the wall turned a murky green.

Pain smacked through my skull, and the feeling of everything being sucked from deep inside me made me want to jerk away. The wall was draining me, pulling energy from behind my sternum, siphoning off my power.

I curled my fingers and gathered moisture from around me, enough to form a line of tension, and funneled it toward the runes. When the icy liquid hit, the stone cracked, spidering outward. The spell shattered, and the sucking sensation went away. I pressed harder with the ice, finding a weakness in the rune’s loop, and broke it.

The glow died.

I tested the key. Cold. Of course.

Footsteps thudded from somewhere nearby. A woman shouted, then burst into shrill laughter.

Rising, I stepped back into the corridor and took the other corridor. The first door on the right was cracked open. I pushed it inward with two fingers, the hinges groaning as it swept wide.

This chamber was round, the ceiling barely a handspan above my head. Something about the proportions felt off, like the space had shrunk inward after it was built. No windows. The only light came from luminous gems in the mortar.

A skeleton lay on a bunk mounted to the back wall, its spine curved in a painful arc, and a key glinted inside the ribcage, beneath the sternum. Bronze or maybe brass. It looked reachable, but the magic in this room hissed warnings.

The walls had been painted dark blue, an odd choice for a dungeon. A mural had been painted on the wall to my right, the image blurred by water damage and grime. Someone had painted a creature there, part bird, part serpent, its wings spread wide, its long neck twisted to bite its own tail. Three wounds pierced its form: neck, in the ribcage area behind the wing, and the lower spine. Painted blood still dripped from each strike.

Shrugging the image off, I studied the skeleton more carefully. Its bones appeared old but not brittle, and someone had reinforced the vertebrae with wire. They'd turned this corpse into a trap.

Moving closer, I noticed etchings carved into the ribs. Symbols I didn't recognize, but their placement corresponded to the mural's wounds. The neck marking aligned with the creature's first injury. The left ribs matched the wing strike. The lower spine held the third symbol.

Clever. The painting wasn't just decoration, it was instruction.

A puzzle, then. Touch the wrong spot and face the consequences, I assumed. Touch them in sequence, and perhaps the prize would be mine.

I reached toward the neck area first, hesitating. What if I was wrong? What if this was exactly what the trap wanted me to think?

You're well? I asked Reyla.

Couldn't be better. Did you find anything?

Working on it.

Taking a breath, I pressed the first point. The bone vibrated under my finger, and the skull settled back against the dingy pillow. The corridor's lights flickered and steadied. Good or bad? Hard to tell.

Next, I tapped the second point, the left ribs on this body. I applied pressure and heard a satisfying click as one rib separated, unlocking part of the cage.

Now for the third. The mural showed the lower spine, but which vertebra exactly? I counted down from the base. Fourth looked right, but something nagged at me. The angle was wrong, the proportion off.

I pressed the fourth vertebra.

The skeleton's arms shot upward like blades, barely missing my head. Electricity raced up my arm, and pain shot out my neck, ribs, and lower spine, in the exact locations as the wounds on the wall.

I stumbled backward, calling air into a defensive whirlwind as the corpse shuddered and reset. This time, when I checked my body, I found small puncture marks in my skin. Releasing a low growl, I quickly healed them.

The memory of Prager's attack in the mirror and her sly smile promising exactly this kind of suffering snarled through me. She'd known. Somehow, she'd known I'd end up here, facing a trap designed to weaken me.

The flesh wounds weren’t just a deterrent. They were a warning. I suspected each mistake would gouge “her” blades deeper.

Lore? Wildfire couldn’t hold back the concern in her voice. Are you alright? I felt pain…

I'm fine. Just thinking through a problem.

I studied the mural again.

The creature's spine wound sat lower than I'd thought. The artistic perspective had fooled me. Fifth vertebra, not fourth.

This time when I pressed the three, the sternum cracked open like a predator's jaw. The key hummed with magic, well within reach. But I wasn't foolish enough to grab it with my bare hand. Not after the warning.

I called air and shaped it into a spiral, threading it between the ribs like a careful hand. The skeleton remained still as I lifted the key free, and I funneled it out, dropping into my hand.

Cold. Not the right key.

All that effort for another piece of metal. I wanted to throw it against the wall.

Pivoting, I dropped the key and returned to the corridor.

The next room on the right stank, maybe from the puke-yellow slime coating the ceiling in thick veins. An ornate silver key sat in a pool of thick, wet jelly on the plinth.

I eased forward. As soon as I got close to the pillar’s base, the slime shifted. A long tendril whipped out, into the air.

I ducked to avoid impact, then called water from the air and froze it in an arc. Gouging outward, I poked the ooze in the center with my icy knife. It split apart, the bulk of it writhing for a moment before it went still. Grunting, I snatched the key up, but it was equally cold.

I moved on.

Still no sign of the right one. Still too many rooms left even within the dungeon. Reyla was searching above while I was down here playing with Prager’s traps and chasing ghosts.

Time was running out, and somewhere above me, my wildfire was facing dangers I couldn't protect her from.

A guttural cry echoed through the dungeon, terrified, and distinctly female.
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Chapter 26
Reyla


Iclimbed the stairs to the second floor with Farris trotting at my side, eyeing everyone we passed and those crowding around behind me. With so many looking, the odds of us finding the right key were slim, but I wasn’t giving up yet. With luck, we’d find it and hand it over to Queen Naveer. Then we could meet with Dorion and see if there was a way to steal the pendant from Laphira.

On the second floor, I strode along the hall, finding no doors marked with a red mark. Perhaps guest suites were only located on the upper levels.

“Out of the way,” a woman in a teal gown with a high white collar and enough jewelry to drown her if she fell into a lake shoved past me. She opened the first door on the left and stomped inside. Lord Tyrrius followed her, sending me a look that suggested he’d walk over me if I got in his way.

Other competitors rushed to different doors and hurried inside.

I opted to take the hall to the end, turn left, and continue down three more hallways, leaving everyone else behind. I’d happily fight for the key if it was in my hand and someone challenged me for it, but it could be anywhere.

At the end of the third hall, I opened an unmarked door, determined to make my way backward until I came across the others. I’d still search in the rooms they had just in case they missed the key, but there was no need to scramble along with them.

The room I entered appeared to be a little-used sitting room.

The silence felt heavy, expectant, as if the room held its breath. Square-shaped, the sitting room had high-backed chairs arranged in a half-moon near a fireplace of pale stone. No fire burned there, but blue embers pulsed in the grate, someone’s magic still lingering. The walls had been papered in a faded pattern of silver swirls and green leaves, and tall arched windows had been shuttered on the other side, though slivers of light cut through the cracks. A tea set rested on a low table, the cups untouched, the pot lid ajar.

Farris trotted in ahead of me, his nose to the ground and his fluffy tail high.

I shut the door, blocking out the sounds of people rushing along the carpeted hall, shouting this or that to each other. With my hand on one of my blades, I walked around the perimeter of the room, peering underneath furniture and lifting cushions on the chairs. I found one key that was as cold as a crypt, but not much of anything else outside of dust clumps.

I stopped in front of the mantel, eyeing the crystal figurines lined up across the top in a neat row. Birds, I thought at first, until I saw they were winged women with sharp teeth and clawed feet. Harpies? Each one had been carved in a different pose, from arms splayed wide, head tilted back to take in the sun or moonlight, to one curled in a ball, lying on her side. A tiny key had been placed near each one, and I touched them one by one, not finding any with heat.

Farris padded beside me around the room, stopping when I did to search or touch a random key. Someone had been busy, hiding them here and there. When I was passing a tall-backed chair and a table, I paused. A gilded-framed portrait hung crooked on the wall behind the chair.

Crooked pictures could mean trouble, but this one…

A small boy stared out from it, maybe eight or nine years old, standing, and dressed in a stiff navy tunic and proper black shoes. Something about his eyes made my skin crawl. They tracked my movement as I stepped closer, too aware for painted features. He held a wooden toy soldier in one hand, and the other hung limply at his side.

I stepped around the chair to examine the picture closer, finding a key resting on the top of the frame. As I reached up to grab it, my palm hit the frame, and the right edge eased away from the wall. I brushed my fingers along the seam and tugged. The portrait swung toward me, revealing a round panel mounted in the wall.

A hidden compartment? This was looking good. I snagged the lip of the circle with my nails and pulled, but it didn’t budge. Irritated, I shoved it. A click echoed and the wooden door eased open.

Inside, I found a shallow recess lined with what looked like black velvet. But the surface shimmered. No, it wasn’t shimmering. Squirming. Grimacing, I leaned closer, studying the cluster of tiny, pale worms writhing in hypnotic patterns across the black surface. A few burrowed under the velvet and vanished.

A key lay among the mass on top.

“Could be it,” I whispered. Farris growled from beside me. “I’ll be careful.” He yipped.

I drew my dagger and carefully hooked its tip under the key, taking care not to touch anything else.

The instant the steel touched a worm, a bolt of magic ripped up the blade. Pain ripped up my arm and exploded from the back of my elbow. I dropped the dagger with a choked cry, clutching my arm while the bolt harmlessly smacked into the wall on the opposite side of the room and disappeared in a puff of smoke.

Farris leaped up toward the compartment, snarling.

I patted his head, trying to soothe him while huffing about the pain in my elbow. “It’s alright.” A twist of my arm showed a circular burn mark on my sleeve and blistered skin below. Farris paced around me in tight circles.

The worms writhed faster, agitated.

A chill swept through the room that had nothing to do with drafts, and the image of Prager’s misty head appeared above the worms. If my elbow wasn’t screaming at me, I might find the energy to tell her that she appeared rather wormy right now, but that on her, it was a good look.

Her lips moved but no sound came out. I understood the words quite clearly, however. You’ll die soon, little queen. Very soon.

The image rippled, and she was gone, leaving only the worms thrashing around inside the small compartment.

Picking up my dagger, I sheathed it. Not touching the worms with my blade again.

I forced a breath past my teeth and flicked lightning toward the writhing mass. When it hit them, they devoured it. Sucked it in. And grew bigger, about twice the size they were before.

I released the lightning, worried if I didn’t, the worms would soon be larger than me.

They weren’t only guarding the key, they were feeding off anyone who tried to take it.

I tried nullification magic, but the worms weren't hiding anything to reveal. They were just hungry little guardians.

Alright, then. Shadows? I gathered magic, letting it build within me, and called to a few of the shadows I spied lurking in the room. They perked up and glided across the walls to hover below the compartment in an inky black mass.

“I need you,” I said softly. “Would any of you be willing to retrieve the key inside the compartment?”

Every shadow retreated except one. The final one whispered what it wanted.

My fear.

Well, I had plenty of that to share, and I quickly poured it out with the power.

How I’d felt watching Lore bleed on the cobblestones during the borgon attack.

The terror that I wouldn’t choose the right Farris inside the labyrinth.

My horror that there wasn’t time to grab the last talisman. Or if we did, that we wouldn’t be able to figure out how to fuse the three into one.

The shadow thickened, drawn to the taste, and I gave it more before it slithered up the wall and reached into the compartment, its tendrils slipping between worms without disturbing them.

It lifted the key and brought it out, laying it gently in my outstretched hand before slithering away.

Cold.

I clenched my jaw. When I dropped the key, it snapped back inside the compartment, nestling among the worms that picked up their dance again. The portrait door snapped closed and the boy in the image stared blandly my way.

I turned, my arm throbbing and my mouth dry.

Farris glanced up at me, and I gave a nod. “Let’s keep moving.”

The hall was empty and silent, which could be a good or a bad thing. Would they tell me if someone found the right key? Or would I still be searching when the sun went down and the moon started to rise?

Have you found anything? I asked Lore.

Not so far. I assume you haven’t either.

No. Keeping my breathing even and telling my damn heart to stop pounding, I opted not to tell him about my arm that throbbed and stung.

What aren’t you telling me? he barked.

How did he know when something was wrong?

A blink, and he stood in front of me, scowling, his gaze drifting up and down my body. “You’re holding something back, pretty little bride. Tell me now.”

“It’s nothing, but I’ve got a suggestion for you. Don’t poke a nest of writhing worms with a blade.”

His scowl only deepened. “Where are you hurt?”

“Who says I’m hurt?”

Rage simmered under my skin. This should have been simple. Explain the situation, get the pendant, save Lore's life. Instead, we were rats in another maze. His life was at stake here. Every moment we wasted brought him closer to death. The curse didn't care about games or politics, it only counted down. We should be able to tell them we needed the pendant, and they’d hand it over. Instead, we were trapped again, subjected again to the whim of someone who enjoyed torturous games.

He took my hands and squeezed them, staring into my eyes. “Let me carry what you hide behind your eyes. I want to stand beside you, shoulder to shoulder, until the hurt goes away.”

I stepped into his arms, hugging him. “I’m sorry. I’m irritated, and I don’t want to take it out on you.”

He leaned back in my embrace, giving me a crooked smile. “Then tell me where you’re hurt so I can help you. Love you, give you everything inside me to make you feel better.”

He didn’t let go of my hands. He didn’t push, didn’t give an order, just waited.

My heart in my throat, I nodded and showed him my wounded elbow.

He eased me back into the room, shutting the door behind us.

“Let’s take off your shirt,” he said, his brow furrowed with concern. He released the strap at my wrist first, undoing the buckle with care. Then the binding at my elbow, tucking it behind the sheath of one of knives I’d secured there earlier. He carefully undid each fastening down the front of my shirt and eased the fabric to the side, gently peeling the sleeve down my arm to expose my elbow. His jaw flexed as he worked it free.

Studying the wound, his breath hissed out. “Bad. You should’ve told me immediately, love.”

“It’s nothing.”

The grumble he released told me that to him, it was everything. But I’d received worse wounds in training or from dragons. Only adult dragons could shoot fire, but the young had decent-sized claws and fangs, let alone sparks, and they could do considerable damage as well.

When Lore spied the dagger strapped across my chest, he let out a surprised breath. “You had a blade under your tunic?”

“Don’t you?”

He snorted. “Not yet, but I believe I will in future. You’re dangerous, my love, and I adore you even more because of it.” When he glided his hand down my side and around to my back, perhaps checking for other wounds, he paused. “What’s this?” Bending around me to check out the small blade strapped there, he shook his head. “So many secrets you’re revealing to me today.”

“Evermore, Lore. Evermore.”

His gentle touch drove all thoughts of pain away. Only he existed in this moment. The wound wasn’t bad. I'd survived much worse than this.

He hissed again, his lips thinning. “Reyla. I don’t want you wounded at all. I want you lying in bed⁠—”

“Where you’ll join me,” I quipped.

His lips curled up on one side in that disarming way that made everything inside me turn to mush. “Naturally. I’d wrap you up in the softest blankets if I could. Hold you evermore, if I could. And protect you from all harm.”

“Life would intervene, and we know what happens then.” Though I appreciated the sentiment. Crooking my neck, I stared at the open wound. Blood trickled down my arm, and angry heat bloomed across the skin.

“You came armed for battle.” His voice held wonder. “I'd marry you twice just for that alone.”

“You still can. In the tower, wearing the dress you made me.”

“My heart will stop when I see you.” He traced the burns with healing magic, the pain dissolving under his touch. “I see your strength, your grace, and know I was made to stand beside you.”

He kissed my palm. “This is for the victory feast we'll eat tonight by firelight.”

“Victory for finding the key?” I cocked my head. “We're not winning anything yet.”

He kissed his way up my arm, pausing at my elbow as healing magic closed the wound. “This is for the endless nights and bright days we'll have after we break… You know.”

He couldn't say those last words easily, so I whispered them for him. “The curse.” I lifted his hand and kissed it. “This is for all the time we'll have together after we break the curse.”

He kissed where the wound had been. “This is for our first daughter. May we have many.”

I exhaled through a half-laugh. “Let’s start with one.”

He paused, not voicing the question in his eyes.

I shook my head. “I don’t know yet. We’ll see.”

His solemn gaze drifted across my face as if he was trying to memorize it for when we’d no longer be together.

That time would never come. “Where you go, I follow.”

“No.” He swallowed the pain he must be feeling, speaking louder. “No. You will live.”

“Evermore, Lore. I will follow you evermore. Nothing less.”

He must know he couldn’t persuade me to do anything else, because he jerked out a nod. Taking my hand, he kissed the back. “I felt it when it hit you. I couldn’t breathe until I came to you.”

“I’m alright. You healed me.”

“Promise you won't take risks like that again.” He stroked his knuckles across my cheek. “Not because you’re fragile but because I’m not strong enough to see you in pain.” Tugging me into his arms, he kissed the center of my collarbone. “This one's for us.”

I curled my fingers around his shoulders, pulled him closer.

“You’re the only thing I’ve fought for with every ember of my soul.” The words scraped from inside me where the fight still throbbed. “For your life, I would crawl through the ether. The underworld. Charm queens with blood on my teeth.”

“I don’t care what comes. Fire. Storm. Silence. I’ll face it all with you. You’re the one thing I’ll never stop choosing.”

“You’re it,” I said. “You’re my vow.”

He nodded once and pressed his forehead against mine, holding me as if he would keep doing so forever.

The castle faded. The tension of the key hunt, the clock ticking toward his birthday, gone. Only the warmth of his healing touch, the sound of my breathing beginning to slow, and the strength of his body against mine remained.

I looked up at him, meeting his gaze. “We’ll find the damn key, then win the next two contests. If not, we’ll steal their pretty little pendant and flit from here. Fuse the three together. We’re breaking the curse, Lore. This I vow.”

“And then we’ll live,” he said simply.

“And then we’ll live.”

But even as we held each other, I couldn't shake the feeling that Prager was already moving her pieces into place, setting a new trap that would spring around us.
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Chapter 27
Reyla


Once dressed, we stayed together.

Farris slunk down the hall with us and poked around each room that had probably been searched by others but might still reveal the right key.

None did.

With my heart weighing me down, I walked up the stairs beside Lore to the next level. On the third floor’s north wing, we strode past a huge tapestry depicting fae battling mid-flight on dragons.

Mesmerized by the beasts, I stopped to study it.

“These dragons aren’t very big,” I said softly to Lore.

His hand rested on my shoulder. He’d kept touching me since healing my wounds, either by holding my uninjured hand, though it looked and felt like it had never been wounded, or touching my lower spine. “I heard yours are larger than ours.”

His people must’ve reported this to him. He and my friend, Tempest, had formed an agreement where he supplied troops to help in our upcoming battle, and in exchange, he would receive a willing fae bride. Me, to be specific.

“Why didn’t you join the fight?”

“I wanted to but worried that might create problems.”

He was no coward; he’d proved it over and over again.

“I could’ve met you earlier,” I said.

His lips curved up in that smirk I adored. “And fallen for me earlier.”

I poked his side. “Same, husband. Same.”

“The day I met you, you captured every eye in that marketplace.”

I had a hard time believing that. “I was trying not to stand out.”

“By stealing a nyxin from Prager in the middle of a busy marketplace.”

“I thought she was going to eat him.” Instead, she wanted him for some other, unknown reason.

Farris nosed the fringe dangling along the bottom of the tapestry, nudging it up and poking his snout beneath. Pulling back, he huffed.

“Dusty under there?” I stroked his silky ears. “Queen Naveer needs to hire more staff or start running a damp cloth around to collect the dust.” As if that would happen.

A breeze gusted down the hall, stirring my hair around my face and lifting the edge of the tapestry.

Farris darted forward, disappearing behind it.

My pulse quickened. A hidden passage. “Farris?”

He scooted back out, and the edge of the tapestry slid back into place. Sitting, he looked up at me, flashing his teeth in a nyxin grin.

Lore used power to lift the tapestry higher, revealing an arched wooden door cracked open wide enough for a nyxin to slip through.

“Feel like exploring?” I asked Lore, who grunted and kicked the door open hard enough to make it slam against the inner way.

The circular chamber beyond held a fountain of pearled alabaster surrounded by four sculpted guardians the size of horses. Their heads were lowered, and their mouths stretched wide, the one on this side cradling a key between arched fangs.

Magic hummed in the air, but underneath the ancient power something else lurked. Whatever it was, it made my skin crawl. I suspected these guardians had been waiting a long time for challengers.

“A fountain.” My frown grew. “Why put it here and not in the garden?”

Lore shrugged. “Must be part of this strange competition. I'm feeling good about it because of the dragons.”

I cocked my head to look his way. “Why dragons in particular?”

“They…” He shook his head. “I guess I feel an affinity for them.”

“You've always been interested in them, but an affinity?” Perhaps the one who'd helped him inside the labyrinth played a role in his current feelings.

“Affinity, yes.” He strolled around the fountain, tipping his head back to study each one. “They have runes on their chests that translate into Drac’Vana. Aer’Quilith. Ral’Asteir. Pyr’Toval.”

“And that means…”

He circled slower, reading them aloud again, along with their translation. “Earth.” He pointed to the one with tan, granite-like scales before moving to stand in front of the next, the one with a swirling pale blue pattern across its muzzle. “Air.”

I couldn't read the runes, but I sensed the pattern here.

“Water.” I nudged my chin toward the third, where rusted rivulets drizzled from the nostrils and pooled in the white dragon’s fountain basin.

The last was dark gold streaked with red. The mouth opened wide with heatless, flame-shaped carvings curling around it.

“Fire.” Lore joined me in front of it.

Keys rested on each maw, gleaming with promise. Maybe this would be it. We'd find the right one, bring it to Naveer, and then we could get a good night's rest in preparation for tomorrow's test.

Lore would die in three days. The thought made my chest tight.

Farris came over to sit beside me, his ears high, his warm eyes flicking from me to the fang-filled mouths and back again. His shadow angled in the opposite direction, toward the door.

“What’s wrong, little guy?” I ruffled the top of his head. He looked up at me soulfully before whining again. “Should we leave?” I asked Lore, who’d also noted the position of Farris’s shadow.

“Not without testing the keys.”

I moved toward the earth dragon.

Drac'Vana squatted in front of us, its granite scales rough and pitted. As I approached, I noticed the floor around it was littered with what looked like small stones, until I realized they were teeth. Human teeth.

“What kind of test leaves behind teeth?” I asked, my skin quivering with dismay.

“The bad kind. Be careful.”

The metal piece gleamed temptingly between the dragon's jaws, but something about the creature's stillness made me pause.

I snapped my hand toward the mouth. The instant my fingers crossed the threshold, the jaw didn't snap, it began to close slowly, while stone tendrils erupted from the floor to wrap around my ankles.

“Reyla!” Lore lunged for me, but more tendrils shot up, forming a cage around me.

The dragon's mouth continued its relentless closing. I had maybe ten seconds before it crushed my hand, but the tendrils binding my feet held fast.

“The floor,” I shouted to Lore. “Break the floor.”

He sent power slamming into the tiles. Cracks spider-webbed outward, and my stone shackles crumbled. I latched onto the key and flung myself backward as the jaws slammed shut with the sound of breaking bones.

The dragon's eyes opened, ancient, hungry. And disappointed.

Lore crushed the cage surrounding me with brute force and pulled me against him, his hands shaking as he healed the cuts on my ankles.

“It was playing with me,” I whispered. “It wanted to feed slowly.”

The metal in my palm was ice cold, but that was the least of our concerns. We'd learned that these tests weren't meant to challenge us, they were meant to consume us.

“My turn, wife.” His voice held deadly calm. “You're not getting hurt again.”

If he could, he’d wrap me in sikeen to protect me from all harm. The only problem was that bad people still knew how to yank the fabric from my grip.

“Alright. You can have this one. But we’re taking turns.”

He growled but said nothing further.

We strode over to stand in front of Aer’Quilith. Different in shape than the others, the air dragon had no clear mouth. Only a deep funnel down its throat. The key hovered inside, balanced mid-air. Lore casually reached for it as if he wasn't worried about whatever the wind beast might have to offer.

The moment his hand passed the outer portion of the maw, a growl erupted from the dragon, vibrating through my bones.

Wind screamed up the dragon’s throat, slamming Lore into the nearest wall.

I dropped low, my hair whipped back from my face. As soon as the wind stopped, I dragged myself to where Lore crouched, glaring at the room in general.

Farris slunk across the floor with his ears pinned flat, joining us. His shadow detached from his paws, slithering to the door, pausing to peer back at us. I didn’t have time to figure out what that meant.

“Are you hurt?” I asked Lore, running my hands over his body. Why hadn't I been gifted with healing magic? Then I could use it on him.

“I'm not hurt,” he grated out. Reaching up, he stroked my cheek. “I should've guessed how the air dragon would respond.”

At least we were learning.

“Let’s do the next together,” I said. “Then we can help each other.”

“Wise as always, Wildfire.”

“Aquatic guardian?” I asked, and he nodded, rising to his feet.

Ral'Asteir loomed in front of us, its scales the color of storm clouds. Unlike the others, this guardian wept, a constant stream trickling from its eyes down to the corroded metal resting on its tongue.

“Something's not right about this one.” Tilting my head, I studied the yellowed water pooling in the fountain but couldn’t determine what the oily sheen on the top might be.

Farris whined and backed away, his fur standing on end.

“The water's poisoned,” Lore said, his voice tight. “I can smell the toxins.”

But we needed that key. I pulled a dagger and extended it toward the dragon's mouth, planning to hook the corroded key without touching the tainted stream.

The moment my blade broke the plane of the dragon's jaw, the weeping stopped. The creature's eyes snapped open—real eyes, not carved stone—and fixed on me with rabid hunger.

“Move.” Lore urged me aside as the dragon's mouth unhinged like a serpent's. Poisoned water erupted in a pressurized torrent, striking the wall behind where I'd been standing. Stone hissed and bubbled where the liquid hit.

The fountain overflowed with the toxic flood. Wherever it touched the floor, the stone began to dissolve.

“The water will eat through our boots.” Lore grabbed my hand, pulling me toward higher ground near the door.

But the dragon wasn't finished. Its neck twisted, its eyes tracking our movement. It shot another geyser of poison toward us. I flitted us to the side, but droplets splattered my sleeve. The leather smoldered.

Farris howled from his perch on a pedestal, and his shadow stretched toward the dragon, not away from it. The darkness touched the poisoned pool, and where they met, the toxic water turned clear.

“Farris can neutralize it,” I breathed.

Lore's grip on my hand tightened. “We won't risk him.”

The dragon's eyes tracked between us, and I realized it was waiting. Hunting. It wanted us to come closer, to make a mistake.

I had a different idea.

“Can you use your elemental magic here?”

Lore's eyes lit with understanding. “On the stream, not the dragon.”

He gathered frost and ice, sending it racing along the poisoned flow. The moment the liquid crystallized, I darted forward and snatched the corroded key from the dragon's frozen tongue.

The guardian's roar shook the chamber, but the ice held long enough for me to retreat.

“Cold,” I gasped, dropping the useless piece.

The dragon's eyes closed, and it returned to weeping as if nothing had happened.

Moving to Farris, I lifted him into my arms, giving him a hug while he licked my chin. “What a good nyxin you are. Did you chase the water dragon away?”

He yipped.

I lowered him to the floor between us, and he sat, looking from Lore to me. His shadow had settled, or near to it.

I shoved strands of hair off my face. “Fire’s the only one left.”

Pyr'Toval stood pristine before us, its scales gleaming like molten gold. But as we approached, I noticed something that made my blood chill, tiny scorch marks on the floor around its base, and what looked like bone fragments scattered near its claws.

“Previous challengers,” Lore said grimly, following my gaze.

“Naveer’s sacrifices, you mean.”

He jerked out a nod.

The metal piece rested on the dragon's tongue, but unlike the others, this one pulsed with inner heat. The air above it shimmered.

“It's not only going to breathe fire,” I said. “It's going to explode.”

Farris pressed against my legs, trembling. His shadow didn't just retreat, it cowered, trying to hide behind him.

“We could leave,” Lore suggested, but I shook my head.

“What if this is the right one? We can't give up.”

I studied the dragon's construction, looking for weaknesses. The mouth was too narrow for both of us to reach in together, and the metal was clearly superheated beyond what we could grab quickly.

“I have an idea, but you're not going to like it.”

Lore's jaw tightened. “Tell me.”

“You create an ice barrier between me and the dragon. I grab the key with shadow magic since shadows can't burn, and the moment I have it, you flit us out.”

“The explosion will⁠—”

“The ice will absorb most of it.” Maybe.

His face went deadly pale. “Reyla, no.”

“Lore.” I framed his face with my hands. “Trust me. Trust us.”

He stared into my eyes for a long moment, then nodded once.

I called to the shadows while he built a wall of ice behind me. The darkness responded eagerly, hungry for the heat they could devour. I sent them creeping toward the dragon's mouth.

The moment a shadow touched the key, Pyr'Toval's eyes blazed to life. Flames roared from its sockets as it registered the theft.

“Now,” I shouted.

Lore's magic wrapped around us as the dragon detonated. Fire consumed the chamber, but we materialized outside the door with Farris in my arms and the shadow-wrapped key in my hand.

Through the wood, we heard stone cracking and flames roaring.

I unwrapped the shadows carefully.

“Cold,” I whispered, looking up at Lore. “But we're alive.”

His hands shook as he checked me for burns. “Never again. Promise me, never again.”

I wanted to promise him that. The words sat on my tongue, sweet and easy. But lies wouldn't save us now. I touched his face gently. “I can't. Not until you're safe.”

He grumbled, but he’d do the same.

“My assumption is Naveer either wants to kill us so she can guzzle down the spent energy or wear us out.” I peered down both sides of the hallway, but we were alone.

“She doesn’t understand us.”

Farris sat beside us, his tail swishing back and forth on the floor. His shadow glided out before snapping back to rest on the tiles beside him.

“I wonder if his shadow knew we wouldn't find anything inside the room.”

“Hmm.” Lore frowned at Farris. He crouched and cupped the nyxin’s face, staring into his eyes. “You know something we don't. Can you lead us to what we need, little friend?”

I expected Farris to huff or sigh or flop on the floor, begging for belly rubs.

Instead, he yipped and raced down the hall, his claws skittering on stone.

We bolted after him.

The torches along the corridor guttered out one by one, darkness chasing us from behind.

We ran faster.
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Chapter 28
Lore


It was grave-like quiet on the fifth floor. No footsteps. No voices. No echo of doors slamming nearby. Reyla glanced at me once we’d reached the landing and shrugged. Either no one else had made this far or they’d already found the damn key and hadn’t told us.

Farris didn’t seem concerned. Tail low, he padded ahead of us, his ears twitching like he was listening to something we couldn’t hear. He guided us down one hallway after another until I wondered if I could find our way back. Finally, he came to a stop at a door, its blue paint long faded. In the center, someone had painted a red and yellow bird with outstretched wings so wide, they touched the frame on both sides.

“Big bird,” Reyla whispered.

I stared at it. “Is this supposed to be a joke?”

She frowned. “I'm not laughing yet, but I'd like to later.”

“I'll keep that in mind.”

“Why do you suspect a joke?” She cocked her head my way.

“Because someone took the time to paint a bird on the door.”

“They’re an artist?”

“Not a very good one.” I pushed the door open. It groaned against the floor, wood scraping stone as if something on the other side had been leaning against it for years. Dust spiraled outward, pushed by a gust of air from inside.

“I feel like we're back inside the labyrinth,” she said with a wry twist of her mouth.

I nodded and poked my head through the opening. The chamber soared three stories high, a cathedral converted to house birds. Ivy crawled across arched beams while chains rattled overhead. At the far end, a window revealed a late-day sky and a valley cut through with silver streams that shimmered despite the weak sunlight.

Wind slipped in through the gap beneath the window, stirring chains hanging from the ceiling, making them rattle like teeth in a skull. Rusted bird perches swayed in the breeze, creaking like old swings in a storm.

Farris remained in the hall, whining.

“He doesn’t want to come in with us,” Reyla said.

“He brought us here.”

“Is the key inside?” she asked her pet.

Our friend only stared at us forlornly.

The door slammed shut and the lock clicked. We were committed now.

Reyla gave me an uneasy look. “Might as well look around.”

Weapons in hand, she moved left. I went right.

Chains drifted overhead, clattering against little cages hanging by enchantment rather than rope. Some cages were open, their doors rusted ajar, while others had been bent into jumbled distortions.

Far above, ember feathers began to fall. One brushed my cheek. I caught it in my hand, but it crumbled into ash before I could close my fingers around it.

The tinkling bell rang out in the room.

A cry echoed from above, and we came to a stop, peering in that direction.

The air shimmered.

A phoenix appeared overhead with its wings spread. It soared around the upper part of the room, a glow building from deep inside it. Bells tinkled through the air, so soft, I almost couldn’t hear them.

When the glow turned into flames, the bird dove toward the floor, disappearing before it reached the lowest level, leaving only ashes sifting down to land around our feet.

“You saw the key on a chain around its neck?” she said.

I nodded.

“Too bad it vanished.” Turning to where she stood on the opposite side of the room, she peered at one of the ivy-covered walls. She reached out, tugging some of the vines to the side, staring at the wall.

What is it? I asked.

She didn’t look my way. One second.

I joined her, studying the circular set of carvings, small mural medallions almost hidden beneath the vegetation.

She brushed the surface of one, wiping soft moss away to reveal paint that appeared older than either of us. A red bird, its wings outstretched, had been carved into the face of the medallion. In the next, we found the same red bird, now glowing. In the third, it was diving, flames licking across its wings. In the fourth, ashes drifted to the ground.

“They look like story slices. A cycle,” she said under her breath. “Four phases in endless repetition: flight, flame, dive, ash.”

“The medallions match what we'd witnessed, a cycle driven by sound.”

She shrugged. “Perchance.”

I grinned at her use of the word.

“Bells,” I said, remembering hearing them not long ago.

She glanced toward the beams above. “The pictures could be tied to the sounds because I heard them too. Every phase could match a tone. The bird and sounds aren’t random. Nothing is inside this place.”

“The chimes could be driving it through its cycle of resurrection and rest.”

The air hummed, carrying the faintest echo, a chime rung inside a dream.

Above, the phoenix materialized again, soaring across the upper aspect of the room like it had done before. The key still hung around its neck.

Another ding, though subtle, and it started glowing.

A third chime, and it dove down, flames leaping off its feathers as it soared lower, though it was still too far overhead for me to grab the key.

Another tone, barely audible, and it flared so brightly, I had to shield my eyes. When the light winked out, ashes drifted down around us, and the fourth bell sounded.

I stepped out into the middle of the chamber and dragged my boot through the thick ashes. “Unfortunately, it takes the key with it.”

Rejoining Reyla near the wall, we waited, barely breathing, until the first chime rang out, and the phoenix appeared again, gliding across its invisible path, following the same trajectory and the same pattern we’d seen before.

I felt the next chime in my bones, and the phoenix slipped into view again, soaring through its course of burning to ash to disappearing.

Reyla pointed as it swept across the air. “That pass takes it near the center. See the perch? It flies almost right underneath it.”

The third tone rang out.

Flames exploded around the creature mid-flight, but for three long counts, it remained solid. The key swayed on its chest, attached to a silver chain around its neck.

It burst into flames and turned to ash again as the fourth bell dinged.

“Alright,” she said, her head tipped back, her gaze on the ceiling. “We need to grab the key before it blazes.”

I nodded. “Three counts after the second bell. That's our window.”

She paced once in a slow line, glanced back at the medallions, then toward the ceiling again. “We need to be waiting on that perch.”

I frowned. “Looks rickety.”

“Sprout wings.”

I huffed out a laugh. “Not my skill, though it’s probably someone’s.”

“I think you’d be cute with wings. I could call you my pretty little bat boy.”

Grumbling, I shook my head. “We've established I'm no boy, Wildfire.”

“Quite well, actually, though I’m sure a repeat performance would solidify this opinion in my mind.”

“Might?”

She grinned.

“Keep talking like that and I'll make you pay, love.”

“Oh, yes, please.” Her smile faded as she peered upward. “Flitting might work as long if it’s timed right. Sadly, I don’t believe I should be the one to handle it.” Before the next bell could strike, she turned to me. “Let me try something.”

When the phoenix appeared again, Reyla lifted her hand, her fingertip lit. A bolt of lightning streaked away from her, across the room, smacking into the phoenix's chest. The bolt didn't stop the flight or interrupt the pattern. It just sparked against the bird and died.

Reyla lowered her hand. “That's disappointing.”

“The phoenix exists beyond normal magic.”

The next time the bell chimed, and the phoenix burned into view overhead, I braced myself. “Let me…” I flitted to the perch the bird flew under before chime three. Landing crouched, I spread my arms to balance myself on the creaking, rusted bar.

Reyla gasped below.

The phoenix cut through the space like it had before, its wings bright, and its feathers almost boiling, poised to burst into flames.

The moment it drew near, I reached out, straining… ding. The phoenix flared. Fire exploded toward me. I flitted before the full wave roasted my face, barely escaping the blast.

I landed on the floor next to Reyla.

She grabbed my wrist, holding me steady. “Are you alright?”

“Too close. Another second and I'd have been turned into ash.”

She curled her finger, and I lowered my head, kissing her like she was air, and I'd been drowning. She pressed her forehead into my chest after and just breathed.

Backing away, she glared at the ceiling.

The bird appeared on cue again, soaring across the upper part of the chamber before flames licked across its wings.

Reyla frowned, and I sensed her tugging in power and sending it out. Her shoulders slumped. “Nothing to nullify.”

Time to try something else.

I gathered wind magic, keeping it loose, and nudged it through the space above us, curling toward the route the bird repeated every pass. A steady tug to see if something could make it dip.

The moment the phoenix blinked into view, I caught the pressure shift. Its wings adjusted to my wind but didn't drive it off course. The key kept swinging across its chest, taunting us.

Wind wouldn’t do it either.

Reyla watched the path it took, her jaw clenched. “We’ll have to climb and physically retrieve it.”

I followed her gaze up to the beams, the layers of vines netting around the room. One large arch was slick with ivy on the west wall.

“Race you?” I quipped.

She snorted. “Not unless you want a broken arm. But let's do it.”

“Together then.”

She stroked my side. “Always.”

The moment we split, she climbed up the vine-encased west wall, using shadows as handholds and lightning to burn new grips. I went for the central vine-net, a mess of twisted chains and creeping moss.

We moved fast.

I didn’t let myself think past the next grip.

Above us, the caged perches jerked back and forth. I couldn't tell if they were traps or protection, but they looked ready to crumble.

I climbed fast, not thinking past the next grip. The chime rang, and the phoenix appeared, trailing fire behind it.

“Two,” Reyla called from her perch on the arched beam. “And…”

The creature burst into flames and vanished, leaving only ash.

A single feather drifted through the ashes, disappearing before it hit the floor.

“It faded earlier this time,” I said. “It’s going through the cycle quickly now.”

“Soon, it might not appear at all. Climb faster.”

We kept moving, racing against time.

Finally Reyla clung to the vines two stories up. She lifted one hand and sent a piece of darkness out across the beam, a shadow as thin as a ribbon. It reached the perch close to where the phoenix always passed and spread itself thin below it.

The first chime rang out.

Legs straight, I deployed wind pressure against the bottom of my feet as I launched myself into the air. I caught a chain-vine with both hands and climbed fast enough to burn my palms. With a growl, I swung my body toward a bronze arch close to the perch and trusted the grip.

The phoenix pushed through the air again, arching across its flight that would take it by the perch.

As the bird swung in that direction, it ducked, sweeping below the shadow.

Another chime and it burst into flame, soon burning through, leaving nothing but ashes and a solitary feather behind.

Ding. The phoenix appeared again, swooping faster this time.

“Let me…” I shoved off the chain, using the wind to lift again. As the second chime rang out, wind magic carried me forward.

I stretched out my hand.

A ping echoed around us. Flames gilded the bird's chest, curling up its neck.

Reyla yelled something as I forced the wind to shove me toward the bird.

This was our last chance. If I missed, we may not get another chance. I snapped my fingers around the chain.

And I was falling.

The phoenix burst into flames…

…and I flitted.

My teeth jarred together when I landed on my knees on the beam near Reyla, looking up at her with my fingers still locked around the chain holding the key.

Staring down at me, my wildfire bride lifted one brow. “Look at you, kneeling right where I like you best. Such a good boy.”

A smile tugged at one corner of my mouth. “Tonight, I'll taste every sound you make until you're breathless beneath me.”

“Is that a promise?”

“Always.” I held up the key, dangling it from the chain and wrapped my fingers around it. My heart leaped. “Warm. Hot, even, love.” I passed it to her. “We found the right key.” Relief flooded through me. One step closer to breaking this curse, to keeping her forever.

A chime rang out.

Above us, the phoenix glided once more below the rafters, no longer following the full cycle. It skimmed through air, its wings glinting, then disappeared. We waited, but it didn't reappear again.

“We only saw it at dying and rebirth,” I said, thinking about it. “Dying and reborn, again and again. Just like us, tested by fire but rising stronger.”

Easing over, she settled on the beam beside me, leaning against my side. “A cycle of fire, failure, and persistence, followed by unity and flight. It is us.” Reaching up, she brushed soot from my shoulder and gave me the sweetest smile. “Let’s take the key to the queen. Then, my good boy, you’ve got a promise to fulfill.”

A crash echoed from somewhere in the castle, followed by a shriek of pain.
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Chapter 29
Reyla


Blackstone stairs rose ahead of us, wide at the base and wrapping tight as we climbed. Each footstep thudded, swallowed by the chill that clung to the bone. No sound came from below or above us. It was just us and the quiet. My legs burned a little from the climb, but I didn’t complain. We'd had almost no time to train, something I used to do every single day. While still worthwhile, it had been shoved down lower on my list. Saving Lore took the top.

We’d looked for Dorion but couldn’t find him. I doubted he’d given up, but this castle was enormous. We’d wait for him in our suite and fill him in on everything, including his potential son, the moment he appeared.

Lore kept pace beside me, with Farris galloping up before turning to race back down to us as if he'd taken time for training when we had not.

Outside, the clouds rested low across the distant mountain peaks. In the valley far below, a lake shimmered like a mirror dropped into the earth.

When we reached the seventh floor, where we were told we'd find Queen Naveer's suite, Lore stopped, staring out one of the windows. “It’s beautiful.”

I looked out too. “Almost too beautiful to be real.”

Our breath frosted in the air before fading into nothing. He nodded, not smiling, and we started down the only hall, spying guards at the end.

A pair of double doors carved with a single, towering tree stood at the end. Its roots tangled down the wood like veins. Wards. Strong ones, I'd say.

Eight guards stood on either side of the closest door, dressed in dark plum cloaks clasped tight at their necks, over gleaming armor. Their fingers moved, magic curling around them in a taint I wouldn’t shrug off for a long time.

The guard closest to the left side of the door had a deep scar across her cheek. She was older than me, older than Lore, but her eyes tracked us with the same kind of sharpness we used when we assessed anyone.

“We brought the key,” I said as we stopped not far from the entrance.

She bowed. “I'll inform Queen Naveer of your arrival. Remain here.” Turning, she slipped inside.

Farris pressed his body against my leg, looking up at me with solemn eyes.

When the guard returned, ice crept into her voice, and something dangerous flickered in her eyes. “Her Majesty will see you, but not while you're armed.”

That made us both pause. Lore's fingers twitched but he said nothing.

One by one, we surrendered our weapons. My twin daggers first, then the ones hidden beneath my tunic, followed by those strapped to my arms and legs. Her expression didn't change, though her lips twitched when I dropped in the last.

With a nod, she stepped aside. The doors whispered open. No turning back now.

Inside, thick red and gold rugs swallowed our footsteps. The air reeked of copper and dying flowers, the faint smell of blood masked by perfume. Above, a domed ceiling showed painted birds flying through a bleeding sky, while shadows claimed the corners.

Small figurines lined every surface, twisted forms frozen mid-scream, their faces too human, too familiar. Trophies of past competitors who'd “willingly” participated in her games?

Others had been carved into roaring creatures, beasts that would make a person quiver and grab for their blades.

Isn’t this charming, I drawled in Lore’s mind.

Quite.

Are the beasts mythical or will I stumble across one if I enter the surrounding woods?

I’d stay away from the woods.

A shiver tracked through me.

We walked further into the enormous room, the doors closing behind us with a solid click. Farris huffed and remained beside me.

Queen Naveer lounged across a red-cushioned chaise carved from deep black wood. Her white gown accented her lips painted blood red to match the cushions—I assumed. She ate slowly, careful not to smudge her mouth.

Her hair had been arranged in thick coils, each braid set with tiny firegems that caught the light.

The hearth roared to her right, heat reaching across the room to make me swelter in my leathers. Thick dark drapes had been closed over every window, stretching from the floor to the arched ceiling.

A seat had been tucked into the nook to the left of the large stone fireplace, and someone sat there, though it was too dark to see who they might be. Just the suggestion of a presence watching us from the shadows.

Laphira sat rigid in a plain wooden chair near her mother, her skin as pale as parchment. Dark veins showed beneath her flesh where the pendant touched her throat. Her hands lay arranged in her lap, but her fingers trembled, the only sign she was fighting whatever held her. Her eyes remained locked on the wall. If she knew we were there, she didn’t show it.

Farris stepped toward her, his body low, slinking with his tail tucked between his legs. His paws made no sound on the thick rug. If Naveer, Laphira, or even whoever was hiding in the shadows saw the nyxin, they didn't give any indication.

He stopped and sat beside her, gazing up at her with his head tilted and a soft whine rising up his throat.

No reaction. But I caught the slight widening of her eyes, the silent plea trapped behind her frozen expression. My heart clenched. What had Naveer done to her and did it involve the effigy I’d found in her room?

The featherdorn pendant fastened around her neck stirred, its wings fluttering before it went still against her skin. Its tiny head turned, its gaze focusing on me.

Farris let out another whine.

Queen Naveer ignored him and watched us over her teacup, her red lips curved in satisfaction. Like a spider admiring flies in her web.

The nyxin rose and turned, his nose twitching as he stared toward the shadowy figure by the fire. A deep growl rumbled in his chest.

“Farris,” I whispered.

He slunk back to me, fur bristling along his back. After one more glance toward the shadows, he sat, leaning against my leg. I caught Lore’s eye, and he gave me a subtle shake of his head. He couldn’t tell who or what sat in that chair either.

Queen Naveer plucked a piece of food delicately from between her teeth, holding it out on her finger to examine it before licking it off. “How delicious that it's you two who've made it this far.”

“That’s an odd way of putting it. Why delicious?” I asked in as cheerful a voice as I could manage.

She didn't look my way, though her mouth twitched. She'd heard me; she just wasn't going to acknowledge me.

“Answer my wife,” Lore grated out.

Naveer’s eyebrows lifted. “I will do whatever I please within my own court, Lord Rutherford. If that includes choosing not to answer impertinent questions, then so be it.”

Impertinent? She was the one tossing out teases without following through. Well, fuck her. The sooner we grabbed the talisman and got out of here, the better.

“Here's the key.” Lore tossed it onto the low table, and it clattered, skittering across the surface, stopping to teeter on the edge before stilling.

Naveer lifted her cup and sipped her tea. “’So many come to me with trinkets they can’t understand, hoping they’ll earn favor. Do you think yourselves clever?”

Her eyes skipped over Lore to land on me. That glance sharpened, and I felt her probing my mental defenses, testing my barriers.

Stiffening, I strengthened them.

Her mouth tightened, and her gouge slid away. “The talented often wrap themselves in subtlety. Such a thing is charming in children. Less so in adults who should know better.” Her gaze flicked from our boots to our clothing, then back up to our faces. “But I suppose I shouldn’t insult those brave enough to climb seven flights of stairs to deliver a bit of metal.”

Movement flickered in my peripheral vision. When I looked, only twisted sculptures stared back, a chall with haunted eyes, a beetle devouring itself mid-chew.

One of the statues moved, I told Lore.

Which one?

The one shaped like a chall. Or maybe the beetle one beside it with too many legs and wings folded down on its spine moved. It's… I looked closer. Yuck. Devouring a smaller version of itself. It had been crafted mid-chew.

The figurines weren't decorations, they were people and creatures trapped by this evil woman. Everyone who'd played her games and lost. Everyone who'd given her a “willing” sacrifice.

I don't see it moving, he said. Wouldn't surprise me if it did, however.

We're not guests. We're the next course. I turned back to the queen, catching the subtle excitement in her eyes. She’s enjoying this.

I’ll kill her now, if you’d like, though I don’t know if I can get past her wards. She’s strong. Very strong.

As entertaining as that would be, not yet.

Queen Naveer lifted another pastry from the ornate platter on the table beside her and took a bite, speaking around it, scattering crumbs across the front of her pretty gown. “I once watched a bird sing as I slowly ripped out its throat.” Her voice had gone lighter, almost dreamy. “It made the most exquisite sound. Have you ever heard a death song? The moment when hope dies but the body still fights? Intoxicating.”

This wasn't a throne room. It was a hunting ground dressed in finery.

“There's beauty in a creature's final song,” she said. “Both bitter and sweet.”

Hot air rolled from the hearth, slamming against my back, making sweat prickle down my spine. The heat mixing with the spice-heavy air made nausea swim through me.

The pendant flashed light, catching me in the eyes.

Farris snapped his head toward Laphira.

At first I didn’t notice anything else. Then something shifted on the floor behind her chair.

A dark and serpentine thing slithered soundlessly across the floor, testing Laphira's scent before sliding toward Lore.

My hand flew to my boot, my fingers finding the blade I'd kept hidden.

With a single pull, I had it in hand, though not for long. Steel flashed as my dagger spun through the air, finding its mark. It struck the dark thing, slicing it in two. The serpent hissed, writhed, then dissolved into the stone.

Naveer finished a pastry, acting as if nothing had happened, but her gaze had sharpened.

Laphira continued to stare at the wall, seemingly oblivious to what was going on in the room.

Farris snarled.

Lore sent a lifted eyebrow look my way. Nicely done, wife.

Thanks. My voice shook.

The pendant secured to Laphira’s throat jerked, its wings fluttering before it stopped moving. Its eyes went glassy and still.

A twitch of Lore's fingers, and my blade slid across the floor, coming to a stop by my left boot.

I stooped, grabbing the handle deftly to return it to its hidden location. Blood streaked the edge in a bright red smear. A quick wipe across my pants removed some, though it didn’t clean the blade. I tucked it into one of my sheaths on my thigh rather than return it to my boot where the creature’s fluids would touch my skin.

Queen Naveer finished her tea, placing the cup back on the table with a clink. She lifted a small pouch from the table and untied the cord. After loosening the tie at the top, she reached inside, plucking out something round and thin. A flick of her wrist and a coin tumbled toward me.

I snatched it out of the air and opened my hand with it lying on my palm.

How thoughtful, I told Lore. A token with her own lovely face.

“Congratulations,” she purred. “You’ve won the first competition. Let's see how long you can keep me entertained.”

The fire cracked louder behind us. I turned, expecting to finally catch a glimpse of the hidden figure.

The nook was empty.

Were they moving through the castle, hunting other players who hadn't been fast enough to reach safety?
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Chapter 30
Reyla


Dorion was wearing a path in our suite's carpet when we returned, his face grim with whatever he'd discovered.

I held out the token. “We won this round. Pray we win tomorrow’s contest and then we’ll leave with the pendant.”

“Congratulations. I heard someone had.” He paused in front of the fire.

Moira squealed and even Calista smiled.

“We heard about the competition in the servant’s quarters,” Moira said. “And we hoped you’d win. Imagine having the chance to hold the featherdorn pendant, let alone ask it to grant you a wish.”

“What would you wish for?” I asked with a smile.

“A gorgeous wedding dress. Dulvade hasn't asked yet, but…” Moira's eyes sparkled with hope.

Calista scoffed. “You could do better than a chef.”

“Head Chef. And I don't want anyone else.” Moira's chin lifted.

Her lips pressed together, Calista didn’t say anything further.

If Moira loved Dulvade, they deserved to be together.

Farris trotted over to sit in front of Dorion, and he stroked the nyxin’s head and scratched behind his ears.

“Farris actually took us to the key,” Lore said. “He knew where it was.”

“Such a smart nyxin,” Dorion cooed, kissing the top of Farris’s head.

“Would you ladies please go to the kitchen and bring us a meal?” I asked Moira and Calista. “For Lord Vikire as well.”

“Of course, my—” Calista coughed. “My Lady Bliss. We'd be delighted to do so.”

They curtsied and left.

Lore and I hurried to our bedroom to wash up and quickly change, him into pants and a green tunic that brought out the color of his eyes. Fates, even with everything falling apart, he was beautiful. I wanted to drag him back to bed and forget the curse existed. Instead, I dressed quickly in pants and a soft tunic.

Returning to the sitting area, we settled on the sofa. The fire crackled, flames sending heat swirling through the room. In Naveer’s suite, the fire made me sweat and my skin crawl. Here, it felt warm and toasty.

Lore cast a ward, and I felt it lock down around us. His magic brushed against mine. Even with death hanging over us, that connection steadied me.

Our ladies returned with platters of cheese, bread, and fruit. Thankfully no pastries. I wasn’t sure I could eat them again. Calista opened the wine they’d brought and poured a glass for each of us.

“Please stay,” I said. As much as I’d like to send them away, they’d be safer if they heard what happened in Naveer’s suite, though they may forget anything related to the curse.

With a curtsy, they eased to the side of the room, settling in chairs.

“Queen Naveer said a few odd things when we were in her suite, delivering the key,” I said. “She suspects something.” Tension knotted my shoulders. “She was testing us, probing for cracks in our story.”

Lore's expression darkened. “She was hunting for proof. Our disguises might hold, but she's looking for reasons to doubt them.”

“What did she say?” Dorion asked.

“She called us delicious for making it this far. Then asked if we thought ourselves clever.” I replayed the conversation in my mind. “She was testing to see if we’d slip up and reveal something. She tried to push into my mind too. When I blocked her, her whole demeanor shifted. That's when she really started watching us.”

Dorion's face went ashen. “If she suspects you have mental barriers that strong…”

“She’ll know we're not Lord and Lady Rutherford,” Lore finished grimly.

“She talked about death songs and willing sacrifice. About finding beauty in watching things die.” My voice dropped. “Those figurines in her room… I think they're her victims, transformed into trophies.”

Dorion sank into his chair. “You believe she suspects but doesn't know for certain?”

“She was gathering evidence,” Lore said. “Testing us. The moment she has proof we're not who we claim to be, the games end.”

“The shadow creature she sent after us was a test,” I said, explaining about the serpent. “She wanted to see how we'd react. What skills we'd reveal.”

Understanding dawned in Dorion’s eyes. “And you showed her you're faster and more skilled with a blade than Lady Bliss might be.”

“Exactly. Now she's even more curious about us.”

My belly rumbled as I took a bite of a slice of cheese on bread. Lore and Dorion grabbed food and started eating as well.

We consumed most of it, then sat back. Farris hopped up onto the cushion beside me, circled several times, before dropping down to take a nap, his puffy tail flipping over his eyes.

“Tired baby,” I said softly, stroking his silky fur. “We need to be careful not to give her the proof she's looking for, but we also can't waste time. Every moment we stay increases the risk she'll see through our ruse.”

“If we play the game perfectly, we might survive long enough to get what we came for. But one mistake…” Dorion left the threat hanging.

My chest tightened as I thought of the curse ticking away inside Lore. We had three days to balance this deadly game of deception while racing against time.

I squeezed his fingers. “She knows I'm trained. The question is whether she'll assume I’ve been practicing or suspect I'm something else entirely.”

I exchanged a look with Lore, and when he gave me a short nod, I turned to Dorion. “We saw Laphira in the hallway last night while we were exploring.”

Dorion's hands tightened at his sides. “How did she look then? Any different?”

“The same as last night at dinner and this morning,” Lore's voice stayed measured. “Blank. Staring forward. Not responding, just obeying whatever someone tells her to do, I guess you could say.”

Blocked in some way.

A shiver ripped through me. It wasn't hard to let my mind slip back to the time when I must've looked the same, after my father tried to drain everything vital inside me.

Lore's arm came around me before I realized I was shaking. He pulled me against his warmth, his fingertips tracing circles on my shoulder.

“A servant was leading her through the hall,” Lore said. “Telling her to hurry, that she didn't want to upset her.”

“Do you think the woman meant her mother?” Dorion asked.

I shrugged. “She didn't say who. But if she was speaking to Laphira, she must've assumed Laphira could hear and understand on some level.”

“There was more.” I met Dorion's eyes. “We saw a boy with her. About five years old.”

Dorion went rigid. “Her son from her⁠—”

“He had your eyes.”

“Fuck.” The word tore from his throat. “You’re sure?”

I shrugged. “Pale blue. I have no idea what color eyes her husband had.”

“Brown. I’d met him.” He shook his head. “All this time, and no one told me.”

“Could he be your child?” I asked.

His shoulders dropped. “There's a chance. I… We were together, but her mother was forcing her to marry her now-dead husband. We planned to run away, but my father threw me into the labyrinth before we could.”

“When the boy spoke to her,” Lore said, “pleaded with her, actually, she didn't respond.”

“Laphira is…” The pain in Dorion's eyes shocked through me. “This isn't her. She's a nice person. Not a bit like her mother. She takes after her father who died a few years before she and I met.” His lips twisted. “Some say Naveer was involved in that.”

“To take the throne,” Lore drawled. “I'm not surprised.”

That seemed to be a common theme in this part of the world.

“Were you able to find her last night?” I asked.

“No.”

I'd assumed not or he might know about the child. Would Laphira tell him if the boy was his?

He settled back in his chair with a sigh. “I looked everywhere for her, but short of knocking on doors, I couldn't find her. But I did find other things.” Dorion's expression darkened as he leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees. “Things that confirm what we suspected about Naveer.”

Lore straightened. “What kinds of things?”

I caught Moira's sharp inhale from across the room. She and Calista had gone still in their chairs, their faces pale but attentive. Part of me wanted to send them away, back to the relative safety of Evergorne where they belonged. I'd tried before, but they'd insisted on staying, on helping. If I were in their position, I'd probably make the same choice. Still, watching the fear creep into their expressions as we spoke made my chest tighten with worry.

“A storage room in the lower levels. Locked, but locks don't mean much to someone with my skills.” Dorion's jaw clenched. “It was full of personal belongings. Jewelry, weapons, clothing, all tagged with names and dates going back about five years. Some of the names…” He shook his head. “I recognized them from court gossip. Nobles who supposedly traveled here and then simply disappeared from society.”

Calista's knuckles went white where she gripped the arms of her chair. Moira pressed her hand to her mouth, her eyes wide with horror.

My blood chilled. “How many?”

“Dozens of tags. Maybe more. The room was larger than this sitting area.” He scrubbed a hand through his hair. “There was a guest registry too, hidden in an office near the main hall. Pages and pages of arrivals, but…” His eyes met Lore’s. “Not an equal number of departure records.”

The implications hit me like a physical blow. She must’ve held other contests over the years, where people came to compete for whatever prize Naveer dangled in front of them. Some remained behind forever.

“She's been doing this for years,” Lore said, his voice deadly quiet.

“That’s not all.” Dorion's hands clenched into fists. “I noticed something strange about the castle's cleanliness. Most of it is filthy. I’m sure you’ve seen the dust, grime, neglect too. But certain corridors, specific rooms, are spotless. Scrubbed clean.”

Calista nodded, her servant's eye for cleanliness clearly recognizing the pattern he described. She exchanged a meaningful look with Moira, some silent communication passing between them.

“And despite being clean, they still smell…” He grimaced. “Like death. Decay. Faint, but unmistakable once you notice it.”

I thought about the pristine dining hall compared to the grimy corridors we'd wandered through. “She cleans up after herself, but only where it matters. Leaves the rest dirty to maintain the illusion of a neglected, harmless court.”

“Smart,” Lore admitted grudgingly. “Selective cleaning draws less attention than a spotless castle. Makes it look like normal upkeep rather than evidence removal.”

The weight of what Dorion had discovered settled over us like a shroud. We weren't just dealing with a queen who enjoyed deadly games. We were dealing with a serial killer who'd perfected her methods.

“Anything else?” Lore asked.

Dorion grunted. “Not so far, but I’ll keep looking.”

Since there wasn’t anything else they needed to hear, we dismissed Calista and Moira, telling them to bring breakfast early in the morning.

Once they’d left, I met Lore's eyes before speaking with Dorion again. “We know where Laphira’s room is.”

He leaped to his feet. “Tell me.”

I pinched my lips together before smoothing them. “I think we should take you there. I want to⁠—”

“I need to speak with her, let her know I didn't abandon her.” He shook his head, and a half-smile rose on his face. “I could have a son. I can't believe it.”

“We'll have to play our parts well,” I said.

“And if Naveer tests you again?” Dorion asked.

“Then we'll have to decide how much we're willing to reveal to stay alive,” Lore said grimly.

We had to find that talisman before she gathered enough evidence to act on her suspicions. Naveer was suspicious enough to test us, which meant we were walking on a blade’s edge. One wrong move would confirm her doubts and seal our fate.

We only had three days left, and every hour we spent under Naveer's suspicious gaze brought us closer to exposure.

The curse would kill Lore if we failed.

But Naveer would kill us all if she discovered who we really were.
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Chapter 31
Lore


“I’ll flit the three of us to the floor with her suite,” I said, taking Reyla’s hand.

Dorion’s gaze narrowed. “Teach me how to do it, and I’ll flit myself.”

“Not everyone can perform this spell,” Reyla pointed out with a tired sigh. I hated seeing the pinched expression on her face. Stress, worry, and plain old exhaustion haunted her, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.

Three days left. I struggled not to let the bleak feeling consume me. It would be enough. We were already closer to the third talisman than when we arrived.

“Teach me,” he said again. “If it doesn’t work, I’ll let Lore carry me where we need to go.”

“We could walk,” Reyla pointed out dryly. “Our legs work perfectly fine.”

Dorion shrugged. “Up to you two.”

I told him the spell.

He tried for a long time before puffing out a breath and collapsing into the chair. Farris lifted his head and almost seemed to snicker.

Reyla was grinning. “At least I’m not the only one who has a hard time with that spell.”

“I saw you flit,” Dorion said. “Inside the labyrinth.”

“It’s inconsistent. I try to use it when I need to but since Lore appears to be a master flitter, it’s easier to let him handle it than embarrass myself over and over again.”

I tugged her into my arms, holding her because she needed it. I needed it. And I could never resist. “You’re amazing in all the ways that count.”

When she tipped her head back and smiled, I captured it with my lips.

Dorion watched with envy that sparked his irritation about his own situation. “We’re wasting time.”

“Kissing my wife is never a waste,” I growled, glad to see him quickly chastened. Keeping an arm around Reyla’s waist, I held out my hand to him and gave him a slick smile. “Hold on sweetums, and I’ll take you for a ride.”

Dorion huffed. “Fucking don’t call me sweetums.”

Wildfire snickered, which was my goal. I’d do anything, say anything, to lighten her mood.

“Farris?” I asked before I took us to the fourth floor.

He lifted his head and blinked before lowering his snout back onto his paws, flopping his tail back over his eyes.

“Poor tired nyxin,” Reyla said, glancing up at me. “If he was worried about us, he’d insist on coming along.”

Maybe. And maybe not. While he appeared savvy about some things, he couldn’t have the ability to predict the future. Only a few fae could do that, and as far as I knew, it wasn’t a skill creatures were capable of. Although, how would I know? It wasn’t like I could ask them.

“I’ll take us to the alcove with the curtain we hid behind before,” I said. “Don’t speak until we’re sure no one’s around.”

“Alright.” Dorion’s face tightened.

In an instant, we materialized behind the curtain. Silence echoed around us, but we waited, crowded together behind the dusty draperies until we were sure we were alone.

I tilted my head slightly to peer around the edge, confirming it, and we left the alcove.

Dorion peered down the hall. “Fourth floor?”

“This way.” Reyla strode toward the room we’d searched the night before with us not far behind.

When we rounded a corner, we stopped.

Guards stood on either side of the door. Seeing us, they stiffened.

“No one’s allowed in this part of the castle,” a male wearing Irridain livery said in a stern voice. “Leave and do not return.”

I lifted my hands along with a sappy smile, falling into my role as Lord Rutherford. “Apologies, my fine sirs. We were seeking the key. Does this mean all the doors in this part of the castle have red marks?”

“Someone found the key,” the man snarled. “Go to your suites. If I see you here again, you won’t like it.”

“Very well.” I bowed.

Reyla curtsied.

Dorion grunted.

We backed past the corner, returning to the alcove, where I warded the area around us.

“Can you flit us inside her suite?” Dorion asked.

“If we appear in front of someone, they may startle and shout for the guard.” I was more than willing to risk it to get Dorion inside, because there was something terribly wrong with Laphira. If that was Reyla, I’d be there already. No, I’d be slamming through the guards and anyone else who might stand in my way, then decimating whoever had done something to her to turn her into a mindless person.

As for my possible son, I’d lay waste to armies if he was in danger.

“We could flit to the window outside her suite and peek in,” Reyla said softly. “If there’s no one there or she’s alone, we could flit or climb inside.”

“You’re suggesting we…what, dangle from the side of the building?” Dorion asked with a scowl.

“I’ve done it before,” she quipped. “I’m happy to do it again.”

Dorion rolled his eyes. “There must be another way inside that suite.”

She gave him a sympathetic look. If it was reversed, she’d do the same; destroy anyone who stood in her way. “We could ask Moira and Calista to quiz some of the staff about other entrances, but that would take time.”

“I’m not waiting any longer.” Dorion started stomping back down the hall.

Reyla and I shared a look before we caught up. I latched onto them both, then flitted us to the wall outside Laphira’s suite.

With little to grab onto, we plummeted downward. Dorion's yelp echoed as we clawed at the wall.

Reyla zapped holes in the stone near our feet, and as we slid downward, we grabbed onto them. We dangled in the air four floors above the ground. An infernal hawk dove down, smacked into my back, and pecked at my head, and the wind gusted around us.

I fucking controlled the wind. I churned it into a full force and smacked it into the hawk, who flung itself to the side and flew away.

Gathering more wind, I infused it with dirt and rocks and whatever else I could find in the vicinity, turning it into a platform we could stand on.

“Nice,” Reyla said, releasing the wall. “I do love this magical skill of yours.”

“Your lightning saved us.”

“Nah, you would’ve flitted us to the ground and then back up here.”

“Maybe.” I stared into her eyes, wishing we were anywhere but here right now. Actually, I wished we were alone. In our tub that still waited or in our bed. Either would do. A wall, the sofa, anywhere. There were so many pleasurable possibilities.

One day…

“If you two are finished?” Dorion gestured to Laphira’s sitting area window above us, glinting in the late-day sunshine.

I levitated Dorion up until he could peer in through the glass.

“I don’t see anyone inside. Maybe she’s in the bedroom.” His voice barely contained hope.

“Then hold on again,” I said.

He grabbed my shoulder.

I swept my arm around Wildfire and flitted us into the sitting area.

“Who are you?” someone asked in a tiny voice.

We turned to find Laphira's son sitting curled up on the sofa, staring at us with wide, familiar eyes—Dorion's eyes.

I’d bet anything this child held the key to understanding what was happening to his mother.
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Chapter 32
Reyla


Dorion swallowed hard and took a step toward the boy, clearly mesmerized. He stopped in front of the sofa and crouched to the child’s level. “I’m Dorion. What’s your name?”

“Mummy said I shouldn’t tell anyone who I am,” he whispered, his wide gaze flicking to Lore and then me.

“Your mummy is very wise,” Dorion said.

“But… But… I’m Brys,” he said in an even softer voice.

“It’s very nice to meet you, Brys.” Dorion shot us a look of unfettered joy. “He is. He truly is. I know it. My mother has a portrait she had made of…” Himself. “It hangs in her bedroom. I’ve seen it many times. The resemblance is startling.” He turned back to his son. “Where’s your mummy?”

“She’s not here.” Brys shrunk into the cushions. “I shouldn’t be talking to you. You came through the window somehow. How did you do that?” His breath caught. “You haven’t come to kidnap me, have you?”

“We have not.” Dorion straightened. “We came to speak with your mother.”

“Felice took her.”

I walked over and sat on the sofa beside him, giving him a sweet smile. “Where did they go?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. They don’t let me go inside with her.” He looked down at his hands. “They make me wait in the hall.”

While they did whatever it was they were doing to her? I’d bet anything Felice took her to Naveer.

“Why didn’t you go with her tonight?” I asked.

“I was with my tutor when they took her.”

Took her. Lore and I exchanged a long look.

“How long is she inside the room?” Lore came over to stand nearby.

“I don’t know.” Brys yawned. “Maybe you should kidnap me?” He sounded excited about the prospect.

“Not tonight,” Dorion said.

Wait. He wouldn’t…

Actually, if Laphira couldn’t protect this boy, he should. I doubted he’d see much protection from his grandmother.

“Maybe she’ll be back soon.” Brys peeked up at me, giving me a shy smile.

“I hope so.” I wanted to hug him, tell him things would be alright, but that would be lying. Something was very wrong here, and I wasn’t sure we could make it right.

Our time here was limited. After patting his head, I rose from the sofa and strolled toward the bedroom door. Brys watched me before looking back at Dorion.

“Why are you here?” the boy asked. “You didn’t say.”

“We came to speak with your mother,” Lore said.

“You can wait. She’ll be back sometime.” Brys sat up stiffer on the sofa. “I miss my mummy. She doesn’t smile any longer or read me stories or tell me she loves me.”

“How long has she been this way?” Dorion took my place on the sofa and tentatively put his arm around the boy’s shoulders.

While father and son tentatively connected, I opened Laphira’s bedroom door and slipped inside, leaving the door open, though their conversation was muted enough I couldn’t hear what they said.

Let me know if you learn anything important, I said to Lore.

She’s been like this for only a short time, as far as I can tell. Brys doesn’t appear to understand time, but he remembers that it started one night and that she was sleepy at first. After the second time, she emerged like we’ve seen her. She hasn’t changed—or smiled—since.

Queen Naveer’s hand, I assume.

That’s my assumption as well.

The air in Laphira's bedroom felt different than the sitting room. Almost viscous. A metallic tang coated my tongue, and the shadows seemed deeper here, pooling in corners where light couldn't reach.

I made a quick pass around the room, checking the items we’d found during our first time here. The room remained unchanged, everything in its disturbing place.

The clay effigy still sat on the shelf, bone needles piercing her chest and head. This close, I could see tiny dark stains around each puncture. Dried blood. My belly lurched. The figurine radiated a cold that had nothing to do with temperature, and when I leaned closer, the faintest whisper of sound escaped it. Like it was breathing. Or sobbing. I jerked back, my skin crawling, and replaced the book in front of it again.

When something glinted on the tallest bureau, my pulse quickened. Each step toward it felt like I was walking through invisible cobwebs, and the floorboards beneath my feet groaned despite my careful movements.

A wooden jewelry box sat on top of the bureau. It wasn’t here when we searched before.

Crafted from night-dark wood veined in silver, its surface shimmered in the low lights, almost like it had been dusted with frost that never melted. Intricate vines, stars, and even a moon spiraled across the lid. A snarling nyxin with its mouth open wide had been carved into a clasp. With the edge of my sleeve, I gently tugged on the lid. It creaked open, revealing glinting jewelry inside.

The pendant wasn’t among the rest, however. I should turn away and keep looking but my attention was snagged by a curved object half-buried beneath necklaces and earrings bejeweled with stones of every imaginable color. I eased the object out from beneath the jewelry with the tip of my dagger and dangled it from its chain in the light.

A claw of some sort, the size of my fist and with a very sharp tip.

Something…

Where had I seen a claw like this before?

It was past time to search some more, but I couldn’t drag my gaze away from it spinning in the light.

Hesitant to return it to the box, I stuffed it and the red stone from beneath the floorboards into my pocket.

I slammed the cover down on the jewelry box, and it released a dull thud when it landed. By then, I was moving around the room, examining everything else. Why hadn’t Laphira laid the talisman on her side table like most people would do?

As I quickly searched, the back of my neck prickled with the constant sensation of being watched.

When I passed a tapestry depicting ladies sitting in a garden, drinking tea with a profusion of flowers around them, the thick fabric fluttered without any breeze to stir it. The movement made goosebumps lift on my skin. Fabric didn't move like that naturally. Something wanted me to look behind it, and that realization made every instinct scream danger. I would’ve kept going if something along the edge hadn’t caught my eye.

I used the tip of my blade to ease the tapestry to the side, revealing something carved into the stone wall. Leaning close, I tried to determine if this was a random mark inherent to the stone or…

No, they’d been deliberately placed here.

I found a series of runes, I said to Lore. Carved into the wall, hidden behind a tapestry.

He strode into the room and over to stand beside me, lifting his hand as if he’d touch only to drop it back down to his side.

“Bound flame,” he whispered, pointing to the first.

“Is that what it says?”

Nodding, he leaned closer, his fingertip hovering over the second.

I added light to make it easier to see.

“Seek within to find the parts that are missing,” he said softly.

Chills scraped down my spine. “Justifar said that when I was crowned. It was part of her prophecy.” I still wasn’t sure I believed anyone could predict the future, but I hadn’t grown up knowing I was fae or thinking magic was anything but the tool of someone evil. “Seek within to find the parts of yourself that are missing. What part of me is missing?”

He flashed me a crooked smile. “You’re perfect the way you are. Every missing piece you think you lack, I see as strength that brought you to me.”

“Justifar might not agree,” I said dryly.

His smile dropped. “No one’s opinion outside your own matters. Never let anyone steal that from you.”

“You’re right.” Self-worth remained fragile territory. “Fuse them to heal the wound that has long gaped wide. She said that as well. I was missing many parts of myself when I first arrived here. My heart, mostly.”

He took my hand, threading our fingers together like a promise. “And now?”

“I feel whole. But what if her prophecy was a message and didn’t actually relate to me? We’re trying to find the final talisman, which doesn’t appear to be here, by the way, to fuse it together to heal the wound that has long gaped wide. It’s not a stretch to believe the curse is a wound.” A wound that would fester until Lore turned thirty, then reopen with our son's birth.

When he kissed my forehead, the curse's countdown paused, if only for a heartbeat.

“What do the other runes say?” I croaked, my eyes stinging. Days were ticking past, and we still didn’t have the talisman. And how was I supposed to fuse them together? A little guidance in that would be helpful.

“Just three words. Essence, devotion, dominion.”

“Back to them again.”

He nodded, studying the last rune.

Dorion hurried into the room. “Time to leave. They’re in the hall.”

My heart slammed against my ribcage as I recognized Felice’s sharp tone.

Dorion's jaw clenched. “I told Brys to keep quiet, but he's five and who’s to say what he’ll tell them. But he doesn't trust Felice, so it could go either way.”

My heart hammered as voices grew closer—one I recognized as Felice's sharp tone, the other a stranger's deeper rumble.

“Alright.” Lore wrapped his arm around me and grabbed Dorion’s arm.

A flit, and we stood in our own suite’s sitting area with the fire crackling in the hearth and Farris still snoozing on the sofa. My ladies had removed our dinner platters.

Sitting, Lore warded the room. His magic brushed mine as his ward settled, that familiar tingle of connection reminding me of what we were fighting for.

We went through everything. I retrieved the note we’d found and gave it to Dorion, who stared at it for a very long time.

When he looked up, his eyes glistened. “It’s her writing. She’s scared and there isn’t a fucking thing I can do to help her. I don’t know what’s happening to her, let alone why.” He carefully folded it and tried to hand it back to me.

I waved him off. “You keep it.”

With near reverence, he tucked it into his pocket.

Telling him about the note in the book I’d found behind the headboard only made pain crater his face even further. He grimaced when we described the drawing.

When we described the effigy, he growled. “I need to grab it. See if it’s playing a role in what’s happening to her.”

“Why keep it in her bedroom?” I squeezed Lore’s hand resting on my thigh.

“You said it was hidden.” Dorion leaned forward in his chair near the fireplace. “I assume it watches or it’s there to control this in some way.”

A big supposition, but he could be familiar with effigies.

“What if it's not only controlling Laphira?” I tilted my head, pieces clicking together. “Naveer feeds on death energy, but what if she's also draining life force gradually? Keeping Laphira as a living source while she feeds off other contestants completely.”

Groaning, Dorion raked his palms across his face. “I’ve got to get her out of here. Brys too.”

Lore's jaw tightened. “It would explain why Laphira isn't dead, just…empty. Naveer gets the benefit of a slow, sustained drain plus boosts from those taken during the trials.”

“I’ll bring the effigy to my mother,” Dorion said. “She might be able to detect some resonance from it or tell us what it’s doing.”

“You’ll leave the court?”

“I didn’t win the first token, so no one will find it suspicious if I go away for the day. I’ll borrow a horse from the stables. My mother’s mountain estate isn’t far from the border.”

If we had the featherdorn pendant in hand, we’d have three days to fuse the talismans. Plenty of time or never enough.

I nibbled on my lower lip, still wondering how I was going to do it. I doubted a nullification spell would work. My shadows might be eager to help with the right incentive, but what could they do? Lightning might damage the three enough they’d never fuse together.

“I’ll sneak into her bedroom tonight and steal the effigy,” Dorion said. “Then race for the border.” He shrugged and gave us a lopsided smile, though his heart wasn’t in it. “Expect me back no later than tomorrow morning.” His gaze met mine. “Anything else I should know?”

I tugged the red stone and claw strung as a pendant from my pocket.

Dorion pointed to the claw. “That’s borgon. Where did you get the memory stone?”

I told him what I’d heard when I touched it, and what little mirth that might be lingering on his face disappeared. “Fear. Pain. A child’s voice crying. Brys?”

We really didn’t know.

He stretched out his hand, stopping before touching. “May I?”

“Take it. I’m not touching it again.” I looked up at Lore, who shook his head. “As for the claw⁠—”

“Wise of you to take it,” Lore said. “I didn’t have time to share the meaning of the last rune.”

Dorion jutted his chin toward Lore, urging him on.

“Unite the strengths of earth and air, to reveal the prize that's hidden there.”

“I read that in Ember’s Shadow,” I whispered, then recited the full poem. “In shadows reach where secrets lie, a golden ring the true heart must spy. With the cusp of shifting night, seek the path where the dark meets light. Ancient doors with puzzles guard, within Evergorne’s walls, echoes marred. With trust and flame, the way reveal, through hidden truths, the hearts you'll steal. Unite the strengths of earth and air, to reveal the prize that's hidden there.”

“What does it mean?” Dorion stood, and I could tell he was eager to leave so he could be back by morning.

I explained about the book, how it revealed things it felt the holder needed.

“I assume it relates to the dragons, then,” Dorion said.

Lore’s body jerked. “Why dragons?”

“Well, it makes sense, doesn’t it?” He started pacing. “One saved Lore in the labyrinth.” Pausing, he directed his penetrating gaze my way. “Another dragon, or the same one, healed you after Prager nearly killed you outside the labyrinth.”

“How do dragons play a role in this?” I asked.

Dorion’s mouth tightened. “If you can discover that, you may figure out the meaning of the riddle.”

The weight of his words settled over us.

Dragons. The creatures that had saved us both, appearing when death seemed certain. What connection did they have to breaking a curse that had plagued Lore's family for generations?

And why did I have the unsettled feeling that we were about to find out?
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Chapter 33
Reyla


“Dragons,” I whispered after Lore had taken Dorion to the window outside Laphira’s sitting area. They planned to wait there until they were sure the room was empty and after Dorion had climbed inside to grab the effigy, Lore would flit back to me.

“How did it go?” I asked a while later.

“She went to sleep. He…” He raked his hand through his hair. “He’s upset about it. I don’t blame him. The boy wasn’t there, or I think he would’ve been tempted to take her now. He will soon, though. He won’t allow them to hurt her any longer.”

We stripped and climbed into the tub, bathing quickly. After, I sat on his lap, facing him with my thighs spread around his and our exhausted bodies soaking in the heat.

“Dragons.” I lifted the borgon claw by its chain, watching it twist in the lamplight. I was unsure why I’d brought it with me other than I didn’t want to let it out of my sight. “The creature that saved you in the woods, the one in the labyrinth, the one below the throne room, and the tattoo that appeared on your arm. They're connected.”

His jaw tightened. Whatever connection he suspected between himself and dragons, I had the feeling he wasn't ready to voice it. “Maybe they are. Maybe they aren't.”

“Why won't you consider it?”

His fingers trailed up my spine. “I'm holding my naked wife, and that makes me interested in everything but dragons.”

“They’ve always fascinated you. You alluded to that more than once.”

Leaning close, he trailed his lips along my damp jawline, pattering kisses. My bones started melting. Everything inside me started melting. “What boy isn’t fascinated by monsters?”

“You're trying to distract me.” My breath hitched as his lips found that sensitive spot below my ear.

“Is it working?” His voice rumbled against my throat.

“Always.”

A flit, and we landed on the bed, me beneath him.

Dragons became the furthest thing from my mind.
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We made love with desperation, as if we could chase away the curse through the force of our connection. But morning came anyway, bringing us one day closer to the end.

Dorion didn’t join us for breakfast in our room or in the foyer, where we gathered again to wait for the queen. I was itching to know what he’d discovered. Would his mother know what the effigy was? Any clue into what was happening here would be helpful.

I leaned into Lore’s side, studying the group mingling around us. Not as many today.

Losing the first competition may have soured some for the next.

Can’t win if you don’t play.

Which we will do.

It would be easy to get sucked into the dream that we won this next competition and could flit back at Evergorne with days left to discover how to fuse the three talismans. But I had a feeling this wouldn’t go any easier for us than everything else.

I’m surprised Prager hasn’t made an appearance, I said.

Me as well. I’d kill to have my hands wrapped around her throat right now. He scanned the room with a narrowed gaze. Would she blatantly stroll through the court or come in disguise like us?

Or would she take over someone’s body? Queen Naveer would be my first guess, I said. It fits.

She may have learned that being nasty gives her away.

Hard to be any nastier than Naveer.

If only we’d seen what was happening with Lore’s mother. Would we have been able to drive Prager out before she killed Erisandra?

The chatter around us abruptly ceased and all eyes lifted to the staircase where Queen Naveer descended, her violet sikeen gown flowing around her legs. Her expression revealed nothing, but her eyes swept over us with predatory gleam.

Guards braced near the walls watched her descent raptly.

When she reached the main level, she came to a stop.

I wonder where Laphira is. I’d feel better if I saw her. Saw the pendant even more.

Otherwise occupied, perhaps.

She and her mother appear to go everywhere together.

“We’ll get started.” Queen Naveer’s voice snapped through the room, and I returned my attention to her. Her smirk told us she knew she held all the power and was eager to use it. “Pay attention.” Her gaze pinned the group of whispering women like insects to cork and they visibly shrank. “I will not repeat myself.” With utter silence around her, no one dared to flinch. She gifted us a smile that was much too slick to hold warmth. “Crystalline plants grow outside in a vast garden my family has carefully cultivated for many generations.”

“We get to enter that garden?” someone brave asked behind us.

Naveer blinked and a thud rang out. A glance over my shoulder showed a woman dressed in a pale green gown lying on the floor, her skin drained of all color. Not dead. Her chest still rose and fell. But something vital had been pulled from her.

Queen Naveer looked more radiant than moments before, holding a subtle glow to her skin that hadn't been there when she descended the stairs. Another woman knelt beside the fallen one and fanned her face, but I suspected it might be too late.

She's feeding, Lore's voice carried disgust. Small sips when someone defies her, but she needs the competitions for the real feast. Willing deaths give her far more power than these forced drains.

Miserable creature.

Who must be put down like anything else that’s gone rabid. That dark edge had crept into his voice, the one I remember most from Lorant. Hearing it made heat flare through me.

Don’t do that, I said.

Do what in particular, wife?

Talk in a way that makes me want to drag you to our bedroom. How could I even be thinking of something like that when a woman lay near death not far away?

Because I might soon lose him, and I was eager to make as many memories as I could.

He frowned. If I want to drag you to our bedroom, I don’t need to speak in any particular way. Tell me what you mean.

Never mind.

When we’ve just gotten started? he drawled. “What if I back you into that wall and kiss you until you forget everything but my name?” His voice turned molten. “Would you still think about Naveer then?”

I almost wanted to dare him to do it.

The queen cleared her throat and every head in the room snapped in her direction. “Seek a silver frostwilla blossom and harvest it. Remember, it must be brought to me intact and still gleaming. Broken stems and crushed petals will result in…” She heaved a dramatic sigh. “I adore these plants. Do not harm them. When you bring it to me, I’ll give you the second token.” Her gaze narrowed on us. “This challenge will not be as simple as the first, so do beware.”

With that, the queen pivoted and strode into the parlor behind her. The doors slammed shut hard enough to make the panels shudder.

People fled the foyer, some out the front door, others taking the two halls on either side of the staircase that led to the back of the building.

We were soon alone.

Should we look for Dorion or go after a frostwilla? I asked.

Why don’t you look for Dorion, and I’ll collect the frostwilla? He didn’t meet my eye.

What aren’t you telling me about this lovely sounding but likely dangerous plant?

I don’t know much.

I note you’re not sharing what you do know with me now.

He took my hands. Squeezed them. It won’t take me long to pluck one. Let me know when you find Dorion.

I’m going with you. We’ll collect the frostwilla together and once we have the token, we’ll find Dorion. And leave, though I was determined to eliminate Naveer and help Laphira first.

His lips thinned. Very well.

When something nudged my leg, I jumped, looking down to find Farris sitting by my side, his tongue lolling and his tail sweeping across the floor.

“How did you get out of the suite?” I crouched and held his furry face. “Do you know how to pluck a frostwilla?”

He huffed and peered down the hall where some of the competitors had sped off to.

Straightening, I shrugged. “He wants to come with us.”

Lore stared at the nyxin for a long moment before nodding.

Good thing I dressed for danger. I tapped the hilts of my twin blades and tweaked the collar of my leather tunic.

“It’ll be cold out there.” A sweep of Lore’s hand and a fur-lined cloak materialized around me, carrying his scent. I now wore matching gloves and fur-lined boots.

Even his magic wanted to wrap me in his protection.

“You need to teach me this trick,” I said, admiring how warm the fur felt against my neck.

There are many tricks I’d love to teach you, my pretty little bride.

I’m your eager student. Heat pooled low in my belly despite the approaching cold.

I'm counting on it.

If only we could remain in our bed forever.

“Two days left.” His thumb traced my lower lip. “I want to spend every moment I can touching you.”

“Same.”

He stepped back with obvious regret.

Another nudge of his finger and Lore wore a similar cloak, boots, and gloves. Even Farris didn’t miss out on winter gear. Lore dressed him in a thick sweater with a hood tied cutely beneath his chin. His ears poked out from the top, flickering back and forth.

Lore tilted his head toward the hall. “This way.”

We strode down it with Farris’s claws clicking on the floor. After weaving through so many halls I began to get lost, we came to a solid door that was cold to the touch.

What kind of garden is this? I asked Lore, a touch of trepidation skidding through me.

A cold one.

He swept the door open.

We stepped outside into winter that shouldn't exist. The garden stretched ahead of us, crystalline plants gleaming like frozen fire under an icy blue aurora. But it wasn't the unnatural cold that made my blood freeze.

It was the sound of distant cries of pain from our competitors that chilled me the most.

Naveer was already hunting.
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Chapter 34
Reyla


Frosty air bit into my cheeks the moment we stepped through the door, the sudden shift from the castle’s warmth to the outside world nearly staggering. What should be a lush summer garden lay trapped beneath crystalline stillness. This part of the grounds was vast, stretching beyond where I could see. Almost nothing was blooming. Not in the usual sense, that is.

Ice cracked somewhere nearby, and I jolted.

A flick of Lore's fingers, and we all wore glasses that cut some of the glare. Farris shook his head, but when the glasses remained in place, he looked up at Lore and huffed. At least he wasn't dragging them off his face with his paw.

The paths looked like they’d been formed from pure crystal and equally encrusted trees arched overhead. Their bark gleamed silver, their branches dangling icicles. Every leaf appeared sharpened, not simply frozen but reshaped, some hooked at their tips. Frost coated the veins as if someone had drawn them onto the mirrored surfaces.

High hedges glittered with a thin sheen, their greenery encased in ice crystals. Fountains bubbled with tinkling sounds, and when I walked over to stare at a big one nearby shaped like a dragon, I gaped at the ice splinters cascading through the beast’s mouth, landing in the pool beneath where they fused to form an icy sheen. Cold magic hung in the air, pulling at my cloak with invisible fingers.

Even the air tasted sharp, laced with a chill that sought my lungs, eager to freeze them solid. Farris let out a low yowl but nosed along the nearest path, his breath puffing into mist. His tiny feet left prints that vanished seconds later beneath creeping frost.

It’s beautiful, I whispered.

Lore nodded, studying a branch gouging toward him like it wanted to draw blood. Equally deadly.

Do you see a frostwilla plant yet?

Not so far.

A shout caught my attention, and I watched as a group of lords and ladies, dressed only in their gowns and summer tunics, skidded along a path to our right, their arms outstretched to keep from falling, their excited cries echoing around us. The one at the rear fell, smacking onto his ass, and the others kept going, leaving him behind.

He scrambled to his feet, and with a shout, took off after them. They all disappeared down a curve in the path.

Ice flowers clustered beneath hedges, their crystalline petals holding trapped colors. Blues and purples bled through frozen surfaces like captured rainbows.

Some petals shimmered like blown crystal, glinting with fire where the light struck them. Many blossoms were open, their edges gleaming, while others remained in tight spirals, whorled like the shells of frozen sea-creatures. I crouched beside one. Frost clinging to the stem crackled, shifting toward my fingers.

Don't touch, love. Lore’s hand landed on my shoulder. They're all alive.

So are regular plants.

Not like these.

I sensed this plant was watching me, assessing me, and it wasn't finding anything it liked.

“A nasty flower,” he said. “These blooms are beautiful, but they lack the predatory elegance of the frostwilla.”

“What does it look like?”

“Silver petals curved like hunting fangs, glistening with their own inner light.”

Straightening, I peered in the direction the other group had run. Should we follow the others? They may know where to find the right plant.

I never follow. Lore took my gloved hand in his own and urged me down a different path. I always lead.

So arrogant.

Ruthless, love. I’m ruthless, remember?

My heart tripped over itself. How could I forget?

Pausing on the path, he tugged at my hood, making sure it shielded most of my face from the cold, and kissed the tip of my nose before taking my hand again.

Stay with me, mate. This is no place to get lost.

A scream ripped through the air, making my pulse come to a shuddering halt. I stared around but didn't see anyone nearby.

Lore gazed toward our left. Naveer has claimed another competitor, I'd say.

Somewhere in the castle, Naveer would be growing more radiant with each death that fed her immortality scheme.

I shuddered and not from the cold.

We hurried forward, rounding a bend in the path. Lore paused. Since he did, I did as well. As did Farris. He stood with his tail out straight, his ears pricked forward, and one front paw lifted. Only his nose moved, wiggling as he sniffed the air.

“It looks the same as the rest of the path.” I started to step forward again.

Lore held me back. It’s not.

A low vibration hummed beneath my boots. Nothing good ever came from the world around us humming. Farris growled, his ears swiveling back and forth before flattening against his skull. His fur rippled beneath his thick sweater, and he released a low whine.

The humming grew louder.

The glass-like surface of the walkway shattered. A hiss, and icy spikes launched up through like spears. They twisted as they rose, forming whip-like vines that spiraled and lashed through the air.

“Vines,” I snarled. “Why the fuck is it always vines?”

One gouged toward me. I flipped backward to evade a strike that nearly lanced across my chest. Farris darted after me, his small form weaving as he snapped at vine fragments trying to reform at ground level.

At least there was power here. I called in threads and bound them together, feeding them along my arm to my fingertip. I shot lightning out, hitting the thickest part of the vine's stem. It shattered, debris shooting out, one piece hitting my cheek with a sting that made me gasp, the rest falling to the ground where they were absorbed by the world around us.

Spinning, I sent a bolt into a vine rushing toward Lore’s back, severing it mid-air. It fell in splinters that hissed and melted into the path.

Farris anticipated the falling debris, positioning himself to catch small pieces in his jaws before they could scatter and regrow.

The air thickened around Lore. His face taut, he formed a fog that coiled across his boots, the vapor rising. He hurtled it outward, and it slammed into the storm of tendrils, melting at least half the spears before they could hit.

More spikes jutted up from the path in front and behind us. Farris pressed against my ankle, his body trembling with contained energy. His ears swiveled constantly, tracking threats I couldn't yet see.

There was nowhere to run or hide. The vines grew larger, thicker, striking out faster. I blasted all that I could, decimating them with my lightning, and even tried to command shadows to cloak us. The few in the area only shuddered and slunk away. Not even love or intense pain could lure them into helping. Nullification didn’t work either.

Higher-pitched screams echoed around us. Lords and ladies finding this wasn't a simple wintery stroll but a trap?

Each cry that cut short sent a ripple through the air. Energy bleeding away, drawn back toward the castle like invisible threads. Naveer's garden wasn't only a test. It was a harvesting ground.

Lore and I pivoted, putting our backs to each other. Farris completed our triangle, his compact body coiled and ready. For such a small creature, he moved with incredible grace, his teeth finding weak points in the stems and snapping through them with his powerful jaws.

Blade in hand, I slashed at the vines, slicing across the ones I couldn't touch with my lightning. Farris worked just as hard, severing the root systems of fallen vines before they could burrow back into the frozen earth.

Lore slashed out with daggers infused with fire, and the tendrils withered, hissing and wavering in the air like whips, trying to strike him before pulling away. He was relentless, severing one after another with guttural growls. Calling wind and steam, he turned them into a spiraling vortex around us. With a single thrust of his palm, he sent concentrated heat slamming into a knot of vines charging from our right. His power exploded out in a wall of churning energy.

As more of them thrust up out of the ground, I spun, kicking and slashing out with my blades. The severed tips writhed across the ground, seeking my boots.

Farris anticipated each emergence, his nose leading him to weak points in the path's surface. His sharp bark warned us of incoming attacks from our blind spots.

Twirling, I sent lightning flashing out from my finger, curving it in a trail that melted whatever it touched.

Lore formed ice, reshaping it into jagged javelins he hurled with precision. When too many vines charged at once, he summoned a blaze that roared through them, turning them to steam.

We moved around as if choreographed, never pausing long enough to watch the other too closely, trusting we were safer fighting together.

Months of marriage and we move like extensions of each other, I thought, spinning past him to strike a vine at his blind spot.

Months or years or even centuries. His voice was fierce. Still wouldn't be enough time with you.

A massive vine reared up in front of Lore like a serpent, wider than a man’s chest, its pointed tip glittering with what might be sap or poison. Lore slammed his boot into the ground, and a geyser of molten stone rose beneath the vine’s base. The vine thrashed, trying to escape.

Two more vines flanked us. Farris launched himself at the base of the left vine, his weight insignificant but his timing perfect. The one he attacked shattered, and the distraction gave me the opening I needed. I jumped, landing crouched and slicing the one on the right in a quick motion. Farris raced over and attacked the severed ends, biting them to smaller pieces that withered and melted into the ground.

Lore sent a wall of fire at the serpent vine, and it hit hard, encasing the vegetation and compressing it. When the flaming mass fell to the ground, nothing remained but a large puddle of water that quickly froze into the smooth path we'd been walking on before.

Breathing hard, I peered around, finding no more vines left to battle. I dropped my arms and let my lightning fade, though I kept one of my blades ready just in case.

Silence descended around us.

Lore's magic settled, and he let the wind catch his remaining flames and sweep them away. Only a few shadows lingered. I scowled in their direction, and they shuddered before drifting away, leaving ghostly trails in the ice that soon smoothed back into a regular path.

A thin line of blood trickled from a cut at Lore's temple, already freezing and crusting like red frost. I gently blotted at it with the sleeve of my cloak until he tugged my hand away, kissing the palm. A flick of his finger, and the cut sealed over, smoothing back to regular skin.

He held my face, turning it this way and that before healing the stinging cut. Leaning close, he kissed the area.

I will destroy anything that touches you, mate. Know that.

Even the cold? My breath misted between us.

Especially the cold. He kissed my forehead. Nothing gets to mark you but me.

Farris padded over to stand beside us, his tail wagging. He shook, sending a spray of melted water in every direction, then snorted and sat with a huff.

A flick of Lore’s hand and Farris wore a new, dry sweater.

“Are you hurt anywhere else, Wildfire?” Lore asked.

“No.”

“Good. Then she can live for now.”

“Would you really go kill Irridain’s queen?”

His lips curled into a slick smile.

When he held out his arm, I took it, curling my fingers into his forearm, gazing up at him with all the love I felt inside.

“Even covered in frost and battle-worn,” I said, “you're the most beautiful thing in this garden.”

“That's because I'm looking at you, love.”

With Farris padding beside us, we continued deeper into the frozen maze.
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Chapter 35
Lore


“Frostwilla only blooms when the sun cuts clean through the ice petals,” I said as we carefully walked down another winding path. “Too early, and it turns to frost. Too late, and it bites.”

“Bites?” Her fingers tightened on my arm.

“It traps you. I don't know how. I only know a bit from my reading in the library a long time ago.”

We rounded an edge of the crystal hedge and stopped.

Bodies lay strewn on the path. Across the hedges. A few laid face down in the raised flowerbeds.

The air itself felt thinner here, as if something vital had been sucked from it along with the lives. Each death sent invisible threads of energy spiraling back toward the castle, feeding Naveer's hunger for immortality. She was gorging herself today. I wanted to kill her, even if that meant we wouldn't win the second token. Fuck the talisman that was too difficult to obtain, and fuck Irridain Court.

“Fates,” Reyla hissed. How many?

Fifteen, at least.

They lay scattered like broken dolls. Flash-frozen mid-scream, their reaching hands and open mouths filled with crystalline death. The garden was already claiming them, silver-white crust weaving into their skin. One man’s boot had already sunk halfway into the path as the world around us digested him.

Lord Tyrrius would no longer sneer in anyone’s direction.

Farris growled, staying close to Reyla’s side, avoiding the bodies we passed.

“They didn’t make it past the first trap,” I whispered.

Vines looped around the leg of a woman near the edge of the path. A blade was lodged in the frosty world behind her, just out of reach. Her face looked peaceful, and that disturbed me the most.

“They’ll be gone by morning,” I said. “I suspect this garden doesn’t keep things long.”

Let's move.

Yes.

We picked up our pace, leaving the bodies behind.

The crystal walkway narrowed between two iced-over hedges. When Farris stopped, his tail spiking out, we came to a halt as well.

Should we take another path? Reyla asked.

I scanned the area, but the frosty sludge on either side could trap us within a few steps. No other way but forward. Watch everything. Wait for the trap I assume will soon be sprung.

With a grunt, my wildfire tightened her grip on her dagger. There was no one else I'd rather face a threat with than this woman by my side. I prayed to the fates I'd live a long life so I could tell her that daily.

We walked forward, Farris taking tentative, plucking steps. I was glad he'd come with us. Our friend was as clever and conniving as his mistress.

Mist hung in the air, muting details and camouflaging movement, and I didn't like that one bit.

I'd seen no sign of a frostwilla plant so far.

Light pressed through the arched dome overhead, a magical one that kept the cold in to preserve this garden, and the heat out. Only muted sunlight made its way through, enough to keep the plants alive, but not enough to melt the wintery world.

A cold wind picked up, swirling around our legs, and Reyla shivered. I swept my hand out, creating a warm buffer around her.

Even in this frozen hell, I'd keep her warm. I'd keep her safe. Two days left, and I refused to waste a moment not protecting what was mine.

I felt it before I heard it, a subtle pressure in my eardrums, like the air was holding its breath.

When we were halfway through the hedge row, Farris growled. His ears flattened, and he backed up until he reached my legs.

Reyla came to a stop, studying the area. “Something’s…”

In a garden this deadly, quiet meant someone was hunting.

A siren's scream slammed into us like a dagger.

One of the twin high ladies from yesterday stepped out onto the end of the path, wearing a pale blue gown and a darker blue cloak. Her lips curled back as she pumped out one siren's scream after another. Like a blade, the sound tried to bore through my skull.

Farris yelped and dropped flat, pressing his paws over his ears.

My knees buckled, and my vision tilted. The scream gouged at my mind, demanding entry, and only strengthening my walls kept it from separating my consciousness from my brain.

Her hands pressed over her ears, Reyla wavered, staring around wildly.

The high lady lifted her hands and thrust obsidian blades at us. They spiraled through the air on a path aiming for our chests.

Farris yipped and dove between the hedges, where he cowered under the thick vegetation.

I hurtled myself into Reyla, bringing her down to the icy path, shielding her body with my own as we skidded across the glassy surface. When we hit the hedges, I rolled us beneath the thick branches.

The high lady’s screech pierced the air, making the frost-laden world around us fracture and splinter. Shards shot out in all directions, all aimed at us. I drew power and air and churned it together, forging a wall between us. The shards hit the barrier and while some drove partway through, most shattered, fragments tinkling as the fell to the ground. I condensed the air into a mass and sent it churning toward the siren. Her shriek cut off, and I breathed in blessed silence.

That same ethereal pull tugged at the air. Another thread of energy bleeding back to its collector.

Are you alright? Reyla asked.

Yes. You?

No injuries. Her hands cupped my shoulders. We should roll around on the ground more often.

My pulse quickened despite the danger. “Careful, Wildfire. Talk like that and I'll find us a warmer place to relax.”

“Promises, promises.” Her grin was wicked even in the dim light.

She reached out and rubbed Farris’s head.

Lifting myself off her, I eased to the side, squinting down the trail between the rows of hedges. The second twin stood beside her sister’s body with her hands fisted, her face red, scanning the area for us. Spotting me, her snarl ripped out, followed by another siren’s shriek.

I gathered what was left of her twin’s frost-laden weapons and compressed them, shooting them at her in daggers. She cried out, but at least that cut off her mind-numbing call.

Wildfire dove across the path and twisted her way through the hedge trunks. Rising to a crouch on the opposite side, with her daggers in her hands, she crept forward, aiming for the high lady with Farris trotting behind her.

I dove out into the path, tucked and rolled, coming to a stop on the other side, creating a distraction. As I wrenched myself through a gap in the hedge, crystalline blades hit the ground where I'd been, driving deeply.

I gathered downed tree limbs and whatever vegetation I could find and honed it into a spear I sent hurtling in her direction. Her yelp rang out, but I didn't hurt her enough to keep her from wrenching another siren’s call up her throat.

A hiss was followed by a thud, then blessed silence. I raced along the hedges, emerging at the end of the walkway to find the second woman dead on the ground, one of Reyla's blades buried in the second high lady's throat.

Reyla tugged her blade out of the body and swiped it through a puddle of slush before drying and sheathing it. Farris stood beside her, his fur still bristled.

“You’re unharmed?” I growled.

She rubbed her ears, wincing. “Not a scratch.”

We continued along the trail that slowly wove toward the center of the garden, pausing only to peer at one plant after another, seeking the frostwilla.

Naveer hadn't designed this garden for casual strolls. She'd crafted a maze where only the desperate would venture to its heart. I suspected the frostwilla would be waiting where the bitterest cold could nurture something truly deadly.

We came to an open area peppered with a few distorted, sleet-covered trees. Vines dangled from the canopy above. Caught by the wind, they whipped around, smacking against the tree trunks.

The air carried the subtle vibrations of old magic. I could feel it deep in my bones.

We stepped into a forest, following a narrow, frosty path etched through the twisted trees. Someone moved through the woods deep on our right, but I couldn't see well enough to tell if this was another competitor or something from the garden itself.

The trees thinned and we came to a frosty meadow with a hill in the center. Stopping within the denser vegetation on the edge, we crouched and peered around.

A crystalline pedestal stood in the center of the open area, holding a block of ice the size of a borgon. Something writhed inside, though its features remained unclear.

Chanting erupted around us, and a burst of power plunged across the meadow. Farris growled, his attention on the forest where I’d seen someone moving.

The chanting broke off.

Another attack coming, Reyla hissed, lightning crackling at the tip of her finger. I was eternally grateful to call this woman my wife.

A roar echoed through the forest, and a serpent-beast made of jagged frost, its eyes empty white and with a reptilian face, uncoiled from the top of the pedestal. Its scales gleam like glaciers and its spiked tail whipped out behind it.

Its eyes locked on us, and it slithered off the pedestal, surging our way.

“Out in the open,” I barked. We'd stand a better chance battling it there.

We split, each diving in a different direction, though keeping the other in sight. While I churned vegetation into a huge hammer and brought it down hard on the creature's head, Reyla's lightning scored across its chest.

My magnificent, deadly wife. If I died tomorrow, at least I'd have spent today watching her be glorious.

She rushed around its left side, while I took the right. The beast tipped its head back and roared, shooting ice into the air. It rained down on us in thin, deadly blades, and only my quickly crafted barriers kept us from being hit.

While Reyla shot more lightning at it from one side, I sent a firebrand against it, melting half of its spine away. Farris raced in front of it, barking shrilly, trying to gain its attention.

It appeared to be focused mostly on me. The chanting person who’d released it must see me as the bigger threat.

A cackle to my right snagged my attention, and I spied the high lord who’d glared at me with hate yesterday in the foyer crouching behind a boulder. He cackled before ducking behind the shelter. His chant rose again, directing the serpent-beast.

I hurtled a spear of vegetation his way, but it burst apart when it impacted with the enormous rock. Before I could contemplate getting behind him, the serpent bore down on me, its mouth wide, its fangs dripping icy blades that plunged to the ground.

The serpent whipped upward, looming over me. Reyla blasted it with lightning, but it still kept coming, its huge body slithering across the glossy ground. It snapped out, fangs bared to rip me apart.

I hurled myself backward and conjured a wall of compressed vegetation, shoving it between us, but one snap of the creature's tail smashed through my barrier.

Diving to the right, I tried to get around behind it, but it tracked my movements and advanced even faster, gouging its fangs around me.

Farris snarled and latched onto the beast's tail, only to have the serpent whip it out and send the nyxin flying. Reyla's shadows snagged her pet from the air and gently brought him to the ground.

“Back away,” I growled, hoping both Farris and Reyla would listen.

The nyxin darted toward the serpent's tail again while my blaze of a wildfire scorched flames across the creature's side.

I needed to come up with a strategy fast, before it wiped out my family.

A roar echoed in the woods. Great, another attacker.

Trees bent back as a dark shape churned through the icy vegetation, headed this way. The serpent’s head snapped in that direction.

With the creature distracted, I gathered more power and sent a wall of ice at it, hitting it hard in the chest. Its head swiveled my way and when it plunged toward me, I flung myself to the side, barely avoiding being hit.

A black scaled creature slammed out of the trees to my right, aiming for the serpent. Its claws were the length of my forearm and its eye burned ember-red.

A dragon?

Wings unfurled on its spine as it approached, and I wasn't sure who to battle now.

It leaped, its wings flapping, diving at the snake-like beast.

I scrambled to my feet and flitted to Reyla’s side.

With Farris barking shrilly, we backed into the trees while the two creatures battled.

The collision shook the entire meadow, black scales meeting crystalline armor in a clash of ancient power. The dragon's claws found purchase while its enemy coiled around its hind legs, each creature seeking the killing hold. Fire met ice in explosive bursts that sent shockwaves through the frozen trees.

The dragon's fire blazed white-hot, systematically melting through crystalline armor until the serpent's desperate strikes became pathetic thrashing. It planted its claws in its spine and unleashed its final blast directly into the serpent’s core.

While the serpent floundered beneath the dragon, it locked its talons onto the snake’s neck. It yanked hard.

The serpent's wail cut off. With a final rumbling moan, it cracked down the middle, its body splitting open in a whirl of boiling ice and crumbling shards. It slumped to the ground and what was left of it melted into the glacial meadow.

With a snarl that rolled through the trees, the dragon’s head snapped toward the boulder where the high lord hid. Its maw opened wide, fire spiraling up its throat in a torrent of molten silver and searing red. The flames slammed into the rock, encasing it and the area beyond.

The lord shrieked, a sound of raw terror that cut off sharply, leaving only silence in its place. The boulder glowed red, veins of molten stone coursing through it before it cracked and split, the halves slumping onto each side.

Nothing but smoldering ruins remained beyond.

The dragon turned toward us. My breath snagged in my throat, and I shifted to stand in front of Reyla and Farris, facing down the creature that could kill us with one blast.

Its wings snapped back to lie flat along its spine, and it lowered itself slowly, its claws sinking into the ground. Its ember-red eyes locked on mine.

Farris growled, but I put a hand on his back to keep him still. Reyla eased over to stand beside me, throwing blades in her hands and electricity glinting at the tip of her finger. Even her shadows surrounded us, rising up only to ooze back down to the frosty surface.

The dragon’s gaze met mine, and it dipped its head. There was something sovereign about the gesture, something old, like a queen acknowledging a king she didn’t serve but respected.

You will fulfill your promise soon, it said.

It was only then that I recognized her.

I staggered back half a step. Alarm rising on her face, Reyla reached out, latching onto my arm.

A memory of me kneeling beside this woman I loved more than myself, begging, shouting out to the wretched labyrinth world that I would give all I had and would ever be as long as someone saved my wildfire.

Only one being responded. A hot breath swirled around us, healing my love. This dragon queen.

I pressed my fist against my chest. “Tell me when.”

The time is coming. The dragon bowed again, her gaze sliding to my wildfire standing bravely at my side.

Mist coiled up from the earth, rising around the beast’s legs, her wings, her shoulders. The wind stirred, lifting the mist, spinning it in slow spirals. When it swept away, nothing remained but a bit of rancid smoke coiling up from the ground where the lord had hidden.

I turned to Reyla, pausing to tug the hood of her fur-lined cloak up to protect her face and kiss the tip of her nose because I couldn’t resist.

“Even covered in frost and blood, you're the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.”

“Flatterer.” But her eyes softened. “Tell me, husband.” Her narrowed gaze met mine. “What do you owe that dragon?”

Before I could answer, a sound made us both freeze.

Slow clapping echoed through the frozen garden.

“Magnificent performance,” said a voice we both recognized. “Though I do hope you haven't forgotten why you're here.”

Queen Naveer stepped from behind an ice-shrouded tree, looking nothing like the woman who'd sent us into this frozen wasteland. Radiant, she glowed with stolen vitality. How many deaths had she fed on while we fought for our lives?

She held a single silver blossom with curling fangs between her fingers.

A frostwilla. Our prize. Our only way forward.

“Lovely, isn’t it?” Her smile was predatory perfection. “There’s one left on the plant, but beware. The garden has grown hungry watching you play.”
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Ice churned up to form an icy wall, and when it collapsed, Naveer was gone.

Without naming it, we opted to ignore her threat and focus on the task at hand.

“At least we know no one else has found the blossom yet,” Lore said dryly as we left the meadow and strode onto another path.

“One frostwilla blossom left, but where is it?” I asked, studying the landscape but not seeing a blossom like the one she’d held.

“We’ll find it.”

A scream echoed from our right, the sound jolting through me.

About the dragon, Lore said as we slowed to study each garden we passed.

I’m listening.

We stepped carefully, our boots crunching on the slick surface of the wide, flat stones that wound in a meandering path through the frozen garden. They gleamed with shadows trapped beneath their glassy surfaces, shifting silhouettes that moved only when you weren’t looking directly at them.

That dragon saved your life back in the labyrinth when your arm was infected, Lore said. You’d passed out. You were barely breathing. I knew that you were dying, Wildfire. So I begged. His solemn gaze met mine. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do to keep you safe. Anything I wouldn’t give to heal you. I tipped my head back and offered everything as long as you lived. And you did.

Stopping on the winding path, I stood on my toes and stroked his face. Curled my finger to bring his face nearer to mine.

His skin felt cold, but the heat beneath it hummed as steady as a forge. I drew him down until our foreheads touched, stroking my fingertip across the scar on his cheek. His eyes burned into mine with the kind of fire you could fall into and never want to crawl out of.

“You offered everything.” My breath misted between us. “You didn’t tell me.” I’d asked in the labyrinth. He’d evaded answering.

“Losing you isn't a choice I can live with.”

“There should be no secrets between us.”

“I’m sorry. I planned to tell you soon.”

I couldn’t be mad, not when I would do the same thing. Whatever deal he’d made, whatever promise he’d spoken, he’d done it for me.

And I loved him even more for it.

I kissed him, letting it bloom between us. His mouth met mine with a restraint that only made me ache even more. The cold fell away. There was only the shape of him, the taste of him.

He slid his hand along the back of my neck, pulling me closer as his other arm wrapped around my waist, drawing me flush against his chest. I melted into him, let him devour me until his kiss stopped being gentle. Until it turned hungry.

I gasped into his mouth when his teeth grazed my lower lip, and he caught that sound with a low groan that vibrated all the way through me. I tightened my grip on his cloak, and the world around us vanished.

When he lifted his head, the frost around us glittered like stars, embers held in suspension. He stroked his hand up my spine, leaving fire in its wake. The other hand tangled in my hair, holding tight.

“Anything, Wildfire. Everything. For all our days and beyond.”

“Evermore,” I breathed.

“Evermore,” he agreed, stroking my jaw. “My magnificent, stubborn wife. I’ll follow you into fire or through this frost-laden wasteland for one taste of your mouth.”

“I’m not that good a kisser.”

“I get to decide that, and you are. Don’t forget that.”

“Never. In this life or whatever comes after, I'm yours completely.”

Wrapping his hand around my throat, he dragged me close and kissed me hard, putting all his love and desperation into the kiss.

I moaned and pressed against him, wishing we could be anywhere but here, alone and free to do whatever we pleased without the weight of the curse and this wretched world shoving down on us.

When he lifted his head, he stroked away the tightness of his grip on my throat and studied my eyes. Then his fingers slid down my arms to take my hands and squeeze them. “Your hands are freezing, wife.”

“I lost my gloves. You can warm them.”

His grip tightened, sending heat spiraling up my arm. “Always.” Swirling fragments of heat from the air around us, he formed a mass and encased me in it.

We started walking again, Farris trotting ahead to pause and look back, making sure we followed.

The garden's beauty couldn't distract me from the questions burning in my mind. If I was right about the dragons, we didn’t know everything we needed to about the curse.

We’ve seen a lot of dragons lately, I said. Someone I know well and adore very much recently told me that dragons weren’t playing any role in our lives.

I should listen to my wife at all times. Humor rang in his voice. She's brilliant, deadly, and unfortunately always right.

Unfortunately? I arched an eyebrow.

Devastatingly. It's one of the many reasons I'm completely enthralled by you.

You should be.

His lips quirked up on one side. Duly noted, wife.

Farris’s head swung one way, then the other, before returning to point forward. His nose twitched and his tail spiked out.

Flowerbeds flanked our path, each blossom a masterwork of frost and magic. Violet petals etched with silver, starbursts ringed in translucent spines, vines that shifted from rose gold to dusky violet with our movement.

What did you promise? I asked.

Remember that tiny blade, the one the Halendor librarian gave you?

Got it. I patted my pocket where it and the other two talismans rested. I didn’t dare leave them behind.

The first image in the cave showed dragons encircling a fae king, with the dragons warding off monstrous shapes. The second showed the same fae king and a dragon bowing in submission. The third showed the king⁠—

An Evergorne king.

I’ll concede you could be right in this as well.

My snort rang out. He held the blade against his arm. Blood was spilling from the wound and the dragon was bowing. Remember, the village elder said the borgons want their history back. Their purpose.

Borgons aren’t dragons.

I came to a halt on the path and looked up at him. “But what if they are? Everyone’s warped by the curse. I bet the dragons were too.”

“You think they’re now borgons.”

“Yup. A borgon bowed to you in the marketplace after one of the others nearly killed you. In the library, I read that dragons had once been a vital part of Evergorne's defense.”

He hummed, clearly considering my words, and we continued walking.

The scent here wasn’t what I expected. No earthy loam or decay. Instead, the air held the sharpness of winter mixed with something faintly floral, like frozen lilacs threaded through with the metallic tang of ancient magic. It stung my nose but made my pulse quicken at the same time.

“Your crest is dragons, not ravens,” I said. “I’ve said it before, but I feel like they’re waiting to breathe again.”

A tic bloomed on his temple. “You think it all ties together.”

“I know it does.” I pressed the hilt of my dagger to my chest. “In here. I think our protective dragon feels the same.”

“Hmm.”

“Exactly what did you promise?”

“That I would do whatever she asked.”

“And now she’s told you that it’s nearly time. Bring the blade with you.” I sucked in a breath and spit out what I’d read not long ago. “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.”

“That’s from Ember’s Shadow.”

I nodded. “We didn’t understand it then, but we do now. Bleed for the dragon and align your fate.” I continued to quote from the book. “Where rivers twist, and shadows flow, a pledge of twin-born hearts was cast. You were once twin-born hearts.”

“Until you healed me.”

I stroked his face. “I believe it’s time for you and that dragon to heal the past. Only then can we find a future.”

Again, my wife is right.

My grin came out crooked. Duly noted.

With a yip, Farris raced ahead, entering a wide stone courtyard surrounded by low, icy hedges and skeletal flowering vines.

Lore’s gaze swept the area before homing in to where Farris stood beside a raised flowerbed, wagging his tail. He whined and peered over his shoulder at us.

“Frostwilla,” Lore whispered as we approached the nyxin. “Farris found the plant.”

As we drew closer, I saw what had killed the competitors scattered around the flowerbed.

The silver plant wasn’t just beautiful.

It was feeding Naveer’s insatiable craving.
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The flowerbed had been constructed of brown stone. Slicked with frost, it was filled with gnarled stems and glittering crystalline leaves. The main plant with petals layered like clear sapphire grew in the center, reaching to chest height, and encased in a lacy spiderweb of ice.

Four bodies lay in the vicinity, one collapsed on the edge of the raised bed, two sitting and slumped forward, their hands outstretched toward the plant. One lay flat on her back, staring blankly at the sky, locked in place by roots coiling around her wrists and ankles, her gown and hair coated with hoarfrost. The expression on her face… Her death may have been quick, but I suspected it was painful.

These weren’t mere accidents. They'd been harvested. Each failed attempt had sent threads of energy spiraling back to Naveer, strengthening her while we walked into her perfectly orchestrated trap.

Lore’s voice echoed in my mind. I’ll tell you what little I know about plucking a frostwilla blossom. The danger isn’t just in the timing. The sunlight only hits it properly once a day, and only for an instant. And the frostwilla doesn’t stay still. It reacts like a trap, its core tracking the sunlight. The moment the sunbeam gets close, it begins to turn, avoiding the light. If left alone, it will twist out of alignment, and the sunlight won’t penetrate the petals at all.

How do we pluck a blossom without freezing to death if it avoids the light?

I think the trick relates to holding the stalk in place so that it catches the light at just the right instant, then snapping the stem.

What did the others do wrong? I asked, trying not to linger on the expressions of horror on their faces.

Plucked without the right light or the frostwilla plant fought back.

When you say fighting back, I assume you mean freezing me instantly. I pointed to one of the frozen lords nearby with ice embedded in his hand.

“What makes you believe you’ll be picking this blossom?” he drawled.

I huffed. “Oh, there’s my arrogant husband again. I’ve missed him. Of course it’ll be me.”

“Why you in particular?”

Sunlight poked its way through the canopy, striking the flowerbed a short distance away from the stalk of the particularly beautiful frostwilla blossom.

“Because you’ve got enough to think about with the dragon.” It was all I could think of fast. “I can do this.” Maybe. Sure, I could. No, I would. “Because I love you and it has to be me.”

Frowning, he studied my face. “You sense this?”

No, but I’d rather die than watch him make a mistake and turn to ice in front of me.

The beam of sun drifted closer to the stalk. It was going to hit exactly right and within a few breaths.

“Warm me up when I'm holding the blossom,” I said, stepping closer.

He didn’t argue, just caught my hand and pressed his lips to my knuckles. Be precise. Don’t pluck it until the light cuts through. Do NOT endanger yourself.

As if I had a choice? Stride into the fire, I told myself. Embrace the flames. All of that sounded good in theory. The application of it was the true trick.

I nodded once and stepped onto the narrow edge of stone that bordered the raised bed. Frost crusted the surface, slick as glass, and my boots lost purchase for a heartbeat before catching again, nearly sending me tumbling into the plant.

Sunlight crept up the stalk, and the frostwilla responded like a living thing. Its crystalline petals shimmered, the core pulsing with silvery light as it slowly recoiled from the approaching warmth.

I held still, my breathing shallow. The wind picked up, sighing through the icy vegetation, making leaves clink together.

Now, Lore said.

I moved, wrapping my fingers around the stalk exactly as the light struck the bloom dead-on. The ice coating the petals lit up from within, a miniature sunburst caught in a glass prism. The frostwilla stopped moving.

The stem trembled. A warning. Cold blasted up my arm, like I’d dunked it into a half-frozen river. I clenched my jaw, holding tight. The petals quivered, and a sound like cracking porcelain echoed in the still air.

Sunlight shot straight through the bloom, piercing the icy layers until they shimmered like blue flame.

I twisted.

The blossom came free with a clean snap.

It felt…too easy. But it wouldn’t have been if Lore hadn’t walked me through the procedure.

I stumbled off the raised bed, cradling the blossom in both hands. My fingers burned with cold. Lore caught me before I could fall, his hands already flooding heat into my skin.

“You did it.” His voice held pure awe and something deeper. “My brilliant, fearless wife. I've never been more proud.”

I blinked at the flower, its petals still glowing with captured light, delicate and perfect in my hands.

I sagged against his chest. It's beautiful,” I breathed, then looked up at him. “Almost as beautiful as the way you're looking at me right now.”

His gaze locked on mine and he held out his hand. “Ready to leave this wretched place?”

“Yesterday.”

He flitted us to our suite.

The warmth of our rooms felt like a different world after the frozen garden. For a moment, I let myself believe we might actually escape this place alive. But beneath my relief, unease lingered. Something about how easily we'd succeeded nagged at me.

“There you are.” Moira rose from her chair in the sitting area, setting aside her book and rushing over to us, looking us over.

Her mother joined us. “We were worried but—” She spied the blossom in my hand and gave a little shriek. “You did it. You did it. We must pack your things. We’ll depart as soon as you have the second token, I assume?”

“Yes. Have you discovered anything else?” I’d welcome any clue into what was going on with Laphira.

Moira shifted closer, lowering her voice. “They’re moving up the princess’s wedding to four days from now.”

“Why so soon?”

“I don’t know.”

We need to get her out of here, I told Lore, and he nodded.

I clapped my hand. “Pack your things first.” I didn’t care about our own. There was nothing here we couldn’t replace at Evergorne. “We’ll leave as soon as we trade the blossom for the talisman.”

They both bowed and left, scurrying down the hall.

We left our suite. I clung to the blossom as we took the stairs to the queen’s suite, the few lords and ladies we passed either hissing at us or scowling when they saw what I held.

We make a great team, I said.

That we do, love. Let them glare. We’ll be out of this place soon and can forget all about them.

We arrived at the queen’s door to find the same guards present. The woman we’d interacted with before gave us a sharp look before dipping her head forward in one of the shortest bows I’d ever seen. But her opinion of me didn’t matter. All I cared about was fusing the three talismans and saving Lore’s life.

After making us remove all our weapons again, the guard swept the door open. “She’ll see you now.”

We stepped inside, pausing on the rug.

Each detail inside her suite appeared as I remembered, yet dismay roared through my belly, making my instincts rattle around inside me like stones in a jar. The air hummed with stored power, thrumming with the energy of every contestant who'd died to feed a feral queen.

We exchanged a look and stepped further into the room.

The guards followed, pouring in through the opening, surrounding us.

Magic whipped around us, pinning our arms to our sides.

Lore— Struggling, bellowing, I tried to pull my small blade from my boot, but they secured my hands to my sides and my ankles with invisible ropes.

Snarling and thrashing, Lore head-butted one of the guards.

Someone came up behind him and smacked him on the back of the head with the hilt of a sword.

He slumped to the carpet, and our mate bond went silent.

Now I understood Naveer's trap.

She hadn't just wanted the frostwilla.

She'd wanted us.
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“Lore. Lore,” I cried out, tears ripping down my face. I strained to reach him, but I couldn’t move my arms or legs.

“Our queen would prefer to see you in the throne room,” the female guard said, her lips thinning as she glared down at Lore lying motionless on the floor.

“I don’t give a damn about your queen. Lore!” I wrenched against the restraints and tried to call power to lay waste to everything and everyone around me, but nothing came to my call.

The guard’s hand flicked to the others. “Take him.”

Two men wrenched Lore up off the ground.

He groaned.

Alive. At least he was alive.

“Lore.” My heart thrashed in my chest. “Lore!”

He turned his head to look my way, his gaze wavering before finally focusing on me. “I’m…alright.”

He was anything but alright.

They dragged us from her rooms, down the stairs, only pausing outside the wide double doors to her throne room.

By then, Lore’s eyes were clear, and he was growling at them, fighting as best he could despite being bound.

Fear kept bolting through me. She’d discovered who we were. She was going to kill us.

If only I could hold him one more time.

The guards shoved us into a throne room that mirrored Evergorne's. Twin thrones, a blood-red carpet, and watching nobles. But this felt like a twisted reflection of home. The only difference was that Queen Naveer sat on her throne, staring down her nose at us. The throne beside her remained empty.

A sleek black crow clutched a tall perch, its dark eyes fixed intently on us. When Naveer glanced back at it, the bird's head tilted, and Naveer subtly nodded.

Prager. Giving guidance. Of course.

The crow's head cocked at an unnatural angle, and for one heart-stopping moment, I swore I heard the echo of familiar laughter. Cold, ancient, and vindictive. The same laugh that had echoed through our home as Lore's mother died.

Guards poked us again with magic from behind, driving us down the aisle and halfway across the open area. Snickers erupted from the lords and ladies watching.

I shifted closer to Lore, wishing I could at least take his hand. Give and receive reassurance even if it was false.

“You’re late,” the queen huffed. “I was about to start without you.”

“Fuck…” Lore snarled.

“This is not the same as the labyrinth,” I whispered. But wasn’t it? It had been orchestrated by the same conductor.

“Such a shame if I’d had to do that,” Naveer continued with a sneer. “After all, I was about to discuss you.”

“What is the meaning of this?” Lore asked in his lofty Lord Rutherford voice. “We took on your second challenge, and we brought the frostwilla blossom to you as requested.”

A limp blossom that still, somehow, remained clutched in my hand. I wanted to lift it up, to show it off to the room and this wretched woman, but I couldn’t move my arms.

She rose from the throne and silence fell across the crowd. With a smirk, she sauntered across the platform, her dark blue gown with silver stitching swishing around her. Her skin glowed with unnatural vitality, her hair was more lustrous, her movements too fluid for someone her age. The energy she'd harvested from fallen contestants had transformed her, making her appear decades younger than when we'd first arrived.

Reaching the dais stairs, she descended with lazy patience, her gaze drifting back and forth between us. She reached the bottom and strode over to stand in front of us.

“What blossom?” She looked us both up and down.

“It’s in my right hand.” I struggled to keep my voice neutral, but my heart kept slamming up into my throat. “If you release the spell binding me, I’ll show you.”

“The blossom means nothing when compared to all the rest.” She huffed out a laugh. “You two look a touch battered, don’t you? More desperate than I would ever allow myself to be.”

“We played your game,” Lore drawled. “We won.”

She tipped her head back, and her rich laugh rang out. “Did you really?”

“We did,” I spat.

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

“Lord Rutherford. Lady Bliss,” I said. “You know us well.” Actually, how much did Naveer know? I suspected everything.

The crow cawed, and the queen’s next words came with renewed venom, as if the sound had reminded her of something.

“Do you believe me simple?” Her eyes flicked over me, assessing, before narrowing in amusement. “Tell me, how does it feel to be helpless?”

Anger pulsed through my chest, and I lifted my chin. “We’re not. Release us at once.” It was all I could do to hold onto my sternest Lady Bliss voice. We’d play the game until there was no hope for it working. “Surely you don’t want to be cruel to your most loyal supporters.”

“Loyal?” Naveer’s lips twisted. “I believe I’ve had enough of this conversation. You’ve arrived and that means it’s time for this trial to get started.”

Swinging around, she strode back up the dais steps and sat on her throne, giving us a slick smile. She paused as if thinking, and an odd expression flickered across her face. Uncertainty, maybe even regret. The crow's wings rustled, and the queen’s eyes hardened.

Her hand rose. “Herald? Announce the charges.”

The uniformed man stepped away from the wall, giving her a stiff salute before glaring at us. “Espionage. If convicted, the penalty will be death.”

“What?” I barked, my spine twitching.

“What you’ve done threatens the natural order.” Naveer examined her nails, peeking at us through her lashes. “Spying under false identities within my court, thereby threatening everything someone holds dear. So much for your supposed loyalty, Lord Rutherford and Lady Bliss.”

“Fuck you,” Lore growled.

Her gaze scanned his frame. “While your offer is tempting, I doubt you’re worth the time.”

“We don’t know what you’re talking about.” I fought to keep fear from my expression.

A flick of her hand and our rings were wrenched from our fingers. Our façades fell away, and gasps echoed from the lords and ladies raptly watching the unfolding drama.

“Queen Reyla and King Lorick of Evergorne Court.” Queen Naveer’s sneer rose. “You have infiltrated my court with the intent to sabotage my beloved home.”

Cries of dismay echoed in the room.

“The charge stands. Espionage.” She stretched the word out like she was drizzling horig over her morning porridge. “Such an ugly crime.”

Hisses and chatter rippled from every direction. Eyes burned into me from behind. Hateful and smug, her court was savoring our supposed downfall.

“Fuck you,” I hissed. “Fake charges.”

“This is too much like the court trial inside the labyrinth,” Lore said between clenched teeth. “How does she know?”

“The crow.” I kept my voice low, though I doubted anyone could hear us in the furor. “Prager’s watching, and I bet she’s guiding Queen Naveer.”

“You’re right.”

She’d do anything to stop us from taking the talisman.

Naveer rose from her throne. “Reyla and Lorick of Evergorne Court, you stand charged with spying. You came here wearing the magical identity of two of my most loyal subjects. What have to you to say in your defense? Speak, before I fulfill my obligation.”

“We didn’t come here to spy,” Lore said.

“You lie,” she hissed. “Espionage.”

She sank onto her throne as if the pronouncement had drained something from her. Prager’s magical compulsion demanded compliance, and it came at a cost.

The horrible truth crystallized.

“Prager isn't just influencing Naveer, she's controlling everything,” I whispered to Lore, defeat crushing down on me. “The competitions, the trials, all of it. Naveer's a harvesting tool, and we walked straight into a trap. Every death in these competitions has been feeding not only Naveer but Prager's power. And in two days, when the curse takes you…”

“She wins. The curse continues, I'm dead, and she's more powerful than ever.” The tic in his temple was the only evidence of his fury. “I’ll kill them both.”

“The witnesses have spoken.” Naveer’s eyes gleamed with feral joy.

“What witnesses?” I yelled.

She frowned before her face smoothed, her eyes taking on a rabid gleam. She was enjoying this the same way a beast savored toying with prey. “The evidence is undeniable.”

The crow leaned forward and though no one else seemed to notice, I caught the faint sound of whispering.

Naveer's next words came brittle, as if recited with guidance. “It’s my duty as queen to pass judgment. Guilty as charged.”

A legal execution would provide the perfect cover for what she truly wanted—our life force, freely given through our willing participation in her games, now forfeit through her twisted justice.

The frostwilla blossom was wrenched from my hand. It floated across the room to land on Naveer’s outstretched palm.

Her eyebrows rose as she examined it. “Such a beautiful thing. How dare you pluck this rare blossom from my property? If I wasn’t already charging you for spying on my beloved court, I would have you whipped for decimating my precious garden.”

Naveer lowered her hand to the arm of her throne and a boom echoed in the big room, making everyone still. The crow spread one wing, and Naveer's hand moved to mirror the gesture, waving toward us. “Your punishment will be death.”

Guards strode toward us. One latched onto my arm, another Lore’s. To them, this was an everyday occurrence, a necessary step in their queen’s need for justice.

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

Lore bellowed, his muscles straining against the magic cinching his limbs. “Fuck you, Naveer.”

“I’ve already declined, dear.” She smirked. “Please don’t debase yourself further.”

The guards dragged us from the room and down a long hall to a steel door with so many locks, it took them a few moments to release them. Despite the bindings, Lore managed to brush his fingers against mine. That tiny contact sent warmth through my entire body, reminding me I wasn’t alone in this.

Each step deeper into the castle's bowels felt like descending into our tomb. The curse would claim Lore in two days, but Naveer intended to kill us both before then. Unless we found a way out.

The door creaked open, and we descended stone steps slick with water and moss, dank air churning around. Water drizzled down the wall on my right and a glance over the drop-off on my left made my pulse seize.

We finally reached the bottom, where we were shoved along a stone corridor with barred cells on each side.

Near the end, they unlocked a cell, the door groaning as the shoved it wide.

They pushed us inside, and I barely caught myself from falling on a stone floor.

Lore crashed down onto his knees with a snarl. The door clanged shut behind us, the sound of it ringing in my skull, and the guards strode back down the hall.

Like when we were trapped inside the labyrinth, our magical bindings released.

A soft scraping sound echoed from the corridor beyond our cell. Through the bars, a sleek black crow perched on a torch bracket, its eyes reflecting the guttering flame. It tilted its head, studying us with an intelligence that made my skin crawl.

The bird's beak parted in what sounded like a satisfied sigh.

We were caged, helpless, while time ticked away toward Lore's death.

All Prager needed was patience.

The crow preened, a creature savoring its victory.

Every competition, every trial, every moment we'd thought we were clever or ahead of the game, Prager had been right there. Listening. Planning. Savoring our inevitable defeat.

She fixed us with another long stare before spreading her wings and gliding into the darkness beyond the torchlight.

The worst part wasn't that Prager had outmaneuvered us. It was that she'd made us complicit in our own destruction. Every challenge we'd completed, every trial we'd survived, had fed energy to Naveer, and through her, to Prager herself. We hadn't been fighting for our lives.

We'd been powering our own execution.

Lore tugged me into his arms. “I need to feel you're real,” he whispered against my hair. “Need to know you're still mine.”

“Always yours. In this life and whatever comes after.”

“Fucking Prager,” he hissed, his head reeling back.

“She's been steps ahead the entire time. Every move we made, every victory we thought we'd earned…” My voice cracked. “We thought we controlled this game, but we were never the players, we were the pieces.”

“Wildfire.” His voice broke on my name. “If this is how it ends, know that loving you was worth it all. You're my heart, my wife, my everything.”

We stood together longer than we should, needing this contact.

“At least we're together.” I pressed closer to him.

“Always, wife. Even if it's the last thing we do.”

“Two days,” I said softly. “She doesn't have to do anything now. She can sit back and watch the curse do her work for her.”

We scanned the dreary space that looked eerily the same as the one we’d found ourselves in while inside the labyrinth.

Rough-hewn stone walls and floor.

A narrow bunk with a ratty blanket.

A solitary, guttering torch in the hallway beyond.

No windows, of course.

Irridain’s dungeon.
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Chapter 39
Lore


Rushing around Reyla, I slammed my shoulder against the barred door, testing its strength. I was doing the exact same thing I’d done inside the labyrinth, but I couldn’t hold myself back.

Two days was not enough time.

The metal gave the same faint hum, magic pulsing through the iron.

My head pounded harder.

“Stop.” Reyla tugged me away. “You’re hurt.” She pointed to the bunk. “Sit. Let me look at your head.”

“It’s fine.” I needed to get her out of here, but how? I tried to pull in magic, but nothing happened, either from the injury to my head or they’d placed a block on the cell.

She glared, pointing at the bunk. “I said sit.”

I smirked. Tried to, though I had a feeling it came out crooked because tears welled in her eyes. I hated seeing her hurt, and in this case, my stubbornness was adding to her pain.

When I slumped on the bunk, she climbed onto her knees behind me, gently parting my hair to look at the back of my head.

“No cuts, but damn them for hurting you. How does your head feel?”

“It’s protesting loudly.”

She slid off the bunk and gestured. “Lay down then.”

“Absolutely not.”

“But you⁠—”

I tugged her down onto my lap and wrapped my arms around her struggling body. “Reyla. Stop.”

She stilled, pressing her face into my chest, crying even harder.

I hadn’t meant to cause her pain. A heavy weight crushed my chest, and I’d swear something vital had been broken inside me. If only I could take back every harsh word I’d ever said to her, every time I’d sneered or made her feel she was anything but perfect.

My hands felt useless. Again, it was too late. I’d already done the damage.

“I’m sorry.” Hurting her was the last thing I’d ever want to do.

“It’s not you,” she mumbled against my neck. “It’s this horrible situation.” Leaning back, she looked up at me. “You’re the one in pain. I should be comforting you, not the other way around.”

“Are we keeping score?”

She shook her head. “You know what I mean.”

“I do.” I cupped her pretty face, holding her still, staring into her eyes. She needed to understand, and I’d tell her every moment I had left. Maybe then, she’d have that when it was over. “I love you. Not in passing, not in pieces, but wholly and with everything I am. You were etched into my bones before I even knew your name. I'll find you in every life, in every world.”

The odds were good this would end with us sitting right here. The thought that I could one day become a name that didn't catch in her throat broke me.

My voice cratered. “Remember me?”

“Lore.” Tears welled in her eyes again. “We’re getting out of here. We’ll steal the talisman. One flit, and we’ll be back at Evergorne, fusing the three together. Stay with me. Promise me that. Stay.”

I took her hands, memorizing the shape of her fingers like it could anchor me to this world. To her.

“I will find you.” The words scraped up my throat. “In every life, in every world, and in every scrap of time the fates throw me into, I’ll find you. I won’t forget you, not even after the stars burn out and time collapses in on itself.” I held her gaze, aching with everything I didn’t know how to say, though I was determined to try. “My beautiful, fierce wife.”

“I will remember you,” she whispered. “Even when I pass, some part of me will reach for you across lifetimes, across shadows and ruin. I will find you, Lore. I’ll know you, even if I don’t understand how.” She stroked my face, her fingers trembling. “My soul already knows yours. It always has. And if there’s nothing left of me but ash and wind, I’ll still find my way back to you. I promise.”

Claiming her mouth, I kissed her with everything inside me, hoping to show her with my touch how much she meant, how much she would always mean to me.

I turned and laid her on the bunk, my breath catching in my throat. The room was cold, but she was warm and alive with fire and fury and grief. I needed to feel her more than anything. I splayed my hand across her shoulder before sliding it to her waist.

She reached for me like she thought I would vanish between heartbeats, her fingers tangling in the back of my shirt, dragging me down on top of her.

Braced over her, my elbows biting into the stiff mattress, I deepened our kiss, pushing past everything I wanted to say and letting my body speak for me instead. I stroked my fingers up to the delicate line of her throat, resting my thumb where her pulse throbbed.

Her hands were frantic. Tugging at my hair, my clothing. Like if she held on tightly enough, the curse wouldn’t be able to claim me.

Seconds were slipping through my fingers and all I could do was cling to her and kiss her.

She made a sound in the back of her throat, a small, broken bit of noise that splintered my heart. I kissed her deeper in answer, my hands tightening in a claim that said I was still hers. Always hers.

When we broke apart, she looked up at me with her heart in her eyes. What did I ever do to deserve such devotion? I was no better than anyone else. If anything, I was worse. The things I’d done… Most because I’d had to. Some because I’d wanted to. Despite that, the fates had given me this precious gift.

I brushed her hair back, needing her to see me. Hear me. “I’m not leaving you. No matter what comes, no matter how dark things get, I will fight the fates themselves to stay by your side. You’re worth fighting for, and I’m armed and ready for battle.” I pressed my forehead against hers. “Evermore. I know I say it a lot, but it’s with my whole heart. Evermore, Wildfire.”

“Evermore,” she whispered back.

I laid down beside her and held her, wishing I could hold her forever. But no one knew if they had tomorrow. I was no different from them in that.

And we still had two days.

She sat up and leaned against the wall, dangling her feet. “Prager sucked us into the same trap, but I wonder if there are differences.”

I loved hearing the strength returning to her voice. When she cried… It sliced right through me.

Sliding off the bunk, she went to the door, where she pulled a blade and started working on the lock. I got up and looked around for another way out, though I doubted I’d find one. My gaze was caught by something scratched into the stone wall. Approaching, I crouched down to read.

Guard passes on a loop. Moira gives you a rune to open the door.

What the…?

I shook my head and read it again, finding the same message scrawled in handwriting I didn’t recognize.

“I can’t get the door open,” Reyla said softly, sheathing her blade. She strode to the bunk and sat, placing her palms on the blanket beside her thighs.

“Look at this.” I pointed.

She leaned close, reading. “How is that possible?”

“My thoughts exactly.”

She lifted her hand and lit her finger, a slick smile growing on her face. “We’re not so helpless this time, however.” Her eyes widened, and she lowered her voice. “Can you flit?”

I laid my hand on her arm and cast the spell, but we remained inside the dungeon.

“A malfunction or do you think it’s blocked?” she asked.

I tried again. Over and over until she laid a hand on my arm.

“Stop.”

“I can’t find any power to fuel the spell,” I said with a snarl.

“We’ll figure this out. We beat the labyrinth, and we’ll beat them too.” She hurried back to the door and focused her lightning on the lock.

But when footsteps echoed in the hall, her head lifted, and she bit off the lightning as she gaped to the right.

A guard walked into view, his armor gleaming in the flickering light, the sigil on his right chest showing he belonged to Irridain Court, the only difference so far from the labyrinth. He passed with a slow gait, his hand resting against 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.

“Another loop.” Reyla turned her head to watch him pass.

I joined her at the bars. “They may want us to think that.”

“I’ll test it.” She dug a small stone out of a loose area in the floor, palmed it, and waited.

When the guard appeared like clockwork, striding past us, she tossed it at him, hitting him in the back.

He kept walking as if nothing had happened.

“Maybe he didn’t feel it.” She pulled the small blade from its sheath in her boot, staring at it for a long while. “We have only a few weapons unless you listened to your wife and started carrying your own hidden blades.”

“Someone I know is going to be quite angry with me.”

She rolled her eyes before focusing them on the hall again. “I’ll throw mine. It’s worth the risk.”

This time, when the guard walked by, she threw the knife at him, impaling him in the shoulder.

He grunted but kept walking, now with blood trickling down his arm to plop on the floor. He disappeared around a corner on our left and reappeared on our right a short time later, with the blade still protruding out of his arm.

“Doesn’t he feel it?” Wonder filled her voice as he strode past us again. She raised her voice. “Hey, don’t you feel that? You! Guard! Answer me.”

He kept walking, completing the loop and returning with her blade still sticking out of his shoulder.

“I don’t know what this means,” she said after he’d disappeared on our left. “But it must mean something.”

Prager's influence was everywhere, twisting even the guards into unnatural patterns.

“He appears to be locked in a spell. Short of killing him, I imagine he’ll keep strolling by.”

Sounds echoed from the right. Instead of the guard, a click of metal was followed by Moira rushing toward us, glancing around feverishly.

Reyla’s eyes widened and she leaned close to me. “Real or…”

I suspected we’d find out.

Moira stopped at the door to our cell, though she didn’t hold a tray of food this time. Another break in the labyrinth pattern. Her shoulders hunched, and her gaze darted toward the corridor on her left. “The guard will be back soon. We don’t have much time.”

She pressed a finger to her lips as she knelt in front of the door, sliding something through the narrow gap.

“I can’t say long.” She straightened, lowering her voice. “I…It cost me a lot to get this for you.”

I picked up the rune that looked eerily like the one “she’d” given us inside the labyrinth.

Footsteps echoed from our right.

With a look of panic, Moira darted into the empty cell across from ours, where she dropped down in front of it and crawled beneath to hide.

The guard strode past us, his hand still on the hilt of the blade he wore strapped to his side, Reyla’s small knife shifting along with him in his shoulder. Blood still trickled down his arm.

When he’d rounded the corner, Moira scooted out from beneath the bunk and rushed back to our cell, gripping the bars tight. Her hair swirled wildly around her face and a flush filled her cheeks.

Reyla placed her hands over Moira’s, holding tight.

“Poor thing, you’re frozen,” Wildfire said.

“Terrified is more like it.” Tears shimmered in Moira’s eyes, but she tightened her jaw. “We’ve got to get you out of her now.”

What if this really was Moira and not an illusion like inside the labyrinth?

“When I heard they’d figure out who you were, Mother and I hid in our suite. They came looking for us, but we didn’t let them find us.” Her chin lifted. “I’m not the best with magic, but look at this.” Stepping back, she scrunched her face. Her hands formed fists at her sides.

She disappeared, reappearing a short time after.

“I’ve been practicing, but sadly, I can’t hold the spell for long. Mother has the same skill.” There was her sunny smile again, though tension still held her body stiff. “We don’t have much time. That guard will be back soon. There’s something odd about him. About this entire situation, but I spoke with a friend in the kitchen, and he had a friend with greater power than mine. She crafted the rune that’ll unlock your door and told me where to find you.” Her breath snagged in her throat. “He’s coming back. Hold on.”

She raced back to her hiding spot across the hall, returning as soon as the guard had passed.

“Use the rune to get out.” She tilted her head toward her right. “Take that corridor. I’ll be waiting. My friend told me where to go, where I can hide you once we get out of the dungeon. Mother’s waiting, but you need to hurry.” She scooted down the hall, rounding the corner.

Reyla and I exchanged looks, and it was clear she was as unsure as me.

The guard strode past our cell once more. After he’d turned the corner, Reyla picked up the rune and pressed it against the lock.

A sharp hum cut through the air, the iron glowing before fading. The lock clicked and Reyla was able to pull the door open. We both winced as it groaned.

Moira appeared at our left, peeking around the wall. “Follow me. Quickly,” she cried out, already turning to hurry away.

As before, she led us past empty cells, their doors open. Shadows stretched across the damp floor and the smell of mildew hung in the air.

When she rounded the corner a few steps ahead of us, she came to a gasping halt.

Her guttural groan echoed off the stone walls.

She spun toward us, her eyes wide with shock and pain, a sword buried deep in her belly.

Blood seeped across her dress.
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Chapter 40
Reyla


With a snarl, Lore lunged around the corner. The same protective fury that had burned through him in the throne room blazed in his eyes.

Bellows rang out, followed by the roar of Lore’s rage, followed by footsteps pounding down the hall in the opposite direction. I wanted to go after him, but Moira…

Sputtering, she peered at me, her face losing all color, her hands scrambling across the blade embedded in her belly. She clawed at it, slicing her fingers on the edge, before she toppled over onto the floor, driving the blade deeper with the fall.

“Moira,” I cried, stooping down beside her. I rolled her onto her back, and she flopped, her hands still clutching the blade, her eyes so full of pain meeting mine. “Moira,” I whispered again.

Blood seeped through her dress, blooming beneath her fingers. Her lips moved, trying to form words, but only a wet, rattling breath came out.

“No, no, no—just stay still, please?” My hands hovered over her uselessly. I didn’t know what to do. I’d been trained in simple wound care, but this was no simple wound. “You’re going to be fine. Lore’s here. He’ll—he’ll fix this.”

Could his magic heal her?

I’d seen others die from smaller wounds than this after raids, and it was never pretty. If there wasn’t a healer nearby, the odds of the person surviving such a blow were nonexistent. But Lore could heal. And Lord Briscalar once told me he had an affinity for things that were once alive and those that could be brought alive in a different way. Surely a skill like that could make a difference now.

“Lore,” I cried out. “Lore?” Where was he?

Moira blinked slowly. I found her hand and held it, her fingers chilly in mine. Her skin had always been cold, but holding her now was like clutching an icicle.

“You look awful,” she croaked, her voice thin as paper.

I struggled to keep my expression reassuring. “You should see yourself.”

A smile cracked her pale lips, and her fingers twitched against mine. “Dulvade. You tell him… I said yes.”

My throat closed off. “Did he ask you to marry him?”

“Not yet but…he was going to,” she breathed, tears tracking down into her hairline. “Tell him… Tell him yes.”

“I will,” I promised.

Tears poured down my face as the scent of iron choked off my lungs. I brushed damp hair from her forehead. My hand shook. All of me shook.

Her head lolled. I guided it gently back, resting her cheek against my thigh. Blood soaked into my clothing, warm and awful.

“I wanted to get married…in the garden,” she said, her voice fading. “Under the red ploomala tree. I planned to wear my…favorite gown.”

“It made your waist look tiny,” I said, biting back tears.

“He didn’t care…what I look like. He…cared about me for who I am,” she whispered, grinning faintly before it slipped away. Like her. She was slipping away from me and there wasn’t anything I could do to stop it. “Now it’s too late.”

“I’ll help you with your hair. And cry the whole way through the vows.”

Blinking, she struggled to focus. “If only…I could trade places with you. You shouldn't have to carry this burden. It should be me…facing the curse.”

She was dying and there wasn’t anything I could do about it. And here she was, feeling bad for me.

Where was Lore? He should be here now.

“You have to run, Reyla. Promise… Promise me you'll run…from here. From him. Do it now.”

“Who are you talking about?”

“King Lorick.” Her eyes widened with panic. “Not…what he seems. You…deserve someone who…never gives up.”

The agony was driving her out of her mind.

Memories flooded back. Moira dancing with Farris, stuffing herb sachets under my pillow, pressing a flower into my hand after my coronation. Whispering, “You will rule with justice and heart.”

A low moan stuttered from her throat.

“I’m here,” I said, gripping her hand tighter. “I’m still here.” Where was Lore?

Her eyes opened. “You always were.”

Her chest hitched. Her hand went still in mine.

The hall was too quiet. No more breathing. No more pain. Just my sweet lady, lying limp beside me, her blood cooling beneath us.

I didn’t move. Couldn’t. My fingers curled around hers. I pressed her hand to my cheek and held it there.

“Sleep, Moira,” I croaked. “No more pain. The fates are waiting for you with open arms.”

I stayed there, holding her hand, until footsteps echoed behind me.

Lore rounded the corner with Dorion behind him.

Dorion’s face was red, and blood was trickling from his nose. Had someone hit him? I wanted to ask, but my heart was still being wrenched in two, and it was all I could do not to break down and sob.

“Dorion killed her.” Lore laid a hand on my shoulder.

I leaped to my feet and flung myself at Dorion.

He flitted to the opposite end of the hall, lifting his empty hands. “Let me explain. Please.”

“Explain what? You murdered my friend!”

“She was a memory golem.”

I reeled backward. “A what?”

Dorion's chest rose and fell, his hands trembling as he stepped closer. “She wasn't real, Reyla. Not like us.”

I shook my head, trying to deny it but… “She laughed at my jokes. She held my hand when I cried.”

“Made of memory and magic,” he continued, his voice cracking. “A construct shaped to feel familiar.”

“Shut up.” The words ripped from my throat. “She was kind. Loyal.”

“Built from what you wanted most.” Guilt made his eyes glisten. “Prager crafted her from your emotions.”

Fucking Prager was involved in this, of course. “She was my friend.”

Lore stepped between us, though he didn't stop me when I moved around him, taking another step toward Dorion.

“She played with Farris.” My shoulders fell. “She visited the kitchens. She was falling in love.”

“She was crafted from your longing for friendship.” Dorion's voice grew sharper. “For someone to see you in that empty court.”

My hands clenched into fists. “You're lying.”

“Did she try to make you think less of Lore?”

I frowned, unsure. That comment about running from him… “No,” I snarled. It couldn’t be true.”

“The memories you have?” He gestured toward Moira's body. “They were written into you. She was meant to worm her way in, to make you love her, then lead you astray.”

“Stop.”

“Then she’d strike. If she couldn’t drive a wedge between you and Lore, she’d find a way to take you from him until it was over.”

“No, she…” Fates. Her words before she died… Something about me deserving someone better, that Lore might not be all he seems.

It couldn’t be true.

Could it?

“I wish I was lying.” Dorion strode around me and reached for the sword embedded in Moira's belly. “But this will prove it.”

He wrenched the sword free.

She seized, her arms stiffening, her back arching in a shudder that didn’t look fae. Her skin dulled first. The soft flush of her cheeks faded to porcelain white, smooth and pasty. Cracks spiderwebbed across her hands and arms like fissures in old porcelain. Her gown unraveled into ash that scattered across the stones, revealing a thin, seam-lined shell of smooth, bone-colored clay.

I staggered back a step. “No…”

Her hair fell away in brittle strands. Her lips split open, revealing a hollow blackness where her mouth should have been. Her eyes didn’t close. They didn’t even blink. They remained wide, glassy discs reflecting my face.

Not Moira.

Not anyone.

Dorion didn’t move. He let the bloodied sword drop from his fingers; it clattered when it hit the floor.

“I assume she died not long before you arrived at Evergorne,” he said hoarsely. “The real person this thing consumed. I assume she was one of the servants, one with no family. Prager then used her body. Hollowed it out. Then tied her to you, infusing her with a spell that fooled everyone into thinking they knew her as Moira.”

I shook my head. “It can’t be true. She remembered things I didn’t say out loud. She cared.”

But had she?

“She mirrored what you needed,” Dorion said gently. “What you missed. That’s what makes memory golems so dangerous. They don’t act. They echo. The more you show a golem, the more they reflect back to you. I thought something was wrong when I met her in the carriage on the way here. I’m sorry I took so long to see what she was, to act.”

To kill her.

No, not Moira. A memory golem.

I knelt and touched her cheek that felt as hard as stone now. Cold and smooth and final.

“But she wasn’t evil,” I said.

“Not in the way we see good or bad,” Dorion said. “She was bound to turn. Once you trusted her completely, she would’ve killed you. Love is the trigger. That’s when she would’ve snapped. And Prager would’ve laughed when it happened, savoring how she’d fooled you.”

Lore crouched beside me, placing his around my back. “The spell made her everything you'd wanted in a friend. That doesn't make what you feel any less real. I should have protected you from this thing, but I didn’t see through the façade.”

Prager’s spell fooled us all.

I shook my head. “She thought the stars were beautiful. She once said each was the heart of someone precious we’d lost, that we only had to look up and it would be like they were with us once more.”

I’d seen Kinart there.

Would I now see the person I’d believed was my friend?

I looked at her again, at the shell of what was left, and the horror started to settle in. All those moments… They were mine. They’d never been hers.

I gritted my teeth and stood, drawing in a sharp breath before everything inside me broke.

“She’s gone now,” Dorion said, quieter. “And when the spell finishes coming apart, you’ll start to forget.”

My heart stopped. “What?”

“She’s unraveling already. In your mind. You’ll keep pieces, like things you gave her, but the rest will fade. Her voice. Her face. The way she looked when she laughed. The spell’s tied to your memory, and without it…”

“No,” I said. “She deserves to be remembered.”

But even as I spoke, dismay filled my chest. I couldn’t remember what color ribbon she wore in her hair that day I sent her to the kitchen for something I didn’t need but so she could visit with Dulvade.

I turned back to Moira’s body. Her skin had cracked further, pieces flaking away like old plaster. Soon, she’d be nothing but dust.

Maybe I would forget her, but for now, I held tight to her humming.

And the way she’d danced under the stars.
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Chapter 41
Lore


Iturned away from Moira's crumbling remains, her false memory scattered across the cold stone. Reyla's hand found mine. The corridor stretched ahead of us, lights flickering across the walls.

We rounded the corner toward the main hall and came to a stop.

Queen Naveer waited in the center of the corridor, but she’d transformed into something terrible. Her skin held the sheen of polished marble, her eyes blazed with inner fire. The stolen life force of dozens rippled beneath her flesh, making her appear decades younger than the woman who’d lorded her magic over the deadly games. Power radiated from her in waves, distorting the air until reality seemed to bend.

“Leaving so soon?” Her voice bloomed with newfound energy, each word thrumming through the stone beneath our feet. “Without saying goodbye?”

Dorion stepped closer to us, flames already gathering around his fingertips. The air shimmered with heat.

“Did you enjoy Prager's little gift?” Naveer's smile carved shadows across her eerily youthful features. “Moira was one of her finest creations. So convincing. So perfectly calibrated to break your heart at just the right moment. How unfortunate you discovered her ruse and killed her. I would’ve liked to see how she devoured you in the end.”

“Shut the fuck up.” Rage blazed in my chest. “How many died to feed your hunger?”

“Every contestant who chose their fate willingly.” She lifted her hands, and power crackled between her fingers. “Their energy flows through me now. Death called to them, and I answered.”

The attack came without warning. Bones erupted from the walls, ancient mortar cracking as skeletal remains pulled free from their resting places. The castle itself became her weapon, ribs and femurs weaving together into spears that hurtled toward us. The sound of grinding bone and splintering stone filled the air.

I drew power and called earth from the foundation stones. A barrier of granite rose between us and the bone spears, the impact sending tremors through my arms. Beside me, Reyla's shadows writhed outward, seeking purchase on Naveer's mind while her other hand crackled with building electricity.

“She's trying to influence our choices,” Reyla warned, her voice strained. Sweat beaded on her forehead as she fought against invisible tendrils of persuasion. “I can feel her pressing at the edges of my thoughts, whispering that we should kneel.”

Dorion's flames roared to life, melting the bone constructs into smoking char. The scent of something burning filled the air. I reshaped my earthen wall into stone spears, launching them at Naveer while she reformed her grotesque weapons from the ancient remains embedded in the castle walls.

The queen moved with inhuman grace, her stolen vitality making her faster. She danced between my attacks, her laughter echoing off the high ceiling. Each gesture brought new horrors. Skulls materialized from thin air, their empty sockets glowing with malevolent energy as they snapped at our ankles. Finger bones sought our throats with grasping motions.

“Your coordination is admirable,” she called, deflecting Dorion's fire with a shield of interwoven ribcages. “But you fight against years of accumulated death. Each soul I've consumed makes me stronger, and I have feasted very well these past months.”

I felt the weight of her words in my bones. This was no ordinary opponent drunk on stolen magic. She’d become something beyond mortal comprehension, a creature that fed on willing sacrifice and grew more powerful with each life claimed. The realization sent ice through my veins even as I called wind to scatter her next volley of bone projectiles.

Naveer raised both hands, and the very air around us began to tighten. Her willbinding pressed against my mind, urging me to lower my defenses, to accept that resistance was useless. The sensation was like drowning in horig, sweet and suffocating at once. My stone spears wavered as doubt crept through me.

But Reyla's nullification magic slammed into Naveer, shattering the psychic assault.

“Not today,” my wife snarled, lightning arcing between her fingers as she prepared another strike.

The queen's perfect features twisted with frustration. She gestured sharply, and the bones scattered across the floor began to reassemble themselves into larger, more terrible forms. Skeletal warriors pulled themselves upright, their empty eyes burning with fire. They lumbered forward, surrounding us while Naveer floated above the fray, her stolen power allowing her to defy gravity.

I drove spikes of iron up through the stone floor, impaling two of the bone soldiers, but they reformed around the metal, incorporating my own weapons into their grotesque frames. Dorion's flames washed over another group, but they emerged still burning, their frames now wreathed in supernatural fire that didn't consume them.

“She's using the death energy to animate them,” I said, dodging a swipe from claws made of sharpened ribs. “They won't stay down while she has power to fuel them.”

Reyla's shadows coiled around the skeletal warriors, binding their joints and slowing their movements, but it was like trying to hold back the tide. For every one we destroyed, Naveer pulled more bones from the castle's ancient foundations. The walls began to show gaps where skulls and ribcages had been extracted from, leaving the structure diseased and hollow.

Naveer descended closer to the battle, her eyes now completely white with stolen power.

“Feel the weight of all those willing deaths,” she snarled. “Each one chose to die. Each one fed my ascension. You cannot fight destiny itself.”

The psychological pressure intensified. I felt the despair of every contestant who had entered these trials thinking they could win, only to find themselves trapped in Naveer's web of manipulation. Their final moments shoved their way into my consciousness, trying to overwhelm my focus.

“Lore, no,” Reyla cried. “Eyes on me, sweetums. Don’t look away.”

That nickname. I loved this woman like no other. My smile barely lifted, but my will strengthened. I shoved Naveer’s power out of my mind.

“Together,” I shouted.

Working as one, we created a resonance between shadow and element that neither of us could achieve alone. The bond we shared became a shield against Naveer's assault.

I raised my hands, calling not only earth and metal, but wind and water from the castle's ancient plumbing. The elements swirled around us in a protective vortex while Reyla's shadows wove through the storm, creating pockets of absolute darkness to confuse Naveer's death sense. Dorion added his flames, his fire dancing with my winds to create a roaring tornado of destruction.

Naveer's confident expression finally cracked. Her bone soldiers crumbled in our elemental storm, unable to maintain coherence against our magical assault. She raised her own defenses, but fighting three of us at once while maintaining her animated army was draining from her stolen reserves.

A woman’s cry of pain from the side corridor made us all freeze.

“The queen promised you to me,” a man’s voice boomed from the shadows, and we saw him dragging Laphira toward an open doorway.

Desperation flashed across Dorion’s face.

“Go,” I yelled, sending icy spears at Naveer with Reyla’s shadows riding along to mask them.

He broke away from us, flames gathering around his entire body.

Fire erupted from his hands in a torrent that turned the air incandescent. The man’s scream cut off as the flames consumed him, his body crumpling to ash in seconds. Dorion caught Laphira as she fell, cradling her against his chest.

Naveer used our distraction against us. Bone spears materialized around us with renewed fury, forcing me to raise multiple barriers while Reyla's shadows lashed out at the queen. A crow cawed, circling overhead before disappearing down another hall.

“Prager was watching,” Reyla breathed, rage flaring in her eyes.

The queen’s confidence wavered, but her rage about the man’s death only intensified her power. “You think breaking one little curse will save you? Prager's power runs deeper than you can imagine. She’s been preparing for this moment before you drew breath.”

Her form began to shift, her skin turning translucent, revealing the network of consumed souls writhing beneath. She was becoming something beyond death itself, and I worried we wouldn’t be able to fight her off.

I caught Reyla's gaze. We moved as one mind, our magic flowing together, love and desperation giving us strength. Her shadows wrapped around the queen’s legs and arms, binding her in place while lightning crackled from her fingertips. The electrical current ran through the shadow bonds, creating a cage of energy that even Naveer's new state couldn't escape.

I shaped metal from the castle's iron fixtures, drawing every nail, every hinge, every decorative element into a swirling mass of weapons. The metal responded to my will, forming itself into razor-sharp spears while Dorion returned to us, his flames burning hotter than ever before.

“Now,” I bellowed.

My metal spears became conduits for Dorion's fire, the iron heating white-hot as they pierced Naveer’s chest. She screamed. Her stolen power hemorrhaged away in waves of escaping souls. Once they’d escaped, she aged rapidly. She’d claimed their souls for many years, but the fates were calling the debt due.

Her body crumbled to dust, leaving only the faint scent of mildew behind.

A clink rang out as something golden settled among her remains.

Reyla gasped and we ran forward.

The featherdorn pendant gleamed on the floor, its tiny wings fluttering.

Reyla lifted it, her hands trembling. “The third talisman. We have them all.”

I pulled her into my arms. “Finally.”

We had three days to break a curse that had lasted for centuries.

Footsteps echoed from multiple corridors, shouts growing louder.

“We need to get out of here,” Dorion said, supporting Laphira while scanning the hall. “Now.”

As we raced down a hallway, the castle's ancient bells began to ring, the frantic clangs signaling invasion and emergency.

If they found what was left of Naveer's body, they'd kill us.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 42
Reyla


The four of us flitted to our suite at Irridain.

Dorion carried Laphira to the sofa, gently laying her on the cushions, stroking the hair off her face.

“Dorion?” She gazed up at him in wonder. “You’re dead. She told me you were dead.” Her hand shook as she reached up to stroke his face. “But no. You’re real. Truly here and…real.” Her shoulders shook with sobs.

He climbed onto the sofa and gathered her close. “I’m here, love. No one’s taking me from you again.” He glanced up at us with tears in his eyes. “Go. We’ll follow soon. We need to control the situation here first, but with her death, my love is free.”

“There you are.” Calista rushed from our bedroom with Farris right behind.

Farris scampered over and jumped around us, whimpering. He got solid pats before I straightened.

Calista frowned at Dorion and Laphira before her gaze met mine. “Why is he holding Princess Laphira and why is she sobbing on your sofa? And what’s that infernal noise?” She stomped over to the window, drew it up and poked her head out, only to duck back inside quickly and rush over to us. “It looks like they’re preparing for war down there. Soldiers are rushing in from all directions and⁠—”

I held up the pendant, letting it spin on its chain, its tiny wings fluttering.

Calista cupped her cheeks tightly enough to make her lips pucker. “You’ve done it, my queen.” Her gasp rang out. “I mean…Lady Bliss. You’ve done it!” She peered back at Dorion before turning back to me and Lore. “Incredible. I assume we’ll leave immediately? It might be wise to depart now if they’re preparing for war.” Her jaw dropped. “You don’t think they’ll be attacking Evergorne Court, do you?”

It was a very real possibility—if they connected Naveer’s death to us.

“Irridain will not attack Evergorne.” Laphira stroked Dorion’s face again before easing off his lap. She drew herself up stiffly. “With my mother dead, I am now in control. There will be nothing but peace with Evergorne.” She pressed her palm over her heart. “This I swear.” She extended her hand to Dorion. “Would you come with me to make the announcement?”

Calista leaned close to me, keeping her voice low. “She recovered quite quickly, didn’t she?”

A queen did what she must.

Dorion rose, towering over her petite frame. “Wherever you go, love, I follow.”

She leaned into his chest. “We have some talking to do. Soon. You’ll stay with me, won’t you? I have news to share.”

He took her hand and kissed it, gazing into her eyes. “I’m staying.” He glanced our way. “I know you need to leave soon, but thank you.” Pure gratitude glowed in his eyes.

They eased around us and left.

“I’ll gather your things,” Calista said, seeking my approval with her eyes.

“Moira…” How could I tell her?

Her head tilted, her brow furrowing. “Moira…?”

“She’s dead.”

Something flickered in her eyes, confusion mixed with pain, before her face cleared.

The spell was still working, still stealing pieces of memory.

“I’m terribly sorry.” She pursed her lips and reached out to pat my arm in sympathy. “Was Moira a friend? I’ve heard the competitions can be dangerous. Poor dear. How horrifying to lose someone here in this wretched court.”

“She was your daughter.” I watched her face.

Was Dorion right; would everyone forget?

“Daughter?” Her eyebrows rose, and her laugh burst out. “Oh, my queen, you’re joking. Me, a daughter? Wherever would you get that idea? I’ve never wed, though I had my offers, let me tell you. Not that one needs to be married to have children, but I assure you, I have none. I’ve sometimes wondered if I should’ve tried harder to find the right one and have at least one child, but I enjoyed my independence too much to give it away to any man.”

She truly didn’t remember Moira.

Yet I did.

My heart still hurt from the loss of someone I’d thought was a friend.

Damn Prager. All those willing deaths feeding her power, making spells like the memory golem easier to maintain.

“No need to pack.” Lore stepped between us, holding out his hands. “We’re leaving for Evergorne now.” His head tilted, and his attention shot to the door.

Shouts rang out in the hall, the thud of footsteps coming this way.

Lore latched onto Calista’s hand. Sputtering, she gaped up at him.

I snatched Farris up in my arms and leaned into Lore’s side.

A blink, and we stood in our suite inside Evergorne Court.

“Oh, my.” Calista’s eyes widened as she stepped away from Lore. “That was an interesting way to travel, now wasn’t it?” She stiffened and gave us both a pert nod while I placed Farris on the floor. “Shall I notify the head chef that you’ve returned and will be dining? I can also draw you a bath. I’ll let Faelith know we’re here and have her take Farris out to play, if you’d like.”

“I can handle the bath,” Lore said. “Take Farris to Faelith, and you both can wear him out in the gardens. Yes, notify Dulvade we’re here, but we’d only like a tray sent to the room.”

“Something well crafted, however.” She grabbed Farris’s leash from a table and attaching it to his collar. “Surely you need something decent after what you went through.”

“Anything, Calista,” he said, nudging her toward the door with Farris.

She left, and he secured the door behind her, turning to lean against it.

My chest lifted and fell with my sigh. I still felt like my heart had been yanked through a too-small hole.

Lore drew me into his arms, holding me while I sniffed. How could I mourn someone who’d never existed?

That’s when a touch of anger shoved aside some of my sadness.

“Fucking Prager,” I hissed. “What will she do next?”

“If I have my say, die.”

“There’s competition, so you’d better be fast.” I snorted out a bitter laugh.

Leaning back, he watched my face. “I’m sorry. I know you cared.”

My laughter gone, I shook my head and walked over to the flickering fire, holding out my hand, trying not to cry. “How could I care for someone who didn’t truly exist?”

“But she did. I’m sad about the loss too. And angry that I didn’t see and eliminate the threat.”

“Would you do something for me?” My voice still carried traces of tears.

“Anything.”

“Make me forget everything if only for a short time?” I needed him to remind me of what was real.

He flitted to stand in front of me, gently cupping my face, staring into my eyes. “I’m here for you. Always.”

We kissed, and nothing was more amazing than grounding myself in my husband. For now, I could shove Prager and her latest trick to the side. No nasty queen playing cruel games and no more praying to the fates we’d win the talisman. The three were secure in my pocket, and I’d keep them close until we fused them together.

Should we be doing that now? Probably. But three days wasn’t a lot of time to make memories with my husband, and if spending half an hour with him could be considered a waste by others, it wasn’t to me.

I latched onto his tunic, dragging him closer until our mouths met again. His kiss deepened, his teeth grazing my lower lip before he soothed the ache with a stroke of his tongue. I melted against him, the heat of his body chasing away the cold left behind by Moira, by Naveer, by all of it.

Lore pulled back enough to whisper. “Let’s disappear for a while. Just you and me, wife. The rest of the world can wait.”

“Yes, please.”

We quickly stood beside a small pool far in the mountains. Dense woods marched right up to the water on three sides, and on the other, jagged cliffs rose to snowy peaks. In the distance below, Evergorne Castle’s rooftop gleamed in the moonlight.

“Where are we?” I asked. Such utter stillness. Such complete peace. Only the low whir of insects broke the silence. Warmth stole back into my heart, a gift from this man I loved.

“I found it when I was in my twenties.”

“Who found it?”

His expression wry, he shrugged one shoulder. “Me. Lorant. Me.”

Steam curled across the pool’s surface, and with a flick of his finger, small lights burst into life. They bobbed in the air, casting warm, golden light across the polished stone surrounding the pool.

His gaze found mine, and when his lips curled up on one side, my clothing vanished.

I gasped, though I should’ve expected it. He did adore stripping me with magic. The rush of cool air hit my bare skin, and I laughed. “You could warn a girl, you know.”

“I like your laugh,” he said, his voice rough and amused. And then his clothing disappeared too.

“Are we going to walk back to Evergorne naked?”

Bracing my shoulders with his warm palms, he stared deep into my eyes. “Ride me, Wildfire, and I’ll take you wherever you’d like to go.”

“Ride you, I shall.” Heat rushed to my cheeks.

He swept me into his arms, and I squeaked as he spun me in a wide circle, my laughter ringing out above the splash of tiny waves rippling on the shore and the distant rush of the wind through the forest surrounding this secluded spot.

He slowed, our noses brushing as he held me snug in his warm embrace. When he growled into the crook of my neck, he brought out my laugh.

And it felt good. Prager could try, but she’d never steal this.

He carried me to the pool. Steam curled around us as he sank down, cradling me on his lap, my back pressed to his chest.

I let my head fall back against his shoulder as the heat soaked into my muscles, undoing every knot and every coil of tension left behind by the last few days.

He found the ties at the crown of my head and began unbinding my hair, his fingers tender and so gentle, I swiped away a tear. The pins clinked as he set them aside, and then his nose pressed into the waves of my hair.

“I thought about this,” he whispered. “When I was alone in the tower room. Sitting on my throne hoping you’d come join me. I’d pretend you were with me.”

My throat tightened. I twisted in his arms to look up at him. “I thought about you too. All the time. I wanted…so much. I always will. Too much, some might say.”

“Never,” he vowed. “You should have all you can ever ask for, all you need.”

“That’s you. Only you.”

Nodding, he cupped water in his hands and poured it over my head, smoothing it down my back. “Stop thinking and just feel.”

I closed my eyes as he washed my hair with sure strokes. Suds bobbed around us.

His hands traveled lower, sliding over my shoulders, slicking across the curve of my arms with a careful, teasing touch. Every motion was unhurried, as if he had all the time in the world to imprint himself in my skin. As a low-burning ache bloomed through my core.

He washed my back, his fingers dipping lower, grazing the curve of my waist, the slope of my hips, then back up again, tormenting me with tenderness.

“Lore,” I breathed, barely able to speak through the shivering heat inside me.

“Hmm?” He nuzzled the side of my neck, brushing his lips against the wet skin there. His smile curled wickedly against my throat.

He stood me in front of him and poured water down my chest, over my thighs, between them. I arched into him, panting, and his growl ripped through the open area.

Parting my thighs, he pressed his mouth there, spreading me to feast, to reach every bit of me.

He lifted one of my legs, draping it over his shoulder as he leaned in, his hands gripping my hips, keeping me steady while his mouth drove me mad. The flick of his tongue was slow at first, as he tasted, savored. Until I was gasping his name in broken syllables, jerking my hips against him without shame.

“Lore—” My head dropped back, and he only pulled me tighter, holding me steady while he drove me higher and higher.

Every time I thought I couldn’t take more, he changed angles, shifted pressure, sending flames up my spine. One hand crept from my hip to cup my breast, roll my nipple. I whimpered, clawing for something to hold. His arm. The fabric of my own sanity. But he gave me no time, no space to fall apart.

He moaned against me, the vibration making me cry out, and his tongue flattened, dragged up in a long, slow stroke that shattered the last bit of my composure. I came apart in his arms, my eyes squeezed shut, my mouth open on a silent scream as pleasure surged through me like fire. My legs trembled, and he dropped me back into the water, gently spreading my thighs around his and tugging me fully against him.

I was boneless in his arms, and with a satisfied grin, he reached for the soap once more, this time quickly washing himself. Even then, his eyes never left mine, his gaze hot and steady.

The pool had washed away my grief, but I needed more. I needed him.

I expected him to speak, but instead…

…he flitted.

We landed in our bed, my back on soft sheets, him looming over me with moonlight slicing through the tall windows.

The look on his face made my breath catch. Gone was the teasing gleam. In its place I found hunger. A feral need to claim.

He braced his arms on either side of my head, his wet curls dripping onto my skin. I dragged my fingers through them, pulling him closer.

“Eyes on me, Wildfire,” he growled. “I want to watch you fall apart.”

“Already did,” I quipped.

He nibbled on my neck, biting down hard enough I felt it but not hard enough to cause pain. Whatever pinch I might feel, he soothed away with his tongue.

Then his mouth crashed down on mine, and we both moaned. There was nothing slow about our love now, nothing cautious. Just the searing press of lips and teeth and tongues, and the heat of his body covering mine, the soft rasp of sheets under our skin.

His hands were everywhere, tangling in my hair, sliding down my ribcage, gripping my thigh to haul me closer.

One thrust, and he seated himself deep inside me.

“Yes,” I snarled. “More of this. All of you, Lore. Give it to me.”

“Yes, my greedy mate. Take everything I have. It's all yours.”

He started to move, pulling out and driving himself back inside, building our pleasure to a fever pitch. I was dry tinder to his flames, the parched earth to his rain.

I wrapped my legs around him, needing more, needing everything.

We kissed like we were still trying to convince the world we’d earned this, earned each other, and maybe we had. This could be our reward, this fierce, breathless coming together when our future remained much too uncertain.

I held onto him like the world might shatter around us again.

Lore surged into me again, deeper this time, his body pinning mine to the bed with a strength that thrilled and comforted me all at once. I clung to his back, digging my nails into his damp skin, and he tipped his head back and groaned. His name slipped from my lips in a broken gasp, over and over, a litany of want and wonder.

He was everywhere. In me. Around me. A force of nature that had somehow decided I was his home.

I pressed my face into his neck, kissed the pulse thundering there. He whispered words in a language I didn’t know. Prayers or promises. I didn’t care. I felt them in my bones.

He rocked harder, faster, every stroke driving me higher until I was shaking, clenching around him with no control, my body winding tighter than a bowstring.

I could feel the edge rising again, feel the unraveling coming like a tide I couldn’t hold back.

Lore shifted, cupping my cheek in one hand while his other arm locked around my lower back, holding me flush against him.

“I’ve got you,” he said, his voice wrecked with need. “Fall for me again, Wildfire. Let me see it happen.”

When he reached between us and stroked my clit, I did.

Pleasure tore through me in a white-hot wave. I cried out, scoring my nails down his spine as I shattered, every nerve alight, every thought erased but one. Lore. Lore. Lore.

He groaned, burying his face against my throat as he followed me into the stars, into forever.

Afterward, as we lay tangled together, his fingers traced lazy patterns on my skin.

The three talismans lay on the nightstand. He’d shifted them from my pocket when I wasn’t paying attention.

“We fuse them tomorrow,” I whispered against his chest.

“Tomorrow.” His arms tightened around me.

I could hear the unspoken truth in his voice.

We only had three days left.
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Chapter 43
Lore


“Will you marry me?” My glorious wildfire whispered the words against my damp skin. “As you, with me knowing, treasuring, loving every part of what makes up Lore?” Lifting her head off my chest, she studied my face. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to. I mean, we already had a ceremony on the ship. We’re as married as we can be.”

The vulnerability in her voice undid me completely, and then built me back up stronger.

“Yes. I will marry you. As us. Lore and Reyla. Tomorrow. The day after that. Each day we have left and the ones beyond if you want.”

“How about now?”

She still looked so serious. Didn’t she know there wasn’t anything she could ask, anything she could say, that would drive me away?

“Yes, now,” I said gravely.

We slipped from bed and went to the closet to dress.

Inside, I selected my clothing and went to the bathing area to change. I tugged my best black tunic from the hanger, the one with threads of lightning woven into the fabric. The few times I’d worn it, for formal occasions, I’d felt as if I wore clothing my wildfire had crafted with the magic only she could create.

I tugged it over my head and slid my arms through the sleeves, smoothing it over my chest and waist, leaving the top fastenings undone. Dark pants and boots followed.

This was happening. We were really doing this. The thought sent both excitement and terror through me in equal measure. Reyla deserved a proper ceremony, one that honored what we'd built together.

Peering at myself in the mirror, I smoothed my hair with my fingers and stared at my image. She loved me. I still couldn’t get over that fact.

And she wanted to show me again with her vows.

I quickly flitted to the elder’s home, knocking on the front door, pacing impatiently until she opened the panel and poked her nose out. Justifar’s eyes widened, and she opened the door all the way and bowed, her blue hair gleaming in the moonlight.

“My king,” she said in a wispy voice. “To what do I owe this honor?”

“It’s short notice.” I kept pacing, a Reyla thing I adored as much as her. She did it to think; I did it when I felt uncomfortable. I could ask anything for others, even demand it.

But I’d never found it easy to ask for myself.

“Yes?” she prompted, smoothing her hands down her dark robe.

“Will you marry me?”

She blinked.

I laughed uneasily. “Pardon. Would you please marry Reyla and I?”

Her frown only deepened. “Didn’t you and our queen marry on the ship during your journey from Lydel to Evergorne?”

“Yes, Captain Christoff married us.”

“So…?”

“We didn’t know each other then. Our marriage was arranged, a formal thing to create an alliance between her people and ours. Now, we love each other, and we want to marry with our hearts.”

Her face cleared. “Ah. I see.” A smile rose on her wrinkled cheeks. “I’d be honored to perform this ceremony for you and our beloved queen. When would you like to do it?”

“Now.”

She blinked again. “Now?”

“If it’s not too much of an imposition.”

“I’m here for you always, King Lorick. You know that.” She glanced down at her robe. “May I have a few moments to change?”

“Of course. I’ll wait.”

Her lips twitched before smoothing. “Very well. Would you like to wait here or in the parlor?”

“Here is fine.” And now I was nervous, though not because this was something I didn’t want to do. I didn’t want my wife to wait, to wonder where I’d gone.

Fortunately, it wasn’t long before our elder stepped outside in a red robe shot through with silver. Evergorne colors.

She shut the door and peered around. “Where’s your carriage?”

“Reyla taught me… Well, I’ll take you there with magic. If that’s alright.”

She took my arm. “I’ve always wished there was a way to travel with magic. You’ll share this special spell with me.”

It was a statement, not a question. “I will.”

One flit, and I took her to the tower. Where else would I marry the woman I’d love forever but here?

As she looked around, Justifar’s eyebrows lifted, but she pinched her lips together and said nothing.

“Reyla and I will be right back,” I said.

Justifar nodded, her eyes bright with understanding. “Love marriages are the most sacred,” she said softly. “I'll prepare the words while you bring your bride.”

I flitted back to the bathing area.

Clearing my throat, I strode into the bedroom. The air shifted when Reyla turned, her bare feet whispering on the floor.

She wore the gown I’d spun for her with moonlight the night we wed.

My breath caught. It always did when it came to this woman. But now—fates, now—I wanted to fall to my knees.

The dress clung to her like a secret, all opalescent shimmer and luminous shadow. It moved with her, reflecting the faint starlight leaking through the high windows. Her hair was a wild halo around her face, curling down her back like sunlit silk.

And still, somehow, she looked unfinished. Not in any way that diminished her beauty, but in the way that whispered mine to complete.

She didn’t speak. She didn’t have to. Her eyes held too much. Fear. Hope. Fierce, unshakable love.

I stepped toward her and lifted my hands.

Let me?

She nodded once, a smile teasing across her lips before she smoothed them.

I turned to the window and threw it wide with a flick of my finger. A rush of cool mountain air burst inside.

Outside, the true world, my world of magic, was waking slowly. Mist pooling in the forest hollows. Stars still lingering above the peaks. The castle gardens stories below sparkled with dew.

I pulled from them all.

A low wind stirred in answer to my call, sweeping upward toward us. It carried petals and leaves and slender threads of sikeen. I caught them with my magic, suspending them in the space between us like a thousand tiny stars.

Shifting my hands through the air, I guided the elements into place, twisting vines no thicker than embroidery thread into filigree chains, shaping them around beads created from the dew. A necklace took form, white and iridescent, clasped with a hook made of a bit of bleached fessalile wood.

I settled it gently around her throat.

“Still mine,” I whispered, stepping toward her. “Every breath you take.”

“Just as you're mine.” Her voice caught. “Body, heart, and soul.”

“Forever,” I breathed against her skin.

That sparkle in her deep brown eyes… I would die a happy man as long as that was the last thing I saw.

I eased around behind her.

The air obeyed my command, lifting her curls. I wove them into the braid I'd once crowned her with. Regal and wild all at once.

I laced the braid with frost-silvered thisala, starblight jewels that could only be found in one particular river high in the mountains, plus threads I wove from morning mist, holding it all in place with the barest hum of power.

I spun a veil from moon-thread and sikeen, letting it drift to her shoulders. It shimmered in the moonlight.

“Still the most beautiful person I’ve ever seen,” I said roughly, leaning forward to kiss where her neck met her shoulder.

Her skin quivered, and she turned to face me, her eyes full of the world.

“If I never get another day with you,” she said softly. “This one will be enough.”

It wouldn’t. Not for me. Not for her. Never for us.

Two days until the curse closed its jaws, and I crumbled under the weight of fates’ inevitability.

Unless we broke the curse.

But I didn’t speak of that. Didn’t need to. I could see the same worry in her eyes.

I reached for her hand and kissed it, then dropped to one knee.

Her breath hitched. Her fingers trembled in mine.

“Marry me again,” I said, my voice shaking with everything I couldn’t name. “Not because you have to. Not because of fate. But because you choose me, again and again, even when the fates are cruel and the stars try to tear us apart.”

She cupped my cheek, her eyes brimming with tears. “You’re my home, Lore. I choose you. Always.”

For a moment, we simply remained there, breathing each other in.

Rising, I slid my arms around her, and pressed my forehead against hers. “You saw all the parts of me, from those I kept hidden to the ones masked by fate. You healed me, and one day soon, we’ll walk in the sunshine. Laugh with the joy of knowing this part of our lives is over, that we only have the wonder of endless days ahead.”

“I saw you right from the start.” Her smile was wobbly, beautiful. “You were being an ass, but that was nothing new. Still, I thought, he’s clever and gorgeous and more insufferable than I can bear.”

I barked out a laugh. “Yet you married me.”

“I’d do it a thousand times over.”

I kissed her, one hand cradling the back of her neck, the other teasing across her throat.

When we pulled apart, her cheeks were flushed, and she was breathing hard, her lips kiss-bruised and her veil askew.

Utterly perfect.

“Are you ready?” she asked, her voice strong and certain.

“Evermore, Wildfire. Evermore.”

I offered my arm, and when she took it, I flitted us to the tower room where Justifar was waiting.

The elder's face lit up when she saw us, her eyes taking in Reyla's ethereal beauty and the magic I'd woven around her.

“Now this,” Justifar said with deep satisfaction, “is how a love marriage should begin.”
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Chapter 44
Reyla


The tower had never been more silent, nor more glorious than it was tonight. Stone walls caught the silver glow of the moon and held it, while the floor shimmered with the remnants of Lore’s magic. I spied petals, threads, beads of dew drifting like starfall. I held his arm as we stepped into the center of the room, the pulse in his wrist thudding steadily beneath my fingertips.

Justifar stood waiting, dressed in a red and silver robe, her hands clasped in front of her. Her eyes were bright with joy, and her gaze flicked between us like she was watching a miracle unfold.

“You’ve always made the fates work a little harder,” she said softly, looking at Lore with a knowing smile, then turning her warmth on me. “And you, Reyla. What a wonder you are. I thought I knew what devotion looked like. Then I watched the two of you try not to fall in love.”

My low laugh rang out. “We didn’t do a very good job.”

“No.” Her smile widened. “And thank the fates for that.”

She stepped closer and lifted her hands. The tower responded to her presence. Or maybe it responded to us. A low hum moved through the stone, like the castle itself held its breath.

“Long before walls were carved from cliffs and crowns were forged from starlight,” Justifar said, her voice threaded with quiet power, “the fates weave a path for every soul. Some are short. Some are cruel. And some, rare as a twin eclipse, are tangled so tightly with another that even time cannot separate them.”

Her eyes found mine. “Tonight, we honor a binding that was begun in duty, shaped in strife, and reforged in love. The fates do not preside over this bond. Only choice. The stars and moon above will bear witness.”

She turned to Lore.

“You, Lorick, King of Evergorne, have seen the fullness of this woman’s spirit. Her fire and fury, her strength and scars, her boundless heart. Will you walk with her, not only as ruler and consort, but as her equal for eternity?”

His low voice came out strong and sure. “I will. In this life, and every one the fates dare give me after.”

“And you, Reyla, Queen of Evergorne and scourge of cowards,” she said with a spark in her eyes, “have seen the truth beneath this man’s thorns. His burdened mind, his tempered power, his unguarded soul. Will you stand with him, not only as wife and sovereign, but as mirror and match?”

My throat burned. “I will. Always.”

Justifar eased back, letting her gaze sweep over us as the wind whispered through the open windows, lifting my veil with gentle fingers.

“Then let this ceremony seal what your hearts already knew. Not with flame, nor blade, but with threads that bind the unseen.”

She opened her hands, and between them, a flicker of starlight spun itself into a single silver thread. She passed it first to me.

“Reyla, weave your vow.”

I held the thread carefully and turned to Lore. My hands trembled as I looped it around his mating mark on his wrist, the magic warming beneath my fingertips.

“I promise to always see you as you are,” I said, each word carved from the ache in my chest. “To hold the man behind the mask, the boy who was left behind, the king who bears more than his share. I promise to speak truth even when it hurts, to fight beside you, to fall with you, but never to leave. Evermore.”

His eyes glistened.

Justifar passed him the other end. “Lorick, weave your vow.”

After gently sliding up the bracelet I still wore all the time, he looped the thread around my wrist over my mating mark, binding our hands with the single, glowing filament.

“I promise to always choose you,” he said, his voice raw with emotion. “In darkness and daylight, in silence and in storm. I promise to protect the joy in your heart, the fury in your soul, and the wonder that made me believe true, undying love existed. I swear to be yours, not as king, but as Lore, with every scar, every shadow, every spark.”

The thread pulsed with light and melted into our skin, leaving no mark, only the weight of our promises.

Justifar glanced between us. “Then by the power vested in me by the realms of sea and sky,” she said with a flourish, her voice ringing in the room, “I hereby pronounce you, Reyla Jarrn Weldsbane Evergorne, and you, His Majesty, Lorick Thorne Damaris Shadowhart Evergorne wedded. May your bond be forged with unyielding strength and majestic grace. Step forward together as one, onto a path where hope and love may thrive.”

The air held still. Lore turned to me and offered his hand.

And I took it.

Justifar smiled at us with something close to pride, then bowed low. “I’ll leave you to your tower and your stars.” She turned to Lore. “Soon, my king, I’ll expect to hear more about that spell you promised.”

“You’ll have it,” he said, though his eyes never left mine.

With a final, joyful look, Justifar swept toward the open door, only to pause in the threshold and turn back. Her eyes went cloudy, and her voice wavered, singsong. “A long and prosperous life awaits you, Queen Reyla, and the child you now carry.”

I sucked in a breath. “Girl or boy?”

Lore’s arm tightened around my waist.

“That is yet to be seen. Remain strong.” The wind caught her hair, swirling it around her face, and when she spoke, her voice no longer belonged entirely to the present. “Three fragments, scattered like moonstones, await their reckoning.”

I stepped closer, my heart racing. This wasn't just ceremony anymore. The elder was seeing something vital about our future.

Her gaze remained locked on the floor. “None will yield to force. None will answer a hand that doubts. You seek a forge, but what you need is a mirror.”

She turned slightly, her gaze distant, as though watching something ripple through time. “It was never meant to be used as a weapon. Only when touched by what first broke it—grief, yes, but also love—will they remember what they were.”

Her soft gaze found mine. “What you need does not begin with fire. It begins with the wound. Pour yourself into it. Bind not them, but what they represent.”

As if the moment had never happened, she stepped into the dark corridor and was gone, leaving only the memory of the swish of her robe and the moonlight behind.

The door boomed closed behind her.

Silence stretched between us, but beneath the fear, beneath the uncertainty about curses and fragments, something else pulsed. Life. New life.

Her words echoed through the stone walls and into the hollow of my chest. The child you now carry.

Lore’s arm slid from my waist. His eyes, those wondrous green eyes, searched mine as if he needed to see the truth there. I gave a trembling nod. I hadn’t been sure, but now I was.

The words hung between us, transforming everything. Our future, our fight, our desperate race against time. I was carrying his child, and he might not live to see them born.

With a groan, he dropped to his knees.

He reached out, his large hands resting on either side of my still-flat belly, as if he was afraid he might shatter something delicate with too much pressure. He leaned in and kissed where our child now grew in a soft, lingering vow. His forehead followed, resting against me as his breath snagged in his throat.

“Our little star,” he whispered. “Born of hope where there was once only ruin.”

I swallowed hard, stroking my fingers through his hair.

He looked up, tears shining like silver at the edges of his lashes, and smiled in that quiet way he did when his heart was full beyond words.

“This child,” he said, “is proof that even in a doomed life, something precious can grow. A promise I may not live to keep, but one I will love until my last breath.”

A sob rose in my throat.

His hand slid up to grasp mine. “Whatever they become, daughter or son, they will carry the best of us. Your fire. My ruthless devotion. And the fierce, impossible love that made them.”

I sank to my knees with him, leaning into his chest, soaking in the fragile, fierce joy of this moment.

And I let myself believe we might still win.

I cradled his face in my hands, brushing the tear tracks on his cheeks with my thumbs. Lore looked at me like I was his whole world. I pressed my lips to his in a kiss that was soft, sure, and sealing. Not desperate, but deep. A vow made flesh. His arms curled around me, and I felt it, our future blooming in that quiet space between heartbeats.

When we parted, he kissed the tip of my nose and gave me the sweetest smile.

“You will live,” I said. “With everything inside me, I will make it happen.”

He nodded, no hint of shadows in his eyes, before he helped me rise.

“I didn’t think I could love you more than I did yesterday,” I said, gazing up at him. “And then today happened.”

Lore kissed my temple, my neck, the swell above my breasts. Lifting his head, he tilted my chin, our gazes meeting. His eyes held everything I’d ever need. Fierce, yet fragile beneath the iron.

“I have one more vow,” he said.

I nodded. “I do too.”

We stood facing one another, the silver veil still clinging to my shoulders, his hand at the small of my back.

“I vow to defy the end,” he said softly. “To rage against it. But if the fates take me, then know this, Wildfire. I will not go quietly. I will spend my last breath loving you. I will carry your name into the dark and light every shadow with it. I’ll wait beyond the veil, and I’ll find you again. This I swear.”

Tears slipped from the corners of my eyes. I didn’t wipe them away.

“I vow to remember,” I said, my voice breaking. “To carry you with me in every step, every breath. If I lose you…” My swallow refused to go down. “If I lose you, Lore, it won’t be the end. I’ll find the threads you leave behind and pull them close. I’ll keep you alive. I’ll burn kingdoms to cinders if it gives us one more chance.”

“Queen of my heart, mother of my child, destroyer of worlds. There's nothing you could ask that I wouldn't give.” He pressed his palm against my chest as if he needed to feel my heartbeat to survive.

We said nothing at all. Just breathed. Together.

Under the moon, with the stars tangled in my veil and the wind whispering through the high windows, I kissed my husband again. And again. And again.

Not as a queen claiming her king but as a soul who had finally, finally found her mate.

I would not let go. Not of him, not of this moment, not of the fierce hope that burned in my chest alongside our child. Whatever came next, whatever trials the talismans would demand, we would face them together.

We had to.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 45
Reyla


Iturned in a slow circle, gazing at the stone floor worn smooth by centuries of boots and ambition. And there it was. The crooked “R” I’d scorched into the stone in a moment of defiance. The day I’d bled, cursed, and tried so hard not to fall in love with the infuriating man standing beside me.

With my index finger raised, I created lightning at the tip.

Lore tilted his head, watching me with a lazy, lopsided grin. “Reyla. If you’re planning to brand me again, at least kiss me one last time first.”

I snorted. “You’re impossible.”

He shrugged. “You married me. Twice, I’ll point out. You’re carrying our child.”

A daughter. I wouldn’t believe anything else.

Lightning danced from my fingertip as I crouched beside the etched R and added the lines carefully, steadying my hand despite the crackle of raw power building beneath my skin. A loop, a slash, and a flourish that trailed like a ribbon. The stone sizzled as the heart took shape beside the letter. To the right of the R, I carved an unmistakable, looping I..

I sat back on my heels and stared at it.

R [image: heart suit] L

“Very subtle,” Lore drawled, but his voice was thick with tenderness. “You do realize that now I’ll have to write a poem about it.”

“Please don’t,” I said, still looking at the heart. Our heart that meant everything.

I would not use this room as a nursery.

“Tell me you’re not going to rhyme ‘heart’ with ‘fart,” I added.

Lore made a wounded sound. “I have more range than that, wife.”

I turned toward him, finding moonlight catching the mischievous gleam in his eyes. “Do you remember when you told me I’d carve an L into the floor?”

“I remember everything I said in this tower,” he said, stretching out to lean against the nearby wall, his elbow braced on the stone, and his head tilted like a curious chall. “I also recall you threatening to list my finest qualities until I cried.”

“You did cry. You just disguised it as a battle grimace.”

“I do give excellent battle grimaces.” He flashed one for demonstration, letting it soften. “I was taunting you. I didn’t think you’d actually carve it.”

I shrugged. “Well. I didn’t think I’d marry you twice, so we’re both full of surprises.”

Stooping down in front of me, he traced the R with his finger. “You always had power in your hands, Wildfire. I just didn’t know you’d use it to mark the place we became real.”

The truth of that settled between us like dust in sunlight. No more illusions, no more courtly dances of strategy and sabotage. Just us. Lovers. Parents-to-be. An R and an L scorched into stone beside each other.

“I used to hate you in this room,” I said quietly.

“I know. I used to hate me, too.”

Startled, I looked up at him, but he wasn’t smiling. “You don’t anymore?”

“I’m trying not to,” he said. “You’ve made it harder, at least. You make me feel like I’m more than a wretched king on borrowed time. Like I’m someone worth carving a letter for.”

My throat went tight. “You’re worth more than letters. I’d rewrite the sky for you if I could.”

He grinned, his grin wolfish, his eyes too bright. “But you started with the floor. Very practical. I like that.”

I rolled my eyes and scooted over to kneel beside him, resting my head on his arm.

The “R” and “L” glowed, a scar in the stone that would never fade. Like us.

Forged in storm. Etched in fire.

Bound as one.

“I’m not sure I truly hated you, though I sure tried.”

“That you did.” He dropped to the floor like he had back then, tugging me onto his lap and holding me, resting his chin on the top of my head, his arms warm around me.

A flit, and he took us to the roof above, tugging me tighter into his embrace.

The mountains rose in the distance, their snow-tipped peaks glowing beneath the moon. The woods spread at their feet, dense and whispering. Far below, the castle gardens slumbered, paths winding through frost-kissed blossoms and bare arbors dreaming of dawn.

Overhead, the stars scattered like spilled salt across an ink-dark sky, and the full moon hung heavy above it all. Round, luminous, and eternal. A promise. A witness. Its light poured over us, soft as breath.

And for a moment, the world felt still.

Like it, too, was watching.
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Chapter 46
Reyla


“Will you hold court today, my queen, my king?” Lord Briscalar asked when he joined us for breakfast the next morning.

Faelith had taken Farris outside to play, and they’d recently returned. While Faelith was tidying our bedroom and bathing area, Calista was puttering around the sitting room, straightening this and that. Doing almost nothing to hide that she was listening to our conversation.

I nearly smiled at how obvious she was being.

“We’ll hold court in a few days.” Lore took a bite of a horig cake, groaning with his eyes closing as he chewed. When his eyelids opened, he cocked an eyebrow at my frown. “Nowhere near as good as yours, my pretty bride. In fact,” he laid it back on his plate, “I find I can’t eat any but the ones you make for me.”

That lifted my mood.

The lord went through his plans for Lore’s birthday celebration, but I only half-listened. I kept running through all the possible clues I’d more or less discovered, trying to see if any might actually tell me what to do.

I ran through the three riddles from Ember’s Shadow, plus all the other bits people had spit out then stared off into the distance as if they’d said nothing at all.

My head was spinning with all the fragments of information. I pressed my palms against my temples, trying to make sense of it all.

“Can you think of anything else we might need, my queen?” Lord Briscalar asked, his twinkling eyes telling me he knew very well I wasn’t listening.

“Don’t forget to include Farris in the celebration,” I said, just to see how the lord would respond. I could do more than one thing at a time.

My pet sat beside my chair at the table by the window, his snout resting on my thigh as if he was utterly devoted to me. He was, to some extent, but I suspected he was equally devoted to the slices of rusher lying on my plate.

Leaning back in his chair, the lord gave me a doting smile that held only a hint of tease. “You’re so right, my queen. Such a delightful idea. Should we dress him to match the theme?”

What was the theme?

“Would Farris enjoy that?”

Lore snorted.

“Well, I’d initially thought of the theme, ‘The Very Serious…’” While he rattled on, I thought about the riddles, only resurfacing when the lord spoke again. “Do you believe Farris would be willing to participate in that?”

“Oh, um, yes, I’m sure he would.” The fates knew what I was committing my pet to. “We could hold the party in the ballroom.”

“That was my thought as well, my queen.” Lord Briscalar ate a bite of horig cake and chewed, swallowing. He directed his pen and paper to take a few more notes before he sat back in his chair and studied them both. “You look well. Yet you also look strained.”

“We’re worried about the curse. We only have one more day,” I said.

He stared forward blankly. “Please don’t fret about this. One day is plenty of time to sure this party is the best any court has ever seen.” His eyes drifted to the wall behind me. “One hand only may turn the key, who bears the shadow and the sea. Speak not of what you long to see, but ask where the beginning be.”

His focus returned to his plate, and he picked up his horig cake and took another bite.

I met Lore’s gaze. Does that relate to fusing the talismans?

“Tell me more,” he said to Lord Briscalar.

“More about your party?” The lord grinned. “Oh, my king, it will be glorious. I’ve worked with the sprites. Did I tell you that? They’ve agreed to provide lighting. And let us not forget all the sumptuous dishes our very own Chef Dulvade plans to craft in your honor.” He went off on a tangent about the magical decorations.

He won’t or can’t say more, I said.

Another clue or an odd rambling?

Let’s finish eating, send him on his way, and then we can talk about what he said. I glanced at Calista, but she was staring into the fireplace, seemingly not listening. Or, if she had been, her mind had blanked along with Lord Briscalar’s. Once they’re gone, we can plot how we’ll fuse the talismans. Hopefully the third can give us the most vital clue.

Agreed.

We finished, then sent everyone away.

We waited until even the sound of Calista’s footsteps faded.

Only then did I move, sweeping a few books from the low table in front of the sofa and setting them aside so we could work. Lore followed, his expression tight. So much was at stake, and we didn’t have much time.

I pulled the talismans out of my pocket, secure in a soft pouch, and untied the top, tugging each out gently.

When I laid them out on the table, they looked entirely unremarkable. A blue-stoned key. A circular filigree gold pendant with a red gem. And the featherdorn no bigger than the end of my thumb, fragile and glowing in the morning light, its wings twitching.

Lore sat beside me on the sofa, his broad hand resting on the cushion, his body angled toward the table.

Farris leaped off the sofa, his nose twitching, and his gaze on the talismans. He didn’t touch them, but circled around the table as if inspecting them, his puffy tail shifting in a slow rhythm. When he stopped, he sat and laid his snout on the table beside the featherdorn. He released a soft huff.

Lore’s brows drew together. “That can’t be random.”

I glanced from the featherdorn to Farris, whose eyes remained fixed on it, unblinking. “Are you trying to tell us something, little one?”

His tail thumped on the floor before stilling.

“Maybe,” I said. “But what?”

Lore shrugged. “He’ll find a way.”

Alright, then.

“Essence,” I said, touching the key. “Devotion.” I moved my fingers to the pendant with the blood-red gem. “Dominion.” I touched the featherdorn last. I retrieved my pen and paper, the one that transcribed whatever I willed, laying them on the table near the talismans. “Write our talisman analysis, please.” The quill twitched, then began to write in smooth, looping ink at the top of the page. “If we can understand what the traits represent, we might gain insight in how to fuse them.”

Lore sat back, resting his arm on the sofa behind me. “Essence. Evergorne. This court has long prized wisdom, inner strength, and reflection. The key was hidden beneath the throne room. It took our love and caring for each other to reveal it.”

“‘Seek within to find the parts of yourself that are missing,’” I said. “That was Justifar’s first prophecy, at my coronation. Perhaps Essence is tied to self.”

“To the soul,” he said softly. “The essence of who someone is. Identity, truth, the raw materials of the self before anything else gets added. That’s how I see Evergorne. Us.”

“I wasn’t born here.”

“You’re Evergorne and Evergorne is you.”

Perhaps.

“Every lesson begins with ‘know thyself.’” I lifted the second talisman, the golden pendant with the red gem. “Halendor. Devotion. King Tallin forgot that devotion would control the labyrinth, but I imagine he’s learning now.”

“Devotion is an emotional weight, which ties into our love.” He laid his hand on my thigh, squeezed it.

“Perhaps before the three were split by the curse, Halendor was the court of loyalty, sacrifice, and protection. The labyrinth was supposed to provide balance, but he corrupted it. Isodine’s diary said blood kept the artifact intact. Devotion might not just be about love, it could be about binding, the kind that can’t be broken without consequence.”

Lore tilted his head. “That’s what broke the artifact in the first place. Devotion used to control rather than protect.”

I exhaled, my breath stirring the wings of the featherdorn. “Dominion. Irridain.”

“Dominion sounds like control. Leadership. Rule.”

I nodded, but slowly. “But the featherdorn grants wishes. It doesn’t follow orders. I don’t believe it’s tied to tyranny. It’s guidance. Permission, maybe. Or will.”

He narrowed his eyes, considering. “Maybe Dominion isn’t about power over others. Maybe it’s about agency. Power over one’s own fate.”

The quill scratched rapidly over the page, recording every word.

“‘You seek a forge, but what you need is a mirror,’” I whispered, remembering what Justifar said last night. “They’re not just magical objects. They could be mirrors, reflecting something inside us. Essence shows us who we are. Devotion shows what we’re willing to suffer for.”

“And Dominion shows us how we choose to act on that knowledge.”

I sat back, folding my legs beneath me on the sofa. “Prager split the original artifact. It’s a device older than her bloodline, one that was fused by…grief and love?”

He ran a hand down his face, exhaling hard. “And now we’re meant to fuse it again. How? With a spell or fire or blood?”

“With understanding?” I asked.

“Or surrender.”

I paused, looking up at him. “Surrender to what?”

He met my gaze. “To each other. To what we fear most. Whatever we love most is also the thing that could break us.”

I swallowed hard. The red gem in the pendant gleamed like a fresh wound.

He stared at the three talismans. “Justifar said, ‘Pour yourself into it. Bind not them, but what they represent.’ Maybe we’re not fusing artifacts. Maybe we’re fusing what they ask of us.”

Farris barked from where he sat on the floor by the table. He stared at us with that eerie stillness of his, his eyes gleaming in the light. With a huff, he padded into our bedroom, returning with Ember’s Shadow, of all things, dropping it onto the floor by my feet.

“No bedtime stories in there,” Lore said with a low laugh.

“This book gives when it feels I need it most.” I lifted it and laid it on my lap, flipping through it, pausing as ink scrolled across the page, reading aloud. “Where dragon tears fell into the sea, the tide remembers.” The words disappeared, and when I pawed through the book again, I found nothing but blank pages. Sighing, I glanced toward Lore. “What does that mean?”

He shrugged

“Too many clues without any way to link them together,” I growled.

He cradled my face. Kissed the tip of my nose. “We will find a way.”

Except his death was looming closer all the time.

I laid the book on the table.

“Essence asks us to accept ourselves, fully,” Lore said. “Devotion asks us to make a vow freely, not by force. And Dominion asks us to act on that vow without fear.”

We sat in silence. Only the pen still whispered over the page before it stilled as well.

“Lord Briscalar’s words,” I said. “‘One hand only may turn the key, who bears the shadow and the sea. Speak not of what you long to see, but ask where the beginning be.’ What do we think he meant?”

Lore’s brow furrowed. “One hand only could mean only one of us can use the featherdorn’s wish, which makes sense. One wish, one of us.”

I nodded slowly. “We should decide what the wish will be. I assume we can’t wish for the curse to be broken.”

“If someone could, they would’ve done so by now. Remember, even nullification can’t end an Era’s Spell.”

Which Prager had cast.

“What good is a wish if we can’t ask for what we want?”

“I assume like all magic, we’ll have to find a way to manipulate this into it giving us what we need.” He frowned. “The sea and the shadow. I don’t know what that means.”

“I can call shadows and ask them to do things for me. Not sure what that has to do with the sea.” I lifted a small smile. “Except you, who took to the sea from the time you were small. So which of us asks and what should they wish for?”

“You should ask.”

I blinked at him.

He met my gaze without hesitation. “I was broken in ways I didn’t believe could be mended. Torn in two, and still you saw something worth saving. You didn’t just love the pieces, you called me back to myself. If I have any peace now, any wholeness, it’s because of you.”

I started to shake my head, but he leaned closer.

“You’ve seen all of me, and you didn’t look away. Not once. That’s why I trust you to ask. You won’t wish for something reckless or selfish. You’ll ask the question we most need the answer to.”

My throat tightened.

His voice dropped off. “If only one person should make the wish, I want it to be you.”

Alright. So what should I ask?

“As for fusing them, let’s pretend we know where to begin,” he said.

“And offer a choice,” I whispered. “I don’t think we want a magical binding without consent. Aricor stole Prager’s choice.” My eyes blurred. Leaning forward, I touched the talismans one by one, finding them warm.

My fingers drifted back toward the featherdorn, hovering above it.

“The riddles from Ember’s Shadow,” I said, “have been gnawing at me. Each one feels separate, but they all point to something broken that wants mending. Something that needs us to choose carefully⁠—”

Lore’s gaze sharpened. “—and feel carefully.”

I nodded. “The first one warned of choices. Joy’s path. Sorrow’s gate. The danger of being ensnared by magic. Of hearts stolen before we even knew we wanted them.”

“Sounds familiar,” Lore muttered, but his voice held no humor.

“The second spoke of a golden ring. A cusp between dark and light.” I looked toward the pendant on the table, but my thoughts stayed with the featherdorn. “It said to unite earth and air, but the featherdorn feels like sky, not earth.”

“And the third,” Lore said, “was about twin-born hearts. A bond cast under moonlight, rivers, betrayal. That one’s about what we’re dealing with here, isn’t it?”

I nodded. “And something older. A binding done in blood and flame. With… dragons? Remember the drawings on the altar beneath the throne room. They all showed dragons.”

Lore exhaled. “The talismans could be connected in some way to the bond.”

“That’s what I think too. And then there’s what Ember’s Shadow just revealed. ‘Where dragon tears fell into the sea, the tide remembers.’ “

Lore sat back on the sofa. “It sounds like a place, but it also sounds like memory. Emotion. Water holds both.”

“So does blood,” I said. “So do the talismans. Maybe this isn’t about unlocking doors with keys. Maybe it’s about unlocking us. Or what’s been lost in the lines of our blood.”

“You could be right.” He tapped the featherdorn pendant. “This may reveal the key to it all.”

If so, I needed to choose my wish wisely because I only had one. Messing it up… Well, I wasn’t going to think about that. I was going to do this, fix this, save him.

Or I was going to die along with him.

Easing closer, he stroked my back. “What if the only way to fuse them is to love without fear? That’s what it’s always been about, hasn’t it? You loved me when no one else ever could, and you did so with your fearless heart.”

I snuggled into his shoulder, putting my arms around him. “If we need to fuse them with our fearless love, then that’s what we’ll do.”
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Chapter 47
Lore


Ihoped we’d discover clues in the library.

“I'm sorry,” Valera said, her shoulders curling forward. “I don't have books about broken artifacts like what you're describing. But that phrase—where dragon tears fell into the sea, the tide remembers—reminds me of an old riddle.”

I lifted my brows, hope sparking.

“From a children's book that once belonged to Halendor Court. A gift from her librarian friend. You remember I mentioned her visiting? Well, my mother read it to me all the time.” She tapped her chin, frowning before her eyes cleared. “A crown once sank where flame had flown, two hearts beneath the waves alone. The tears they shed lit up the deep, and stirred the tide from deathless sleep. The sea still holds what time forgot. The tide remembers what they sought.”

It was all beginning to make sense, one bit at a time. Would we be able to piece together the clues before the curse dropped? I had to believe we would. We’d gotten farther than anyone else. The fates wouldn’t be that cruel.

I had to trust in our love. In the life we were fighting to build.

And that we’d one day hold our daughter.

We left the library. Dorion was supposed to arrive today, and I had some questions for him related to the Halendor riddle. But when we returned to our suite, he hadn’t arrived at the castle yet.

“His ship has been sighted, my king,” Lord Briscalar told us. “I’ll be happy to inform you the moment it reaches the pier.”

“Why don’t we go there and meet him?” Reyla said. “We can see how everyone’s doing in town, and quiz him before he’s set one foot on our land.” Her eyes sparkled with a hint of laughter. “I’m sure he’d enjoy that.”

“Excellent idea, wife.” I held out my hand, and one flit took us to the outskirts of the city.

Holding hands, we strode through the streets, amazed at all Lord Briscalar had accomplished while we were gone. Some buildings were still under construction, but many had either been repaired to the point I couldn’t tell they’d ever been damaged.

“Lord Briscalar deserves yet another title,” Reyla said, awe in her voice as she gazed around.

“He already holds the highest title other than king. Perhaps I should hand him my crown?” I was only half-teasing. Sometimes I wanted to board my ship with my bride and sail wherever the wind took us. Explore. Taste new foods and meet new people. Savor being together with none of the weight of ruling on our shoulders.

“Hold onto your crown.” Her sly smile rose. “I’m in love with all that makes up Evergorne’s king. I can’t see myself feeling the same for Briscalar.”

“Well, see, there’s this queen who also wears a crown.” Now I was teasing. “She sits on a throne next to the king. She can be a bit testy at times, but I do enjoy when she flames.”

She poked my side. “You. Watch out or I’ll scorch you in a way you’re not expecting.”

“Flame away, pretty little bride,” I drawled. “I can withstand the burn.”

She wanted to take an adventure, and perhaps we would one day soon. She could wear the dragonfly pendant I’d given her, and we could stand at the front of the ship like we had during our journey here only with the full love in our hearts.

The streets of Evergorne buzzed with quiet activity. Everywhere I looked, I saw signs of healing, from new timber framing rebuilt shops, to fresh mortar between stones, the kind of bustle that spoke of hope rather than mere survival.

As we made our way toward the harbor, a boy was the first to spot us. He tugged on his mother’s apron and pointed.

“It’s them,” he whispered, though with the volume of a shout.

The woman glanced over, her eyes widening. She hurried to smooth her hair and wipe her palms on her apron before approaching, the boy of about six followed, peeking shyly at us from behind her back.

“My king, my queen,” the woman said breathlessly, giving us a curtsy that seemed more habit than formality. “I—I wanted to say thank you. For standing with us. For what you both did. We’re still here because you defended us and helped us after.”

“You’re welcome,” I said.

“We could do no less.” Reyla crouched, smiling at the boy who seemed fascinated by her. I couldn’t blame him. She fascinated me all the time. “What’s your name?”

“Deren,” he said, clutching his mother’s skirts.

“Well, Deren, our city is looking wonderful today. And you look very handsome. I’m especially fond of that tunic.”

He beamed, tugged on the collar, and leaned toward her like he wanted to come closer, but wasn’t sure if he should.

She opened her arms without hesitation. “Would a hug be all right?”

He darted forward, wrapping his arms around her neck, and something inside my chest shift in a way I didn’t have a name for. When he stepped back, Reyla rose, her eyes bright.

“You're going to be an incredible mother,” I said quietly.

She glanced up at me, eyes soft. “We're going to be incredible parents.”

I tried not to think about whether I'd live to see our own child this happy.

The woman turned to me. “There’s a new mural in the Hall of Names,” she said. “Of you two during the attack. Battling with swords and showing your bravery. I don’t know if you’ve seen it, but we all contributed a bit to make it happen. As a thank you.”

More townsfolk had begun to drift our way in a gentle ripple. A pair of older men tipped their hats. A girl with sun-bleached curls offered Reyla a small bunch of wildflowers she might have picked herself. Reyla sniffed them, her eyes sparkling with tears.

An old woman with a crooked spine tapped my arm. “Evergorne’s not just standing. She’s alive again.”

“She’s in all our hearts,” I said.

“She is, my king. She is.”

Reyla took the woman’s hand and squeezed it. “She needed time, and so did we.”

She looked at us with respect, the kind that said: You were here when our world cracked, and you're still here as it heals.

We weren't just their rulers. We were part of them. That meant more than any crown ever could.

We reached the marketplace and took a right, aiming for the pier.

We hadn’t made it much farther before a voice called out from the edge of the square.

“Your Majesty—uh—Reyla! “

Wildfire paused, turning with a faint smile that widened the moment she recognized the speaker. The girl from the village, Missy, wove through the trickle of townsfolk with a basket hooked over one arm and confidence in every step, her brown hair shining in the sunlight. Dust clung to her boots and the hem of her skirts, but her eyes were bright and unshaken.

“Missy,” Reyla breathed, stepping forward before the girl could even reach us.

The two of them hugged, and both of them were grinning.

“I hoped you’d come to town soon,” Missy said, pulling back. “You brought the king with you.” Her gaze slanted my way.

“Yes, he tends to follow me around like a nyxin,” Reyla said.

I laughed, inclining my head. “I take orders better than I let on. When they come from my queen, anyway.”

Missy’s expression softened as she looked between us. “I never forgot what you did. You trusted me when no one else had. That night I thought you were mad, asking me to take charge like that, but…” She shrugged, eyes glinting. “It helped me figure out who I wanted to be.”

“You already were that person,” Reyla said, stroking her arm.

Missy looked down at her basket, then opened the cloth over it to reveal small bundles wrapped in leaves and twine. Herbs, I guessed, from the scent. “I’m apprenticing with Marel now, the healer. My grandmother…she’s raising me. She set it up. I’m not just mixing poultices but learning where everything grows, how to gather them properly. Do you think that counts as helping rebuild?”

Reyla beamed. “That counts as leading the way.”

Missy lingered with us. “If you ever need a simple healing, remember me.”

“I will,” Reyla said.

Missy nodded and turned, melting back into the street she’d once helped clear stone by stone.

Reyla slid her hand back into mine as we watched her go.

“She’s still leading,” I said.

“She always was.”

“You have that effect on people,” I said, bringing her hand to my lips. “You make them believe they can be more than they are. You made me believe I was worth saving.”

We walked down the street toward the pier, my heart full and the scent of herbs still clinging to the air.

Tomorrow would bring either salvation or goodbye. But today had given us proof that our love had built something lasting, something that would endure even if I didn't.
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Chapter 48
Reyla


The harbor came into view, the curve of the road peeling back to reveal ships tied off at the pier, a few leaving the harbor with their sails unfurled. I shaded my eyes with one hand, squinting into the brightness. One vessel was still far out, only a pale suggestion of sail and hull, its banner too distant to read.

“That’s their ship,” Lore said from beside me. “They’re waiting on the tide but will be here soon.”

I nodded.

A bark rang out behind us, followed by the rapid thump-thump of paws on wooden planking. Farris streaked toward us in a blur of gray and white fluffy fur and wild glee, his tongue lolling, and his tail wagging hard enough to nearly knock a crate off a pile of them as he bounded past it.

“Farris.” I crouched to meet him, and he launched himself into my arms. “Did you escape Faelith and run all the way here?”

He didn’t answer, of course, just pushed his damp nose against my collarbone and gave a happy huff that warmed my skin. His fur was tangled with brambles and smudged with dirt in places. I laughed, holding him tighter. “You wicked, wonderful nyxin. You’ll need a bath and a good grooming when we return to the castle.”

“Oh, hey. Gregor!” Lore stroked my shoulder. “I’ll be right back. I see someone I know, and I need to pass him a message.” At my nod, he strode over to speak with a dockhand who was unwinding a thick rope from a post mounted on the pier.

I rubbed behind Farris’s ears and tried to remove the brambles from his coat.

Farris yipped and wriggled free, darting toward the edge of the pier.

“Oh no, you don’t.” I straightened as he leapt down onto the beach, kicking up a spray of sand behind him. “Farris. Come back.”

As he trotted along the waterline, his nose to the sand, he didn’t even glance my way.

I groaned, rolling my eyes as I hitched up the hem of my gown and followed. “Mischief today, is it?”

The wind softened as I descended the slope, salt air brushing my skin. Farris was a gray and white blur ahead of me, weaving between driftwood and leaping over rocks until he skidded to a halt near a shallow pool. Peering back at me, he yipped before returning his attention to the pool.

Something about the way he stood there, perfectly still and focused, made me eager to see what he’d discovered. This wasn't random nyxin mischief. My boots crunched on pebbles as I approached and stopped beside him, latching on his ruff before he could run away again.

The pool gleamed, light bending at an odd angle across the surface, as if the sea had taken a breath and held it, waiting.

Farris sat, tucking his tail along his leg, his ears perked toward the pool.

I knelt beside him.

Beneath the water, the sand had settled into spiraled ridges, like a shell. I hadn’t seen the tide shape anything so deliberately. Small crabs crept through the shade on the edges, not appearing to notice I was there. A single feather floated in the center of the pool, white with a black tip.

“Strange place to bring me, little nyxin.”

The surface rippled and a small whirlpool churned in the center, the feather spinning in circles along with the water. Sunlight flashed on the pool and the whirlpool stilled, the feather along with it. I sucked in a breath.

The heart waits where stone sings and scales remember. The voice echoed softly around me, almost seeming to touch my bones. Let wings be your guide.

Farris whined again, looking from the pool to me.

Images flickered across the surface. A cavern thick with moss, its walls ancient and slick, and gleaming with…dragon scales? They appeared embedded in the walls. A massive skeleton lay half-buried in earth and roots. And a broken altar stood in the shadows with something glimmering on top.

That skeleton was draconic. I’d seen enough of them to know.

The visions vanished, and the water darkened. My reflection began to shift and blur.

Prager looked out at me from the pool.

You think you will fuse the talismans? Never…

She vanished, rippling away, leaving only the scurrying crabs behind.

“Fuck you,” I hissed, smacking the surface of the pool. Now the crabs really scurried, hiding under rocks.

Farris howled, glancing from me to the pool.

“I saw something,” I whispered, placing my palm on a stone beside the pool. Warm from the sunshine or…?

The tide swelled, sending a wave up over the rocks to my right, water surging into the pool, making the feather spin. With magic, a feather swirling along with a whirlpool and coming to rest right above the place where a person sees visions is rarely a coincidence.

I snatched up the feather before it could be swept out to sea, and stood, brushing sand from my skirt, my mind racing. As I stared down at the feather, a tingling buzz skated up my arm, then vanished.

Stone sings. The altar was made of stone, and something about dragon bones…

Scales remember. The scales embedded in the cavern wall.

Let wings be your guide.

I looked at the feather in my hand. “This isn't debris. It's connected to the dragon and the altar somehow.”

“What do you think about this, Farris?” I whispered, holding up the feather.

His tail spiked outward, he looked out at the sea. His low whine rang out.

“Let’s go.” I left the pool and strode along the smoother section of the beach.

Farris took one last look at the sea before trotting to catch up.

“I need to tell Lore.” I made my way back up the slope, sand still clinging to my boots and the salt-washed wind teasing strands of hair loose from my braid.

I didn’t glance back until I reached the top. But when I did, the pool was gone. No shimmering water. Just smooth, wet sand speckled with driftwood and shells, as though nothing had ever been there.

My breath caught in my throat. The feather in my pocket told me I hadn’t imagined it.

Three talismans. Three courts. And now a feather. The vision showed dragon bones, a stone altar, scales embedded in the wall, and something glimmering. All connected. I had to figure out how.

By the time I reached the end of the pier, the ship had arrived, sails bound and moored tight to the dock. A gangplank stretched from the vessel’s side, and Dorion was already descending, his stride as cocky as ever.

Laphira followed Dorion, confidence in her stride and a clear expression on her face. So wonderful to see her this way, no longer controlled by her mother.

Servants trailed them, carrying trunks stamped with the Halendor seal.

Lore met Dorion halfway down the pier, their arms clapping together in greeting.

“About time,” Lore said with a grin he shared with me.

Dorion rolled his eyes. “We’re here, and we’re going to help you.” His eyes met mine. “Are you holding up alright?”

I forced a stiff nod. I had no choice, now, did I?

I joined them as Laphira reached the dock, her hands folded neatly at her waist, her eyes darting toward me.

Smiling, I gave her a small nod.

She returned both, her smile tentative.

Farris leaped around Dorion, yipping, his tail a furious spiral. Dorion crouched down and gave the nyxin lots of pats while Farris licked his chin and whimpered. That brought out Laphira’s full smile. And when she looked at Dorion…

Any fear I might’ve had that things weren’t good between them fled.

When Dorion straightened, Farris trotted to my side and plopped down at my feet, his ears perked forward, his gaze traveling from Dorion to Laphira.

“You know the creature?” she asked him in a sweet voice.

“I sent Farris for help.” Dorion took her hand, linking their fingers. “He found Reyla.” He waved toward us. “Allow me to formally introduce you to King Lorick and his lovely bride, Queen Reyla. Our hosts. Reyla, Lorick? This is Laphira, soon-to-be queen of Irridain Court.”

“It’s nice to meet you again,” I said. We’d escaped literal torture at Irridain. Killed her mother. Was it better not to mention something like that?

“Yes, welcome to Evergorne,” Lore said, equally pleasant.

“Where’s Brys?” I asked Dorion, glancing up the gangplank, expecting his dark curls to peek over the edge.

“At Halendor,” he said, his smile fading. “He’s safe. I didn’t want to risk him, not when I wasn’t sure what we’re walking into.”

A prickle ran down my spine. Not from Dorion’s words, but from what he didn’t say.

What exactly were we walking into?

“We’ll flit from here,” Lore said, already pulling in power. “No need to tire yourselves with a long journey by carriage.”

I lifted Farris into my arms, and Lore wrapped his arm around my waist, extending his other hand to Dorion.

Dorion shook his head, putting arm around Laphira’s shoulders. “I figured out how to make it work.”

“How?” I half-whined.

He shrugged. “It wasn’t that hard. I just had to make sure I was forceful when I cast the spell.”

“I’ve been forceful!”

Lore’s eyes sparkled. “No worries. I’ll take you, love.”

With a blink, the sea was gone and the warmth of Evergorne Court swept in around us. We stood in the foyer with sunlight filtering through the entrance glass, and citrus oil scenting the cool air.

Lord Briscalar appeared and rushed down to greet our guests. After brief pleasantries about rooms and arrangements, he led us upstairs to the silver suite. Briscalar paused outside the proper door and opened it, gesturing inside with a courtly flourish.

“If you have need of anything,” he said, “please notify one of the staff.” He inclined his head and left.

Dorion waited exactly one heartbeat after the door closed behind him before turning to us. “Let’s talk.”

“In our suite,” Lore said. “It’s easier to ward since there are already protections in place.” He led the way up another flight of stairs and down the hall.

As we approached, Talvon bowed and swept the door to our sitting room open.

Farris padded in beside us, his gaze flicking between the two guests.

I nodded to Calista and Faelith, who stood at our arrival. “Faelith, please take Farris outside.” My gaze turned to Calista. “Please go to the kitchen and bring tea and cakes.” I glanced at Dorion and Laphira. “Unless you’d prefer a full meal.”

“Something light would be fine,” he said. Laphira nodded.

Calista curtsied. “Very well, my queen.”

The women left, Farris scampering along with Faelith on his leash.

Something odd happened with Farris, I told Lore. We’re going to share everything with Dorion, correct?

Yes.

What about Laphira?

Perhaps.

My thought exactly. He needs to hear what I discovered. Let’s hope he remembers Halendor myths and riddles.

Now you’ve piqued my interest, wife, he rasped.

“Some would say that’s rude,” Dorion drawled, glancing between us.

I lifted one eyebrow his way.

“Fated mates.” He tilted his head toward his hand linked with Laphira’s, showing off the matching mating marks on their wrists. “I’ve heard of some mated couples being able to speak to each other in their minds. How did you make it happen?”

“Um…” My face heated.

Lore leaned close to Dorion and whispered.

“Ah, yes.” Now Dorion flushed. “Very well.”

“What?” Laphira asked, a delicate frown creasing her brow.

“I’ll share later, love.”

I waved to the sofas flanking the fireplace. “Please sit. We have a lot to talk about.”

A flick of Lore’s finger, and the fireplace blazed.

We sat, Lore and I on one sofa, Laphira and Dorion on the other, facing us. He warded the room just in case.

“I want to thank you for all you did for us,” Laphira said right away and with complete sincerity. “We…” She looked down at her hands lying on her lap. “My mother was not a kind woman.”

“I…sensed that.” I was proud of how diplomatic I sounded

“She bound me with a spell to keep me compliant. Five years ago, after she discovered Dorion and I planned to run away together, she…” Her chin lifted and her hazel eyes met mine. “She locked me up. Forced me to marry someone else.”

Dorion took her hand, squeezing it. He leaned close and kissed her temple. “Love you.”

She gave him the sweetest smile before turning back to us. “I was given no choice but to marry him. I thought Dorion had left me. I only recently learned he was locked inside his family’s labyrinth all this time. When my husband died, my mother started talking about arranging another marriage. I tried to run away with Brys, but she caught me and cast her spell. I don’t remember much after that.” She swallowed hard and her eyes sparkled with tears. “I’m grateful you could see something was wrong, that you brought Dorion back to me.”

He lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles.

“And now I’d like to repay you in whatever way I can,” she said with complete sincerity. “Dorion told me a bit about your situation. There must be something I can do to help. It’s past time our courts established friendly relations. It makes no sense to war when we could be allies.”

That’s enough for me. I think we can trust them both, I told Lore.

I agree.

“How much do you know?” Lore asked.

“I explained a few things,” Dorion said. “I hope that’s alright.”

Lore and I nodded.

“We don't have long,” I said softly, leaning forward. “Lore's birthday is the day after tomorrow. If we don’t fuse the three talismans before midnight, he’ll die, but we don't know how to do it.”

Dorion's jaw tightened. Laphira sent Lore a look of concern.

I shared all the clues we'd collected, and told them about the vision at the shore. “This was there, and I believe it may play a vital role.” I pulled the feather from my pocket, holding it up.

Dorion's eyes sharpened. “A feather?” He frowned. “My grandmother always said the old magic worked in sets of four. Four elements, four directions, four…” He trailed off, shaking his head. “It’s probably nothing.” His brow drawing together, he sat back against the cushions. “I'll share what I can about the riddle, but why don't you make your wish on the featherdorn pendant first? From what Laphira said, it responds to sincere intent. You hold it, speak your wish aloud, and the magic decides if your heart is true.”

“I’m still…” Laphira’s smile trembled. “I’ve worn that pendant since my father handed it to me on his deathbed. I thought I’d one day give it to my son. To think, all this time, it’s been part of something more ancient. I don’t know what to say other than I hope we can fuse it with the other talismans and save King Lorick.” She shot him a shy smile.

“Lore, please,” he said.

“Very well. Lore.” Her smile widened. “What I’m trying to say is that I know this may mean we’ll no longer control the featherdorn, and that’s perfectly acceptable.”

“Thank you.” Would many willingly give up a court treasure that granted wishes? I doubted her mother would, but I wasn’t going to ask how she’d handle the loss. I didn’t care, frankly, as long as I saved Lore.

Calista arrived with servants hoisting trays carrying enough tea and sweets to feed three times our group, asking the staff to place everything on the low table between us.

As she stepped back, she frowned, her eyes flickering toward the pendant, her expression tightening.

“Is something wrong?” I asked her.

“I…don’t know,” she said slowly. “I just felt a draft.”

I glanced at Lore. Neither of us said what we were thinking. Prager’s reach had always been long.

After giving us a full curtsy, she hurried from the room.

I poured tea but left the snacks for now.

I took a sip, savoring the heat and warmth of the brew, plus the subtle sweet undertones of the herbs. After I placed my cup on the low table in front of us, I drew the pendant out of the soft pouch tied to my belt. As I held it up, it twisted on the chain, its tiny wings fluttering, firelight winking off its wings.

A gust of wind burst through the room, and a whisper brushed the back of my neck.

I looked around, finding no one nearby.

With a grim expression, Lore tripled our wards.

Time was running out, and all I wanted was to throw myself into his arms and forget about talismans and curses. But the pendant gleamed in my hand, reminding me that saving him meant focusing on the task.

“Who gets to stab Prager when she appears?” Dorion asked with a wry twist of his mouth. “Because I think all of us will be pulling blades.”

“She’s mine,” Lore growled.

Unless I reach her first, I said equally grimly.

His smile slick, he nodded my way. I do enjoy your feral side, love.

As long as it’s not directed at you.

Oh, please direct it my way.

With a shake of my head I turned back to the pendant still subtly twisting on the end of the chain.

Laphira watched it with equal parts sadness and acceptance, and I was grateful that she was willing to sacrifice such a precious thing to save a life.

I glanced up at Lore. “What should I wish for?”

“Look in your heart.”

“What if I ask for the wrong thing?”

“You won’t, because whatever you ask will be guided by love.”

Love couldn’t fix everything. That was what the curse wanted me to believe. But as I stared at the pendant, feeling the weight of everyone's faith in me, I realized the curse was wrong.

Love had brought us this far.

Love would always be enough.
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Chapter 49
Reyla


The pendant warmed in my palm, and I still didn’t know what to wish for.

Lore watched me, his eyes full of unwavering trust. The other talismans lay on the table between us. They were so small, so deceptively ordinary appearing. A blue-stoned key, a gold pendant with a red gem, and this featherdorn no bigger than my thumb. One wrong move, one wrong word⁠—

I could lose him.

I clutched the chain tighter, the wings of the featherdorn trembling against my skin like they, too, feared what might come next. The room held its breath. Dorion and Laphira didn’t speak. Even the fire quieted. I sensed we stood on the edge of something monumental.

My thoughts churned. I could ask the featherdorn how to fuse the talismans. I could ask where to go, what to do, how to fight. But none of those questions touched the root of this curse.

Lore kissed my temple, tightened his arm around my shoulders. “I’m here. Whatever happens next, I’m with you.” His words latched onto my mind and dragged me away from the spiral. My breath stilled. And⁠—

Of course. Why hadn’t I realized this earlier? The answer had been there all along, hiding in plain sight. Not how to break the curse or where to go, but where everything truly began. I needed to understand the foundation before I could build anything on top of it.

This was the only question I could ask.

I lifted the pendant and the featherdorn’s wings beat in a furious rhythm. Did it know I was about to ask for a wish?

After closing my eyes and begging fates to make this go as it should, I opened my eyes and met those of the featherdorn. It wasn’t a living thing. At least, I didn’t think it was. But it must be sentient in some way. And I sensed it was listening. Waiting.

I laid the pendant on my palm, and the tiny bird perched on its claws, its wings tucking in close to its sides.

My swallow took a long time to go down, but I spoke into the quiet. “I wish I knew where to begin.”

The symbols weren't just clues, they were a sequence. The ripple meant water, the sea. The blade meant the ritual. The crown meant the final binding. I needed to begin at the water's edge, where everything started.

From the corner of my eye, a shadow darted across the mirror’s surface, gone before I could blink. My heart stuttered.

The fire hissed, a pop of smoke curling toward the hearth like a breath sucked in too fast.

Light spilled from the tiny creature as it lifted from my palm, hovering with fluttering wings. Across the room, the mirror above the fireplace rippled, a pond disturbed by unseen wind. We all stood.

Four courts, four elements, four directions. Dorion's grandmother was right about the old magic working in sets of four. Each piece represented something essential, and together they could chart a course.

An image shimmered into focus.

An enormous black dragon surrounded a darkened star. Beneath it, three symbols came into view: a ripple, a small blade I recognized well, and a winged crown. They glowed once before fading. The mirror smoothed, the images gone, and the pendant dropped back onto my palm, lifeless again.

I stared at the featherdorn, understanding flooding through me. “The pendant didn’t just show us random images. They read my deepest need and responded with the beginning I asked for.”

Lore nodded, urging me on.

“The dragon represents the curse's origin. The symbols are the steps: water to find the location, the blade for the ritual, the crown for the final binding.” My voice came out hoarse with awe. “The pendant is ancient enough to remember when these connections mattered, when the three courts worked together instead of apart.”

I returned to sit on the sofa and while Lore joined me, the others retaking their own seats, I summoned my pen and paper with a flick of magic. “Quill, record, please.” The pen twitched to life and began writing everything I dictated, every word of what we saw.

Lore shifted closer to my side, studying the paper. “Three symbols. Each one must mean something vital.”

I tapped the page. “The ripple. The blade. The crown. We’ve seen two of those already.”

Dorion shifted forward, his eyes narrowed in thought. “I think the ripple could be tied to the Halendor myth. ‘Where dragon tears fell into the sea, the tide remembers.’ There were other riddle verses my grandmother used to recite when I was small. Something about…'Four as one shall light the way, when sea and sky meet ancient day.' I never understood what it meant.” His gaze sought mine. “But it’s all coming together.”

Finally.

“We’ll save him, Reyla,” Dorion said. “I promise.”

If only I had the confidence I found in our friend’s voice.

“I believe it refers to a location,” Lore said.

Dorion nodded. “I agree. Give me one moment.” He vanished, flitting… somewhere.

I stared at the talismans. The words from the tidal pool echoed in my mind. The heart waits where stone sings and scales remember.

Scales. I’d seen those in the pool. Dragon scales, to be precise. But where does the stone sing?

A breeze passed through the open windows. Outside, the wind stirred.

Dorion flitted back to the room, a map clutched in his hand.

“This,” he said, unrolling it on a nearby table. We crowded around, studying it. “Is from my father’s private archives. It shows a place called Starfall Break. Here—” He pointed to a jagged seam near a line of sea cliffs. “It’s a place few dare to sail. The currents are strong. But the stories say dragons once lived there. Died there too, I suppose.”

Lore leaned over the map, frowning. “Maybe they didn’t die, not if they were changed by…well, you know.”

The curse.

Dorion’s jaw tightened. “It wouldn’t surprise me. My great-uncle claimed your dragons were a threat to balance.”

“My grandmother felt that way too,” Laphira said.

“Well, it’s said my grandfather ordered them poisoned.” Dorion’s mouth twisted. “But what if that was a lie crafted to hide something older?”

“Prager,” Lore growled. “I sense her hand in this.”

So many well-crafted lies, all intending to ensure that every generation of Evergorne king died on their thirtieth birthday for eternity. How could she hold onto that much hatred for this long?

We returned to our seats, and I reached into my pocket and drew out the blade the Halendor librarian had given me. As soon as I placed it beside the talismans, it hummed.

The hum grew sharper, higher pitched. For a moment, the tip of the blade turned toward me as if drawn or in warning. It spun again, settling with the tip pointed away from me.

Unease crawled beneath my skin.

Lore’s hand found mine.

“In the labyrinth,” he said to the others. “Reyla was mortally wounded. Dying. I made a promise. I shouted that I would give anything to save her. A dragon appeared, the same one we saw the other night. The same one that saved me from one of the traps inside the labyrinth. It said it would heal Reyla if I agreed to meet with it when it said it was time.”

The hum deepened, the blade responding to his words.

I squeezed his hand. “It wants you to perform the blood ritual, doesn't it?”

“I believe so.”

Laphira dropped to her knees beside the low table and gently touched each of the objects lying there, ending with the small knife. “An image of that very blade is etched into a ceremonial chamber wall at Irridain. If I remember correctly, my tutor told me it was once used to seal court pacts. Blood-forged, not in war, but in unity, she said. When I asked, she was unable to elaborate.”

“Or unwilling to answer,” I muttered softly. A chill trickled down my spine despite the warmth in the room. I looked toward the quill. “Please note that the blade responds to the talismans. Known to Irridain. Bound by blood. Used to seal court pacts.”

Three courts. Three symbols. Three fragments of a bond lost for ages.

Not lost forever, not if we could reach Starfall Break in time.

Laphira glanced over her shoulder at the mirror above the hearth. “The winged crown… I’ve seen it in the oldest royal seals of Irridain. It was part of something called the Pact of Ash and Wing.”

Dorion frowned. “I’ve never heard of it.”

“It was said to be a rite of peace,” she said, her brow tightening. “A vow sworn between the three courts when dragons still guarded them all. The last ceremony supposedly happened ‘where the sea cannot touch.’ Their binding was meant to preserve harmony within the courts.”

“Then Aricor tried to bend a wizard’s will and heart.” I tapped the hilt of the tiny knife, thinking. “Lore, you said you saw images of men from the three courts using the blade in a ceremony.”

“They cut themselves, mixed their blood.”

“The pact?” Laphira asked, her eyes bright with excitement. She climbed to her feet and sunk onto the opposite sofa beside Dorion, leaning into his side. “The three courts were once friends before…” Her gaze flicked to Lore. “All this time we could’ve been aiding each other instead of warring.”

Aricor ruined more than the lives of his family. He destroyed whatever bond the three friends had. Prager did, that is. Aricor’s actions were heinous, but to force this curse on everyone living in this land forever? That was even worse.

“‘Where the sea cannot touch,’” I said. “That sounds like a mountain. A place the sea can’t reach.”

Lore grunted. “Or a place that rises above the sea but is still within it.”

Dorion’s eyes sparked. “An island. Or a cavern. Something hidden by the tides.”

“Where is Starfall Break?” I asked.

Lore stood, tugging me up from the sofa. “Captain Christoff might know, but we could also go to the library and ask Valera.”

We flitted there, arriving in the hall outside and stepping into the vast space. Valera rose from her chair behind her desk and hurried over to us, bowing to both me and Lore while sending curious looks Dorion and Valera’s way.

We explained what we were looking for.

Valera lifted her finger. “Please wait here while I retrieve a few volumes.”

As she turned, a spark of static cracked in the air.

I looked around, finding no reason for the feeling. But every hair on my arm stood upright.

I’m adding more wards. That told me Lore had felt it too.

She’s everywhere.

Watching. Waiting for the perfect moment to strike

We sat at the table where I’d researched Evergorne long ago, me tapping the tip of my blade on the smooth wooden surface.

Dorion pulled his own, punier blade, and started tossing it into the air and catching it.

Laphira gaped from me and Dorion. “Should I find a blade as well?”

Lore snatched my blade from my hand and slid it into the sheath at my waist. He leaned close and whispered, “You, mate, are devastatingly attractive when you’re toying with lethal weapons.”

I gave him a wink. I’ll keep that in mind the next time we’re alone in our bedroom.

Valera returned with a stack of leather-clad volumes in her arms. “A sailor’s myth. A place lost when the dragons died out. It’s called The Dragon’s Nest. Starfall Break is the region. The Dragon's Nest is hidden somewhere inside it. I believe it was the dragons' most sacred sanctuary.”

She laid one of the books open on the table between us, the pages smelling of old ink.

I studied the worn parchment, tracing the curling script with my finger. “The Dragon’s Nest lies where stone sings and scales remember. Reached only by sea, veiled in mist, guarded by silence.” My heart flipped over, and my gaze swept across Lore and my friends. “It’s real. We just need to find it.”

Lore stood. “We’ll leave immediately.”

We rose and scattered to our chambers to prepare. Lore and I dressed quickly in leathers, strapping on numerous blades. We packed a bag with a few things, and with our cloaks slung over our shoulders, we joined Dorion and Laphira in the foyer.

Lord Briscalar bustled over, his gaze traveling up and down our frames. “Unusual costumes for a formal dinner, my queen and king, but I find it delightful.” He clapped his hands. “I’m sure you’ll set a new trend.”

“We’re leaving,” Lore said. “I’m not sure when we’ll return.”

“But what about your birthday party, sire?” the lord asked, his shoulders drooping. “We’ve made plans. It’s going to be a delightful celebration.”

“We’ll do our best to be back by then,” was all I could say.

“Very well.” His spine stiffened, and he dipped his head graciously. “May the stars and fates guide your course. Return safely, my king and queen.”

“Thank you,” I whispered.

The four of us flitted to the pier.

Wind tugged at my hair as salt air carried the cry of seabirds overhead. Sunlight scattered across the bay, captured by the waves. The pier planks creaked beneath our feet.

Farris trotted at my side, his ears twitching as he took in everything. He pressed against my leg, and I scratched behind his ears, feeling the tension loosen from my spine a little. He’d chosen to come with us. I didn’t have to ask.

The ship loomed ahead. Sleek, swift, sturdy. Lore’s personal vessel, ever ready. Its polished wood glowed like gold in the late-day light.

Captain Christoff met us at the base of the gangplank in his full uniform, every button gleaming, his boots polished to a blinding shine. With military precision, he bowed low. “My king. My queen.”

“Captain,” Lore said. “Can you depart immediately?”

“Of course.” His grin rose, and he flashed a look of longing to the sea. “Where would you like to go?”

Lore’s hand slipped into mine. He tugged the map from his pocket and handed it to the captain, who unfurled it, pointing. “There.”

The captain blanched. “Are you sure you wish to go to Starfall Break? It’s quite a dangerous area. No one goes there.”

“We need to. We’re seeking a place called the Dragon’s Nest. It’s in that area.”

Christoff frowned. “I’ve never heard of Dragon’s Nest, and I’ve sailed this part of the world for most of my life.”

“We’ll know where to go when we reach that area,” I said. Please let this work.

“Very well, Your Highnesses. It will be an…adventure.” His face flushed. “Yes, that. An adventure.” He called out to the crew, telling them to prepare to leave port before turning back to us, waving to the gangplank. “Welcome aboard.”

We climbed onto the ship that swayed gently beneath our feet, and stood on deck while the crew bustled around us. Lines were loosed. Sails readied.

The ship left the pier, slowly gliding to the mouth of the harbor, where the crew released the sails and windrams, who climbed up onto the rail and started blowing.

“Amazing,” Laphira breathed, watching the creatures create enough wind to billow the sails.

Christoff came over to join us. “We should reach Starfall Break by early tomorrow evening.”

The eve before lore’s birthday.

I bit back my gasp. “Can’t we get there sooner?”

“I’m afraid not, my queen, though I’ll tell the crew to push the windrams hard. They’re good for it. We fed them well not long before our departure.”

So little time.

Lore squeezed my hand. It will be enough.

I had to be.

Lore looked Dorion and Laphira’s way. “Below deck, you’ll find two suites on your left. Pick whichever pleases you. Mine is on the end.” With a nod to them, he took my hand and urged me to the prow, where we stood with the wind buffeting our faces and the crisp smell of the sea surrounding us.

Farris curled up on a pile of rope nearby to take a nap.

The sun slowly set.

Off to our right, Dorion and Laphira stood close together, their eyes on the sea. Wind whipped her hair around her face, and she didn’t bother to tame it. Like me, she watched the horizon with something fierce in her gaze.

The harbor fell away, the mountains of Evergorne slowly fading behind us.

“I wish we were closer,” I whispered.

Lore tightened his arms around me.

Every moment felt precious now, stolen time before an uncertain future. I wanted to memorize the feel of him holding me, the way his breath warmed my temple.

Everything would change tomorrow, one way or another.

“We’ll find the Dragon’s Nest,” he said. “And then we’ll finally end this.”

From his mouth to the fates’ ears.

At sunrise, we still stood on deck, sipping piping hot mugs of tea and nibbling on sweet biscuits. Watching the sea surge up the front of the ship. Squinting at the horizon. All of us wishing something that looked like the Dragon’s Nest would lift its hand and urge us toward it.

The wind pulled at my braid as I leaned against the railing, the scent of salt and sun-drenched wood wrapping around me, sparking memories of the times I’d stood here with Lorant. With Merrick. Now with Lore, the man who was the best and worst of them both. I embraced it all.

The ship cut through the waves, slicing a path toward our destination, and that frustrated me. We’d reach Starfall Break, but we didn’t know how to find the Dragon’s Nest from there. We had to rely on scattered clues.

Farris padded up beside me, brushing his shoulder against my leg. He nudged his nose toward the leather pouch tied to my belt, holding the talismans.

And the feather.

I slipped it free and held it up by the stem, twisting it. The white faded into the soot-dark tip, ash kissed by magic. It was an ordinary feather. Only…

No. It wasn’t.

The heart waits where stone sings and scales remember. Let wings be your guide.

Feather. Wings.

Here I was, holding wings. The connection hit me so suddenly I felt foolish for missing it.

Farris whined, stepping back to watch me, his eyes as sharp as a storm roaring toward shore.

I pulled the talismans from my pocket and stared at them lying on my palm. Inside the labyrinth, I’d used the pendant to summon King Tallin to correct a wronged fate.

Could the talismans and feather could do the same thing here?

I had to try.

Kneeling on the deck with salt spray kissing my cheeks, I laid out the three talismans—Essence, Devotion, Dominion—letting them settle on the wood like they belonged there.

“Yes.” Lore stooped down beside me, his hand warm on my spine.

Dorion and Laphira eased closer, leaning their backs against the railing, watching quietly.

With a breath tight in my chest, I placed the feather in the center of the three.

The deck vibrated beneath my knees, and the feather twitched.

A glimmer of pale light bloomed from each talisman. Silver from the key. Crimson from the pendant. Blue from the featherdorn. The feather glowed like moonlight on still water. The lights trickled forward, threads of magic dripping like spun sikeen over the ship’s bow, merging and flowing into a single narrow stream across the waves, stretching forward.

A path.

Hope flooded through me so suddenly my knees almost buckled. We had a way forward. After all the riddles and uncertainty, we finally had direction.

I staggered to my feet, my heart slamming against my ribcage.

“You’re amazing, Wildfire,” Lore said, satisfaction rich in his voice.

Leaning into his chest, I pointed to the line glistening across the top of the waves. “Let the wings be your guide. Feather. Wings. The talismans and feather are showing us the way.”

“We follow the lights,” he said, lifting a hand to gain the captain’s attention.

Farris barked and sat beside me on the deck, his tail sweeping across the planks.

The path stretched toward the horizon, beautiful and ominous. Somewhere ahead lay the Dragon's Nest and our chance to break the curse. But I couldn't shake the feeling that Prager was watching, maybe even waiting for us.

The final confrontation was coming, and we were sailing straight toward it.
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Chapter 50
Reyla


The trail shimmered across the sea like thread spun from the stars. I stood at the prow with Lore by my side, clutching the rail as the wind tugged at his cloak he’d wrapped around me and secured at my throat.

“The sea’s whispering secrets,” I said. “If I could listen closely enough, I know I’d understand.”

“You said that on the journey from Lydel to Evergorne.”

I gave him a half-smile. “Did I?”

“And now it’s sharing those secrets. Most of all, it’s whispering that we’re strong enough to face whatever comes.”

Were we? I hoped so. This was it. All the time spent discovering clues about the curse and trying to figure out what they meant culminated in what would happen this evening. So little time left. He’d turn thirty within a handful of hours, and I wasn’t ready.

I worried I’d never be ready. My hands trembled all the time now, and I wanted to snarl at them that I’d already proven I was worthy of whatever was coming next. But I feared the fates would scoff and make it clear I was anything but.

Ahead, cliffs rose from the water, jagged and silver in the moonlight.

Lore shifted beside me. Faint light from the crescent moon caught his profile, outlining the shades of weariness beneath his eyes. He tried to hide it, but I saw his stress in the tightness of his jaw, the tension in his shoulders. He was holding on for me, and I didn’t know if I was strong enough to deserve that.

The pain of impending loss tore through me, and I couldn’t hold it back. I was not mourning. I would never give up.

But it still hurt. Too much.

I kept looking at the timepiece, as if knowing how many hours and minutes we had left would somehow slow it down. Each breath was another second lost. Each heartbeat dragged me closer to the edge of something I didn’t know how to survive.

I’d thought I’d made peace with sacrifice. I hadn’t understood what it meant until I had to watch it creep into his bones.

What if we couldn't fuse the talismans?

My chest tightened with a persistent ache. I hadn't let myself cry since realizing every passing hour brought me closer to losing him.

Grinding my teeth, I lifted my chin and linked my arm through his, keeping my mind on what was happening now, not what might or could or even should happen next.

Mist curled along the cliff’s base, parting as our ship approached, still following the thread wavering across the water.

Dual falls gushed down the cliff ahead, water droplets sparkling in the moonlight as the twins merged into one river, churning into the sea.

“Beneath the crescent’s trembling glow,” I whispered. “Where rivers twist, and shadows flow, a pledge of twin-born hearts was cast, weaving a bond too vast to grasp.”

“What’s that?” Dorion asked.

“Something I was supposed to see.” I didn’t look his way.

It was finally happening, and Prager would not be able to stop this any more than she could the tide.

Farris rose from the coiled rope where he’d slept, sitting on his haunches beside me to peek through a gap in the railing, his ears pricked forward, his body tense.

The ship slowed as a path appeared between the rocks. Narrow and winding, it glowed where the light generated by the talismans touched. Some of the crew whispered behind us. Lore gave the order, and we drifted forward, the vessel sliding into the hidden cove.

When we reached a broad slab of stone, the talisman’s threaded light remained there and went no farther, Lore signaled to Christoff. “We’ll leave the ship here. Lower the anchor and wait for us.”

The captain saluted.

When the ship came to a halt, I gathered the talismans and feather, holding them carefully in my palm. Lore took my hand, and in silence, he flitted us to the stone slab.

Farris, who’d pressed himself into my side, stepped away from us as Laphira and Dorion followed, their faces pale and pinched.

We walked along the stone ledge that curved into a narrow channel, our footsteps echoing in the damp passage around us.

Light bloomed ahead, and we left the tunnel, emerging into a deep cove with water sloshing along all sides. The ledge continued to the far cliff wall, where it ended.

As we made our way around to that point, I tightened my grip on the blade and talismans.

My hands still shook. I hated that. No amount of training or titles could hide the truth quivering beneath my skin. I remembered the girl I was, an orphan growing up in a border fortress, with no goal in mind but survival. Anything to keep from drowning beneath fate.

I remembered how my prayers for Kinart to live had gone unanswered. Now it felt like I'd been dragged back to the past, every scar reopened, every fear louder than the one before. How could I hold a blade that was supposed to save him if I couldn't even keep myself together?

A hum echoed through the cliffs.

“The stone sings,” Laphira said, shooting me an encouraging smile.

“That it does,” Lore said with wonder in his voice.

A rune glimmered on the wall ahead, half-concealed by moss and mist. I moved toward it, guided by instinct. My heart pounded in my ears. The symbols seemed to shift in the mist, almost alive. As I approached, the blade in my hand grew warm, responding to something in the carved stone that called to it.

“I don’t know if I have the strength to do this,” I said, speaking mostly to myself, though Lore was near. “What if I’m not enough?” All my life, I’d been pretending to lead, pretending to believe. Now I faced the hollow cold I thought I’d outrun.

Fighting didn’t scare me.

I feared failing again. Not Kinart this time, but Lore.

He stroked my spine. “You don’t need to be anything more than what you already are. You saved me. You made me who I am today, and that will always be enough.”

There is no ‘enough’ in this world if you’re not with me, I said.

I always am. Now. Tomorrow. Evermore, Wildfire. I promise.

I turned in his arms, memorizing his face in the moonlight. “Swear that if this works, you'll never let me forget how close we came to losing everything.”

“I do.” His traced his fingertips across my cheek. “We're not losing anything tonight.”

His words cracked something inside me. I wanted to believe him, to take his warmth and let it burn my terror away. But there were other voices inside me, ones I hadn't silenced. They whispered of promise and ruin in the same breath.

My throat tightened, and I blinked fast. “And if I fail?”

“Then we fail together. But I don’t think we will. I’m not so much worried about tonight, but about what you’ll become if I’m gone.”

I could not swallow, could barely think after that.

Dragging myself out of my own head, I stared at the blade. The talismans. If this man believed in me, I had to find the strength to believe in myself.

Lore studied the rune, his eyes narrowing as he tracked the spiraling pattern etched into the stone. “This pattern is ancient Evergorne, though it’s older than anything I've seen.”

For a moment, the rune looked smeared, as if someone had tried to scrub it away. Then the mist shifted, and the lines were crisp again.

I blinked. Had that been real?

Lore huffed before leaning forward to trace his fingertip over a line that forked toward a shallow groove in the rock, placed there long ago.

I eased closer. “What does the rune say?”

He studied it a moment. “Blood and bond awaken what was lost. Strike true, and the drowned path will rise.”

“Blood and bond.” I stared at the stone. “I think it means we’re meant to use the blade.”

“I believe so too.” He met my gaze. “Strike true tells me only someone who carries essence, devotion, and dominion can open the path.”

Farris whined and jumped, nudging the blade with his nose. Sitting, he looked up, his gaze meeting mine.

His eyes held that otherworldly knowing I'd seen before, the same look he'd given me in the labyrinth when he'd sensed danger before I could. Whatever magic flowed through this place, he understood it in ways I didn't.

The blade warmed in my grip. Or maybe my grip warmed it. No, the blade was getting hot, and both that heat and Farris's gesture meant something.

All the symbols we’d chased, the blood we’d spilled. The bond that was meant to hold the courts together, and the talismans that weren’t made to force, but to guide. The “drowned” path couldn’t be a metaphor. It must be literal.

The blade had to come first, blood to awaken the bond, just like the original ceremony. Then the talismans could claim their places.

I nodded and pressed the blade’s point into the groove.

It burned with light. The runes flared and grooves appeared in the cliff face, grooves that matched the three objects in my hand.

Each one blazed with a different color. Silver for Essence. Crimson for Devotion. Blue for Dominion. The talismans pulled toward their designated places as if magnetized.

I laid each talisman into its groove, and the stone heated beneath my fingers. Light poured from the rune, crawling across the cliff face in thick veins. The sea behind us surged and retreated, surged higher and retreated.

When the water drew back again, it remained there, revealing an archway hidden beneath the surface. The entrance rose from the seafloor like a cathedral doorway, black stone gleaming wet in the moonlight with silver strands tracing through ancient patterns.

I carefully tugged each talisman from its groove, tucking them back into the soft pouch.

We picked our way down the slippery slope toward the revealed entrance. The tunnel beyond glowed with blue-white luminescence, and displaced air swept over us, carrying scents of deep ocean and ancient stone. The sound of dripping echoed from nearby.

At the threshold, the air thrummed with old power. It tasted like copper on my tongue, and the walls felt fever warm when I touched them, as if something massive slumbered beneath the surface.

My breath caught. “We found it. After all the riddles and searching, we’ve reached the Dragon's Nest.”

“Wildfire,” Lore breathed, sending me a lopsided grin that made my heart skip and race. This man could crush me with one look and lift me up with another, and I’d love him forever.

Hope truly was a dangerous beast. It pressed down on me so hard, I could barely breathe. Such a fragile, precious thing, it was. Maybe it wasn’t too late. Not for Lore. Not for us.

Magic hummed around us like a thousand voices singing far in the distance. My hair lifted, caught by the wind, and sparks of blue-white light danced at the edges of my vision.

The temperature dropped, and goosebumps lifted across my skin. The singing stone pitched lower, more a warning than a welcome. Even the light from the walls seemed to dim and flicker, casting shadows that moved independently of our bodies.

A grating sound scraped across my bones. Beside me, Farris stiffened, a low growl rising up his throat.

Lore’s eyes locked on mine. “We woke something.”

I wanted to shield him with my body, to delay whatever waited in the dark below. But the magic saw us. It might be judging us. And all I could think was that I would lose Lore in a hundred different ways if I wasn’t strong enough to face what was coming.

Behind us, the sea gurgled and churned, surging toward us. As if it hit a wall, it stopped and retreated.

I peered around but if Prager was here, she’d hidden herself well.

“Come for me bitch,” I whispered, tightening my hand on the hilt of my blade. “You want a fight? The fates are hungry for blood tonight, and I'll make sure it's yours.”
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Chapter 51
Lore


We stepped through the archway with Laphira and Dorion by our side and were greeted by silence. The air hung heavy, like the fates themselves were holding their breath.

A vast cavern stretched around us, lit by veins of glowing minerals in the walls. The ceiling arched high above, a cathedral carved by time. Cool, damp air swirled through the open space, prickling my skin. The black stone beneath our feet had been etched through with silver that swirled in patterns I couldn’t decipher.

Reyla remained by my side, and I squeezed her hand before letting go. I needed both hands to steady myself as I stepped forward.

A part of me was shifting. Listening.

The space opened wider, revealing a ruined altar on the back side. The platform had cracked, and old blood had long since dried in its grooves, creating dusky red ripples. I approached it slowly, studying the area around it. I should have blades in my hand, power ready to shoot out at any threat, but using either felt wrong here.

Dragon scales had been embedded in the walls around us. Light from luminescent insects peppering the ceiling highlighted the scales, showing some dark with age, others glinting like forgotten stars.

A silver-blue scale winked from the wall, and I was unable to resist the urge to touch it. It felt cool at first, but the moment my skin brushed the surface, it lit with heat that wasn’t fire but memory. I could barely breathe. My knees jolted. Light exploded behind my eyes, swallowing me whole.

I was no longer me, and I was watching from high above, my wings flapping in lazy strokes.

Night wrapped the forest in shadows, wind curling through the trees. Moss carpeted the ground, dotted with shallow pools reflecting the sky.

Frantic footsteps made their way through the darkness. A boy pushed through tangled vines, pausing at the edge of the overgrown meadow with The Hut. Sweat clung to his face, and anger burned in his eyes.

A sense of wrongness hit me, one as slippery as oil and colder than the deepest caves of the mountains.

I lifted my wings and soared, silent over the trees.

I didn’t know who the boy was. Yet some instinct, a burning, fierce thing, snapped awake.

Help him.

I surged through the air, a dark blur racing toward the need.

Below, the boy stumbled out into the meadow with The Hut.

A cloaked figure waited in the shadows. Watching. It didn’t move like others of its kind. It turned its hooded head toward the boy, and its intent churned its way through me. Its greed.

Rage boiled deep inside me.

It spoke, and I heard the call in the boy’s mind. Compel. Command. Control.

Shaking, the child remained in place. He tried not to move, but his shadow twisted forward, stretching toward the other. He took one step. Another. Roots pulled at his legs. His fists clenched, but he could not ignore the cloak figure’s call.

The need to protect him overwhelmed me, and I dove down toward them.

The cloaked thing’s voice rasped. “Send your shadow closer.” The boy's shadow dragged forward The Hut.

His mouth opened, but his scream remained trapped deep inside.

When the thing touched him, I roared.

Flames snarled up my throat, and I sent them, white-hot and screaming through the dark. My fire struck The Hut. The cloaked figure. Everything but the precious boy. Heat swelled, fire bounding from tree to tree, rabid wolves after a rabbit.

The figure slashed out with a blade, and the boy grunted.

I poured more fire, blazing it across the ground, seeking the thing. It reeled back, arms thrown up and cloak flaring.

It did not burn.

A flicker of magic, and it was gone from this place. The fire devoured what remained.

The boy fell to his knees, gripping his cheek where blood ran too bright and thick. His eyes searched the area before he leaped to his feet and ran, rushing through brambles, aiming for The Castle far in the distance.

I swept above him, keeping watch.

He never looked up, never knew I was there, my wings stretched wide enough to cut across stars. I followed him, low enough to see the blood trail across his cheek. Low enough to note that he did not cry.

His eyes shimmered though I sensed his tears came more from the shame than fear or pain. This boy’s will was a blade sharpened against the world.

Mine.

Protect.

He crossed back through the hidden door in The Castle wall.

I landed in the shadows beyond the tree line and folded my wings across my back, holding my body still. My claws dug into the soil.

Night passed.

The next.

I returned to The Hut’s remains, finding only ash and scorched earth. I searched for signs that the cloaked figure had returned, that it might rise again and reach for him. I left markings, claw gouges on the trees and scorched grass. To promise a reckoning if it dared return.

I returned to my hiding spot near the Castle, and I kept watching.

I thought the pull would never fade, that I would stay there until roots grew around and through my old bones. I did not sleep. Did not dream. I listened to the heartbeat of the world and to the echo of the boy’s footsteps, the memory of his blood surging deep inside me.

Protect.

It was a thrum of something older than me, a vow carved into scale and marrow.

One night, the urge to remain left. I rose from the earth, soaring up into the sky, flying far into the mountains.

When storms tore across the mountaintops and lightning split the sky, I remembered the dark-haired boy with angry eyes, running through darkness. Bleeding. Silent. Strong. And that same urge that once wrapped chains around my soul rose again.

That echo of need never lasted long, but it came often enough that I never truly forgot.

Protect.

And then it…and I…was gone.

Find her before it’s too late.

Too late…

The memory snapped, and I stumbled back from the wall.

Find her…

Inside the labyrinth, I’d thought the message referred to Reyla, but what if⁠—

The air whooshed from my lungs. Heat seared across my arm, the dragon tattoo blazing.

What if her had meant the dragon queen all this time?

Reyla rushed over and gripped my arm.

“I saw it,” I grated out, staring at the now dull scale.

“What did you see?”

I dragged my eyes to her face. “The night. The hut. The fire.”

She frowned, reaching up to stroke my scar.

“A borgon saved me that night,” I told her.

She blinked. “Are you sure?”

I shook my head, scattering the thought. “No, not a borgon. A dragon.”

A shiver tracked through her. “Maybe you shouldn’t touch any more scales.”

“Without knowledge, there can be no truth or understanding.” The statement felt etched into my bones.

You’re alright? she asked.

I nodded, and she left me, approaching the altar.

A creamy scale gleamed, and I reached out…

Energy surged up my arm. My knees locked, and my vision blurred, flashing to white. Everything around me disappeared. I was no longer myself. My broad wings carved shadows into the earth as I flew up and over the tallest mountain peak. Older than empires and older than the trees, I’d seen peace and war and everything in between.

I watched him. Aricor.

Hair black as wet bark. Youth shining in his face. A prince with polished boots and reckless eyes. He ran across the forest’s edge, clutching a book to his chest, his arm partly blocking the title. Ember’s…

And in that book, I smelled danger, dark secrets no boy-king had a right to see.

I'd watched him since he was born. Seen him laugh and play. Hovered near while he trained with the guard and whispered wishes to the wind. He was decent once, but not anymore.

He’d changed.

I should have stopped him when his heart first turned, when his thoughts twisted into jealousy. Back then, I thought it was an innocent thing. A boy's yearning. He followed Prager with quiet worship in his gaze. He was foolish. Harmless.

But the shift came quickly.

He learned of it one night, a tale of an object said to be able to shape love itself. Not summon it, not stir it naturally, but force it.

Iskar Cor.

It should’ve been lost by now. Buried where no one would ever find it. It never should’ve resurfaced or been used in this way.

I felt him change. He stopped dreaming of being chosen and started making demands of the wizard, all while seeking the Cor.

The book guided him to where it lay beneath a fallen shrine, its shape as pristine as the day it was forged. He poured magic into it, greedy and harsh. He bent the object to his will, hoping it would bend her in return.

I saw Prager, too. Kind-hearted. Gentle-eyed. Magic flared beneath her skin like comets. She smiled when unsure, stayed quiet when boldness might hurt. She loved each prince differently and might have chosen one of them.

Aricor could not wait, could not risk losing her to one of the others.

I flew low overhead the day it happened, scenting the magic before he cast it, rusted metal soaked in rain. At his command, the coil of the object’s power streaked between them.

Prager cried out, one hand going to her head, the other pushing toward him in protest. Her voice trembled. She recoiled.

He’d poisoned love.

Now, her eyes filled with sorrow and fear.

He said her name, over and over. Begged her to say she loved him, that she chose him. But every word he spoke wrapped around her like a noose.

And that’s when I knew that the thing he created should never have been allowed to exist. It would undo everything the dragons had protected.

I launched into the sky, fury blistering my scales.

His hand grazed her shoulder.

She screamed.

And I shattered.

Gasping, I wrenched my hand away from the scale, unable to meet Reyla's eyes, though I could feel her gaze locked on me again.

“What did you see?” Dorion asked. He glanced around nervously. “This place reminds me of…” He shook his head. “Never mind.”

The labyrinth haunted us all.

Laphira stood by his side, gazing up at him with concern. “We're not there. I promise.”

He leaned over to kiss her brow.

Tell me, Reyla said. I can tell it was horrifying.

I shook my head, not wanting to admit what Aricor had done. But I had to, right? Without honesty between us, we had nothing.

I told her and waited with my jaw clenched and my chest an aching pit.

She gazed at me with sympathy.

“The dragon queen,” I said, pieces it together. “She's the key. The memories aren't just showing me the past, they're showing me what I need to know. The dragon who tried to stop Aricor might be the only one who knows how to fix this.” Dread snapped tight inside me. “I’m so sorry.”

She came over and stroked my arm. “Aricor did it, not you. His sin is not your own, and we're here to right it. We’ll find a way to repair it, because it's wrong for you to pay for the horrible mistake he made.”

Cupping her face, I kissed her, sending every bit of love I felt for this precious woman into my touch.

She moaned and clung to me.

Lifting my head, I pushed for a smile. “Thank you.”

Biting down on her lower lip, she nodded. “Don't blame yourself again.”

I won't if you don't, I said in her mind.

Ah, yes, good point.

Don't forget it.

Her smile came true, warming me from the inside out.

“Your smile could rebuild anything,” I said, my voice thick with emotions. “Even me, a man born from ashes and ruin.” I wouldn’t survive losing that smile or the light she didn’t realize she gave me with every look.

“We all carry sins we didn’t earn,” Dorion said, his gaze on the wall of scales. “If anyone understands that, it's me. You’re not the only one trying to untangle a bloodline.”

I scanned the cavern, wondering what we needed to do next. If this place remembered, then so did the curse. And if it came for my wildfire next, I would never forgive myself.

My love for her might not be enough. I’d give everything to protect her. But love hadn’t saved the world once, and I wasn’t sure it could now.

Reyla’s hand slid across my back.

I tilted toward her. She didn’t speak, but she didn’t need to. Her touch spoke in a language my body would always remember, the kind carved deep into my skin.

Even if the world erased names and rewrote the fates' plans, I’d still know her, find her, follow her. I didn’t believe in forever, but I believed in her.

If the threads of fate ever unravel again, I said. I’ll weave you into the next world so you won’t be lost to me.

I’m already weaving you, love. Seeing the quiet strength in her eyes broke me inside.

I loved her so much it hurt. I wanted to stuff time in a jar and never let it slip free. But time had claws, and it always demanded more than I could give.

A growl pulled us both around.

Farris stood near the back wall, pawing at something. We joined him, staring down at a mirrored pool hidden in a hollow, surrounded by carved stone and moss.

The surface rippled, light arcing off it, hitting three golden rings embedded in smooth stones mounted in front of the pool.

Reyla crouched down and held her hand over the water, not touching.

Instinct pushed me closer, that same feral feeling I got when she was in danger. Let it come for me, not her. Always me.

Farris snorted, and Dorion was there in an instant, his blades half-drawn.

“What is that?” he asked.

“Not water.” Laphira dropped to her knees beside Reyla. “I think…” Tipping her head back, her gaze met mine and then Dorion's. “I think something’s waiting there.”

“Three rings for three talismans,” Reyla said. “But why a pool? What's beneath the surface?”

The water began to glow with the same silver light we'd seen in the tunnel. I caught movement in the depths. Whatever it was, it had been waiting a very long time.

“The rings match the pattern from the rune above.” Reyla nudged her chin toward them.

I knelt beside her, studying the setup. Three rings. Three talismans. The connection was too obvious to ignore.

“Finally.” The hope I’d borrowed from my wildfire on the rooftop long ago came through in my voice. “This is where we break the curse.”
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Chapter 52
Reyla


The world felt askew, and I needed to fix it.

It wasn't about how quiet it was here or the way moss curled along the water’s edge. The pool was too smooth. Too still. Light danced across the surface, reflecting the glowing insects above, but what I saw in the surface didn’t match. In the water, the cavern looked different. The dragon scales on the walls shimmered with their original luster, the altar stood uncracked and gleaming white, and soft light filled every corner without the need for luminescent insects.

The closer I got to the pool, the louder it hummed. The sound lived under my skin, wrapping itself around my heart until it beat in time.

Thump. Thump. Thump. A rhythm older than language.

And it needed something from me.

Lips parted, I crouched by the edge. Cold sank into my palms, and the smell of wet earth hung in the air. I didn’t touch the water's surface. I didn’t dare.

“In shadows reach where secrets lie,” I said softly. “A golden ring the true heart must spy. With the cusp of shifting night…” I peered up, spying a circular hole in the ceiling. As I stared, the crescent moon drifted over to cover the circle, sending light down to arc across the rings.

“Seek the path where the dark meets light,” Lore whispered. “Ancient doors with puzzles guard. Within Evergorne’s walls, echoes marred.”

“With trust and flame, the way reveal,” I said, laying the key inside the first golden circle and lifting the golden pendant aloft. “Through hidden truths, the hearts you'll steal.” I placed the talisman inside the second circle. Sliding the featherdorn pendant from the pouch, I finished the riddle as I laid the tiny bird-like creature within the final circle. “Unite the strengths of earth and air to reveal the prize that's hidden there.”

My eyes blurred with tears as I stared around.

But nothing happened.

“Work, damn you,” I hissed. “Fuse.” I snapped my hand toward the pool, bringing it to a stop before I touched.

“Be careful,” Lore said from right behind me, though his voice sounded far away.

The hum pulled harder now, throbbing through my mind.

Fear caught my breath and held it, but I realized I wasn't afraid of this cave but of what I might be forced to see. Part of me already knew this place wouldn’t ask questions. It would dig up things I’d buried deep inside, things I was afraid to talk about out loud. It would expose them. Make me face them.

“Seek within to find the parts of yourself that are missing,” I said. “Fuse them to heal the wound that has long gaped wide.”

The pool’s surface rippled.

My reflection flickered, and I found myself alone. Lore did not stand behind me. Dorion wasn't puttering around, mumbling about how creepy this place was. Laphira didn't follow him with a solemn expression on her face.

Farris didn’t sit nearby either.

They were there, but distant, as if a membrane surrounded me, blocking them out, leaving just me, kneeling in silence, the weight of my entire life pressing down on my shoulders.

Kinart’s image appeared in the pool, and my lungs stuttered.

He stood behind me in the reflection, tall and lean, the way I remembered him before the raid, before he took a mortal wound and bled out in my arms. Blond hair brushing his ears, a soft smile tipped sideways like always. By the fates, that smile. I missed him very much.

I waited and now you’re here, he whispered, his words echoing in my mind. Watch. See, Reyla.

A dreg ripped its claws through him. As Kinart gaped down at his insides hanging out of his body, his gaze met mine one last time. Tortured. In agony.

You did this… His voice drifted away to nothing, and he was falling, falling, smacking against the dirt cave floor while my friends battled around me.

“No,” I cried.

The scene repeated, each replay carving deeper into my mind until nothing existed except the agony of losing him.

“No. Stop,” I said, but it wouldn’t.

I fell forward, catching myself with my palms on rough stone. The cavern tilted. My breath rasped in and out of me. And the pain…

It drowned me.

Somewhere beyond the grief, I sensed movement, Lore trying to reach me through whatever barrier the pool had created.

He gripped my shoulder, breaking through the penance I’d been dragged into. “Come back to me, Wildfire. Please.”

“I can't.” The agony would kill me. “I don't deserve to be in this world.”

“It’s trying to break you. Please don’t let it,” he said. “You’re stronger than it knows. Show it the Wildfire I see every day, the one I love. The one I'll follow into death and beyond.”

Looking up into his face shattered me all over again. The fear I saw in his eyes matched mine.

“What if it’s not breaking me?” I asked quietly. “What if it’s right?” Everyone I loved died.

No, I destroyed everyone I loved.

“It’s a memory, Reyla. Not prophecy. What you saw isn't the truth unless you give it permission to be.”

My throat burned. “What if loving only brings loss?”

“Then let me be the one to rewrite our future with you.”

I cracked wide open.

Before I could say anything else, Farris padded past us, his claws clicking on the stone.

I wiped my face, still shaking from the visions, and tried to center myself. The pool wasn't close to finished with us. Its surface rippled again, seeking its next target.

Farris stopped in front of the pool. When his reflection shimmered across the surface, I jerked backward, because this wasn't the nyxin I knew well and loved.

This nyxin's face had stretched into something monstrous, with a mouth packed with fangs, eyes burning like coals, and shadows creeping across his back like living smoke. Worse, those shadows seemed to writhe with captured faces, twisted in silent screams.

Every instinct in me sparked, and I reached for him. “Farris⁠—”

A soft whine lifted up his throat. He pressed against my thigh, trembling violently.

“It's not real,” Lore said. “Look at him. Look.”

I stroked Farris's chest and scratched behind his ears. I could feel the panic throbbing inside him, the way he pulled tight. He was trying to hide inside his bones.

It wasn't showing him what he was now. It was showing what he had almost become. This was what Prager had tried to turn him into—her shadow enforcer, stealing hope from others to feed her endless hunger. She'd nearly succeeded.

And he not only remembered every moment of agony she'd put him through, but he must also feel he'd allowed it to happen.

My throat tightened as understanding crashed over me. That moment back in the labyrinth, when his shadow begged for forgiveness. It hadn't begged because it had made a choice. It begged because Prager had tortured him, twisted his mind until he'd nearly broken, nearly agreed to become her hunter of shadows and stolen hope. He'd escaped with his soul intact, but barely.

The shame he carried wasn't for what he'd done—it was for how close he'd come to surrendering.

I tugged him onto my lap and held him while he trembled, while he stared into the pool, facing his own darkest moment.

“You didn't become what you see.” I stroked the silky fur. His tail thumped against my thigh, and he whined again. “I know you fought. Even when she hurt you, even when the pain was unbearable, you fought.”

Dorion had sent him to find someone who could help. What if Farris had sought me because he instinctually knew I could not only help Dorion, but heal the wounds Prager had left on his soul?

And now I would.

“You're not what she tried to force you to become,” I whispered in his ear. “You're not the monster she wanted to create. You're what you chose to be when you escaped her.”

The pool quieted.

“She tortured you, and you still shouted no,” I said, my voice fierce with pride. “You're what I hold onto when I'm afraid because you know what real strength looks like.”

He let out a slow, shaky breath and curled tighter in my arms.

“You're the brave nyxin who flung himself into a damaged Sentinel Veil to try to fix it. You're the one who chose love over fear, even after experiencing her cruelty.”

He licked my chin and pressed his face into my neck.

Tears smarted in my eyes, and I kissed the top of his head.

“You survived her, Farris. You survived, and you chose to keep your heart open. You're the best. The absolute best.”

I was the one who'd forced myself to lead, to charge into the fray when others hesitated. I'd always felt I had something to prove, when only now did I realize that they hadn't expected anything but what I was willing to give.

The only person I had to prove my worth to was myself.

Farris and I carried the same wounds, just in different ways. Both of us were afraid to become something broken. Both of us were trying to outrun ghosts—his of the monster he'd nearly been forced to become, mine of the failure I feared I already was.

“What we are is good enough,” I told him softly. “We don't have to be perfect. We just have to be brave enough to keep choosing love. It always was enough. It always will be.”

He licked my chin again, then slipped off my lap and scampered around me, yipping with joy.

My sweet, fuzzy friend. My fellow survivor.

We eased away from the pool.

Dorion and Laphira came closer, both of them quiet, their eyes focused on the pool a short distance away.

“I don’t believe it shows truth,” he said. “Not really.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Farris paused as if he was listening too.

“It doesn’t care about memories or the now or the future,” he said, frowning. “It reflects where you feel the weakest.”

“I think it wants something from us but not our magic or our blood.” Laphira paused, thinking. “A reckoning.”

“You’re right. It's testing us,” I realized. “Not just showing us our fears, but forcing us to acknowledge and accept them. Only then will it tell us how to break the curse.”

Had I finally accepted my fear? I hoped so.

Laphira stared at the pool, watching something I couldn’t see. “What if it sees through our masks? The parts we hide from everyone, even ourselves?”

Dorion’s jaw shifted. “That could be the key forward. Maybe it’s waiting for honesty before it tells us what we need to do.” His gaze sought Lore’s. “Aricor broke something that was much bigger than we knew. Whatever’s bleeding away will continue to leach until there isn’t enough left to repair.”

“The curse fed on our individual wounds,” Lore said. “Prager’s magic found the cracks in each of us and widened them. To break her hold, we have to heal those fractures first.”

I studied the pool, still and quiet now, but buzzing all the same. Heat crawled under my skin.

Lore stepped closer, his throat working with his swallow. “It’s Evergorne’s scar, and I suspect an Evergorne king needs to heal this gaping wound left by my ancestor.”

“All of us do.” Dorion glanced toward the scales on the wall. “Aricor didn’t only break the magical object, he broke the bond between our courts. Yet we’re all here now, and we can mend it.”

“We can.” Laphira stretched her hand out to Dorion, and he linked their fingers.

“I’ll go next.” Lore stepped up to the edge, and his reflection stretched across the pool. For an instant, he looked the same, my gorgeous, strong, ruthless husband. Beautiful in a way he’d never believed.

The image trembled. Two versions of him began to peel apart, and I could not breathe. No. I couldn’t let it split him again. I reached for him but…

One image flickered tall and noble and crowned with firelight. Pride and pain shone in his eyes. The other bled shadows. They clung to his back in rotted, blackened wings. His blade hung low at his side, but it dripped with something darker than blood.

Lore stared, his face tight. The tic in his temple told me he wanted to look away but knew he couldn’t.

Rising, I went to stand by his side. I was here if he needed me.

Lore's breath hitched.

“Show me,” he whispered to the pool. “Show me what I need to see.”

The shadowed version of Lore in the pool turned its head, looking directly at me rather than its reflection. Its mouth moved, speaking words I couldn't hear but somehow understood. He belongs to me.

“It's not just showing me the past,” he said, his voice tight. “It's showing me what I'll become if we fail tonight.”
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Chapter 53
Lore


The pool waited, as patient as a predator.

Each breath came harder than the last. Sweat beaded on my neck despite the stone's chill. The cavern's echoes reverberated in my chest.

Reyla stayed with me, watching. Waiting to make sure I didn't need her.

I always would. She was a hand stretched out in the dark, the warmth of a soul on a frigid night. There would never be a time when I wouldn't need her by my side.

The surface rippled, and I braced myself for what was coming. Kneeling made my legs ache, but I didn’t flinch. This was mine to face. My heart pounded too loud in my ears.

The second my fingers hovered over the water, the surface shifted.

My throat clenched, and I leaned closer.

Two figures stared back.

Panic jolted through me, and I remembered being split. Torn in half. We’d healed. I knew that. Reyla had done it with all the love she so willingly gave me. She’d said she loved all of me.

But doubt clawed through my mind.

One side of me was arrogant and cruel, yet equally conniving. The other part of this man had stood strong, accepting that this was the way it had to be until we found her.

At dawn and dusk, we stared at each other in a mirror, spoke together, but we could not fully reach across the divide.

As I watched the arrogance and cruelty of that part of me, I remembered those I'd let down, how unkind I'd been when someone asked me for even a simple thing. My arrogance resulted in pain for those I claimed to care about. The ache inside my chest deepened. Even now, reunited, I wondered if the fracture had ever healed.

What if the pieces of me she’d loved most didn’t exist anymore? I may have lost the best parts of Lorant and Merrick.

The figures in the water wavered and another image appeared. I knew that corridor. I knew that ten-year-old child.

I stood in the corridor. Alone.

My mother’s voice echoed, whipping me even now. “You shame this family.”

My chest clenched. I’d forgotten her icy disappointment and how her words had wrapped around me like chains. I'd loved her, but what I’d loved most had been stolen when my father died.

The boy flinched and straightened his spine. As he'd quickly learned to do, he bit down his fear.

Prager stepped from the dark behind him. Pressing close, she whispered into his ear. “She will never love you.”

The boy froze. And for one moment, he believed her.

I jerked back from the water, gasping. The vision held me captive, forcing me to relive moments I'd buried deep.

The corridor faded, and the vision warped, snapping into a new place.

More. My feral smile grew. Come for me, then.

I appeared as I was at seventeen. My face stared back at me in a cracked mirror. Two of me. One with a sneer, his eyes cold and calculating. The other stiff, his face still full of hope.

Previous generations had been bitter enemies, but Lorant and Merrick chose unity. Perhaps that's why fate had brought me this far.

Watching them now made me burn hot.

I remembered every wrong choice I'd made, how I’d turned my mouth and body into a weapon while another part of me had honed his wits to an equally sharp edge but tempered himself with a softness some said made him weak.

“What if I was never meant to be whole?” The words slipped out, hitting the air like rocks.

The two faces watched me.

Lorant’s smirked, but Merrick’s eyes didn’t judge. They held a plea. He wanted to believe I still carried him, that I hadn’t let him die when Reyla healed us.

Both of them hurt.

Reyla knelt beside me, taking my hand and linking our fingers.

So alive. So loving. The stone under my knees felt cruel in contrast.

“You are whole,” she said. “Every choice you’ve made belongs to you. All of you. You’re the men I fell in love with. Lorant’s fire, Merrick’s calm. More than both, actually because each side of you enhances the other. It was never about losing any part of you but fusing them together to create the wonderful, amazing person you were always meant to be.”

I found no doubt in her eyes.

“Prager was harmed,” she said. “No one would deny that. But she stole more than she should when she sought revenge. Aricor deserved her rage, her destruction; never those who came after him. But she didn’t break you, Lore. You made something better out of what you were handed. You built a man worth following.”

The ache in my throat would not release. Air burned when I pulled it in. I stared at where her hand gripped mine and tried to keep it from shaking. “What if I lose you the way I was lost for so long?”

Rising, she wrapped her arms around me. “I'll search for you forever, Lore, and I'll find you.”

I cracked wide open, but it wasn't a breaking. She was healing me again.

The pool smoothed, finished with yanking me through a tiny hole with spiked sides.

Standing, I tugged my wildfire up and held her, my chin resting on the top of her head while her soft breath fanned my throat. The pain eased.

“There’s no escaping this test, it seems.” Dorion moved forward with Laphira, their hands meshed together.

I stepped back, taking Reyla with me.

Dorion knelt in front of the water, staring as the swirling images stabbed him deep inside. “Ah, there it is. Somehow, I knew I’d see the look in my father’s eyes when I told him we should make peace with the other courts. I'd spoken with Lore. With Laphira. We could make it work; things would be better. He laughed. Said unity was weakness. Said that he didn't recognize me as his son any longer.”

His gaze remained on the pool, and his lips thinned. Pain flashed across his face.

Because we’d both love our parents, their cruelty struck true.

“There he is,” he whispered. “Binding me with magic. Before I could blink, he threw me into the labyrinth. Never himself. The labyrinth only asked for devotion. Such a simple thing to give. Not for Tallin, however. I don't believe he even knew what devotion to others meant, only to himself.”

Kneeling beside him, Laphira unclenched her hands by her sides. She stared into the water, her breathing coming in jagged gasps.

“My mother told me I was a mistake,” she said. “She said she would turn me into something useful. She praised me only when I did exactly what she asked. I learned how to do whatever she wanted better than I learned what little magic I can wield.”

Dorion wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her close.

“Rebellion got me caged. Worse.” Her bark of a laugh ripped out. “The first time I said no, she twisted the word into a beast and said I’d let it loose. Said I was ungrateful. She used a spell to make me obedient. It didn’t last long. She had to keep renewing it, and she’d forget until I messed up again. That only made it worse, because then she said I’d failed her twice. Once for fighting. Once for failing to stay broken.”

Dorion's chin dropped to rest on the top of her head.

“I don’t like who I was then,” she whispered.

None of us moved. Even Farris remained quiet, watching.

We'd all been reshaped by the ones who were meant to care for us.

We stood in heavy silence, each processing what we'd witnessed. The pool had stripped us bare, exposing wounds we'd thought healed. But somehow, sharing them made the burden lighter.

Light skimmed across the pool and the images faded. Laphira and Dorion stood, her softly crying in his arms. When she stepped back, she gave him a nod and a watery smile.

Reyla and I joined them, Farris trotting at her side.

“It’s time to heal our bond,” I said, glancing at each of them. “Will Irridain and Halendor stand with the Evergorne king as they did so long ago?”

“Fuck, yeah,” Dorion said before anyone else could open their mouths.

The laugh that slipped out of me wasn't much, but it was real.

Laphira nodded. “I sense it must be now.”

Reyla handed me the tiny dagger.

Staring down at the blade, I sucked in a breath and sliced the sharp edge across my palm. When my blood hit the surface of the pool, it vanished, sucked it down.

I passed the small knife to Reyla.

A quick gouge, and her blood joined mine in the pool. The same ripple spread outward as if the pool drank it. It swirled, searching for more.

Dorion was next. “Don’t give me that look,” he muttered, shooting me a smirk. “That pity thing? It doesn't belong here today.”

I dipped my head forward to show him I heard.

His blood fell, joined by Laphira's, and the pool churned.

As a gust of wind jettisoned through the enormous cave, the pool lit up, dawn cracking open the sky.

The talismans rose from where Reyla had placed them within the golden circles.

Light exploded from their fusion, so bright I had to close my eyes. When I opened them, the three separate pieces had become something entirely new. Ancient power hummed through the air, making my teeth ache.

Essence.

Devotion.

Dominion.

They hovered above the surface, spinning slowly. Light stretched from one to the next, weaving between them, threads pulled taut. Energy lifted the hairs on my arms.

The scales embedded in the walls began to glow, one by one. A low sound echoed from every corner, a steady thrum, like a heart starting to beat after a very long time. Farris's ears swiveled to track the sound.

The talismans spun faster. Light poured from the water, rising in streams that bent and curled, reaching, searching for something to bind.

Then the spinning slowed, and the scales’ light dimmed. With a snap, the threads between the talismans wrenched apart, and they dropped back down to rest on the stones, each within its golden circle.

“Something's missing,” Reyla said, Farris's whine following like agreement.

“We offered pain and regret,” I said as it dawned on me. “But the Iskar Cor wasn't created from suffering. It was meant to enhance love, not force it. Aricor corrupted its purpose.”

Laphira crouched in front of the pool. “It took our blood. Took everything we offered. Raked its claws across our souls. Why didn’t it work?”

“Maybe that’s the problem,” I said. “We only gave what hurt.” Crouching, I traced my fingers above the water.

Reyla dropped down beside me, wrapping her arm around my back. “Only when touched by what first broke it will they remember what they were.”

“What we need does not begin with fire,” I said, staring into the pool. “It begins with the wound. Pour yourself into it. Bind not them, but what they represent.”

“The blood was just the beginning,” Reyla said. “It opened the connection, but the talismans need to remember their original purpose. They need to feel what love actually is, not what Aricor twisted it into.”

“Um…how do you know all that?” Dorion asked from nearby.

I dragged up a brief smile. “We learned it from a very wise elder. What was broken, was not meant to break. What was sealed, cannot hold forever.”

“Blood keeps it intact.” Reyla finished what Isodine had written in her diary.

I recalled Isodine's words more clearly now. The wound she wrote about wasn't just Prager's heartbreak, it was the damage done to love itself. And healing required more than acknowledging pain.

“Prager’s wrath didn’t only shatter love,” I said. “She shattered something older. Something that should never have been touched. My ancestor tried to force Prager to love him. He sought something forbidden, a device capable of altering will, of binding someone else’s fate. Iskar Cor. Before the talismans were scattered, they were one. A single artifact forged from magic far older than even Prager’s bloodline.”

“Three fragments, scattered like stars, await their reckoning.” Reyla repeated what Justifar had said after our wedding. “None will yield to force. None will answer a hand that doubts.”

“I think it wants more,” I said. “A promise. Not something broken or something remembered. It took what we offered and gave us nothing in return because it already knew those parts. It didn’t need them again.”

Dorion pressed his lips together. “Then what do we do now?”

Laphira leaned against Dorion’s side, resting her head on his shoulder.

My wildfire looked up at me with those gold-flecked brown eyes that had seen every broken piece of me and still chose to stay.

“Show love,” I said. “Not blood or pain or sacrifice. Love.”

The pool rippled. Deep below the surface, the thing stirred as if it had been waiting for us to finally understand.

“The talismans weren't meant to be bound by force or sorrow,” Reyla breathed. “They were meant to be united by the one thing Aricor tried to corrupt.”

Love.
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Chapter 54
Reyla


The talismans lay within their circles like bones after a burial, silent. Still not fused. The curse loomed, and I didn't know what I could do to keep it from stealing Lore from my arms.

Time was running out, and with it, Lore's life.

I didn’t know how I knew, but the magic inside me had started to tug, panicked and wild. Lore’s life was tied to that, and I could feel the bond between us unraveling. He was still with me, but his soul was coming undone piece by piece, and I couldn’t stop it from happening.

Dorion didn’t speak. Laphira stood close to him, her shoulders hunched the same as mine.

Farris didn’t move. His ears remained pricked forward, his whole body ready to attack something that wasn’t here.

I stared at the pool, the cold stone sinking into my skin. The surface remained smooth but the ache it stirred made me want to crawl into the ground.

“The magic didn’t answer.” Shame burned deep inside me. “Because I didn’t give it everything. I’ve held this fear inside me so long I forgot what it felt like to say it out loud.”

My friends watched me.

“Everyone I’ve ever loved has died or been taken.” Only my brother and best friend remained, but I'd left them. “My mother. Kinart.” I was certain Lore would die, too, and the fact that I'd never been completely certain I could save him had slowly sucked away my hope. “Even Farris. I thought—” My throat caught. “I thought I was cursed. That my love meant death. So I didn’t completely let go. All of you gave your truths. You gave your pain. I gave most of mine, but not all.” My voice broke again. “I kept a piece back, just in case. A little space I knew I’d need when everything shattered.”

I looked back into the pool. “But that’s not love. That’s fear pretending to protect, and if I’ve learned anything over the past months, it’s that true love can shatter the world.”

Or fuse talismans?

Lore took my hand. “You’re the reason I’m still here. You pulled me out of nothing with every look, every choice. And if something cracked because you were afraid, then let me help fix it.” His hand tightened around mine while he dipped the one he’d cut into the water. “What was broken, I choose to help you mend.”

A ripple curled through the pool.

The talismans trembled and light throbbed along the side of the pool before fading.

Dorion joined us, his shoulders locked into that battle stance I recognized. Not for swords, but to shed the truth.

“My father told me I’d never be good enough to rule,” he said, not blinking. “Said I was weak and pitiful, not possessing the strength he needed in his heir.” He looked at us, at the pool, and at Laphira. “When I refused to weaponize myself for his petty grievances, he threw me into the labyrinth. He did not even hesitate.”

Laphira’s eyes brimmed over.

“I thought I would die there,” he told her. “But my father was wrong. I was never weak or pitiful, and he did not break me.” He turned back to the water. “I see now I was waiting.” He lowered his bloody hand into the pool. “What was broken, I choose to help you mend.”

The pool shifted again. Cold, bright energy rippled across the talismans before dimming.

Farris whined from beside me. His eyes darted between us before settling on the talismans.

I sensed something deep stirring within him, something older than magic.

The pool churned, shimmering black. Silver. Crimson light flared beneath the surface. Smoke peeled off the nyxin’s fur, rising in coils. The shadows were leaving him.

He remained still, his eyes locked on the pool. Silver light traced up his legs and along his spine. For an instant, his lips pulled back like he was in pain. Then whatever Prager had tried to twist melted away.

Farris forgave himself.

He glanced at me and placed one paw in the water.

The shadows spiraled up in a swirl and wrapped around the talismans.

“Yes,” I whispered. “Farris. Farris. Dear little friend.”

Laphira joined me on my other side and gave me the sweetest smile. I'd made a friend, and how wonderful that felt.

With a shared nod, we thrust our bloodied hands into the water, speaking in unison. “What was broken, I choose with my full heart to mend.”

The water leapt. A glowing arc roared upward and washed over us, searing joy through my chest. My lungs froze and finally... finally...

I felt the change start.

The talismans rose and spun, twirling faster and faster, shadow and light chasing each other around the shapes. They throbbed like heartbeats until, with a flash of light, they melted into each other, becoming one.

Not Essence. Not Devotion. Not Dominion. All of them and something more.

Iskar Cor.

The cavern shook. Stone rattled beneath my knees. I reached both hands up, and the gleaming magical object floated down to land in my palm.

Warmth soaked my hands. The pull of truth and power hummed across my skin.

The light faded.

The Iskar Cor wasn't just three pieces reformed, it was love given physical form. I understood now why Aricor's corruption had been so devastating. He'd turned willing devotion into a tool of force.

The Iskar Cor resembled a blooming flower carved from living light, three petals that had once been the separate talismans now formed into one. Each petal gleamed in a different way, one with the pearly essence of truth, another the warm amber of devotion, and the third flickered with the deep ruby fire of strength.

Silence settled over the cavern, but it felt different now—peaceful instead of oppressive. The weight that had pressed against my chest for months was gone.

“We did it.” Wonder filled Lore's voice. He pulled me close, spinning me around as laughter bubbled up from deep inside me. “Wildfire, we actually did it.”

Dorion whooped, his voice echoing off the walls. Laphira clapped her hands, tears streaming down her cheeks. Even Farris bounded in a circle, his movements light and free.

“The curse is broken,” I breathed against Lore's neck. “You're safe. We're all safe.”

For the first time in so long, hope felt real instead of desperate.

“Is it really over?” Laphira asked.

Lore and I exchanged a glance. Shouldn’t lightning be blasting across the sky or stars falling to show the curse had been broken?

Wind shot through the cave, and we spun toward the entrance.

The queen dragon stepped inside, her scales as black as night. Her wings glistened with starlight.

When she spoke, her voice echoed in my bones. My mind. 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. She bowed her massive head. The bond is restored.

Lore stepped forward, awe on his face. “You're free.”

The Dragon Queen's ancient eyes fixed on him. As are you, descendant of the one who bound me. The curse that tethered your soul to Aricor's sin has been severed.

My heart lurched. “The curse is truly broken?”

The elder scales, she said again, her voice gentler now, the crown's first claim. Your bloodlines, dragon, fae, and human, have restored what was torn apart. She turned toward me. The Iskar Cor chose you because you understood what love truly means. Not possession, but the freedom to give everything with a willing heart.

With a spin, her wings unfurled, so wide they nearly touched both sides of the cavern. She leapt, her scaled body cutting the wind as she soared out through the entrance and into the sky.

Silence filled the cavern. Then Lore grabbed my shoulders, his eyes full of disbelief and hope.

“It's over,” he whispered. “Wildfire, it's actually over.”

It felt like a huge weight had slid off my back and the world had shifted back into proper alignment.

Dorion laughed, the sound echoing off the walls. “We did it. We⁠—”

A shriek ripped through the cavern.

Lore moved in front of me. Dorion reached for Laphira. Farris’s ears flattened.

The cavern floor cracked as something enormous struck the stone. Fire and shadow exploded outward, and from the biting wave, Prager emerged.

Prager had transformed into something beyond fae. Her elongated limbs and wax-stretched skin revealed what magic had once concealed, veins glowing bronze red beneath the surface.

She tipped her head back and roared, the sound echoing within the cavern. “What was broken was not meant to break.”

“What was sealed cannot hold forever,” I shouted. “Our love has restored the bond and the world.”

“But what of your pretty little king? Have you restored him as well?”

“We fused the talisman. The curse has ended.”

“Has it?” Her slick grin grew. “Only I get to decide that.”

Lore growled, his body bracing to leap at her, but I held the talisman and pure love in my heart. Whatever was going to happen, I would face it.

“Nothing can fix what was destroyed.” Lifting her arms, she blasted bolts of power our way.

I whipped up my hand and crafted the fastest nullification spell I could squeeze from the threads swirling around me. The bolts slammed against the invisible wall that shimmered into place with my spell, and her magic fizzled.

Together, Wildfire, Lore said as he called the elements to obey his command.

Always.

Prager snarled and hissed. Her power flared.

Farris howled.

His body convulsed, his paws scraping on the stone. Black tendrils erupted from beneath his fur, not his natural shadow, but the corruption Prager had forced into him. She was calling it back to her, trying to reclaim what she'd planted during his torture.

The darkness stretched toward Prager. She wanted to finish forging their bond, to turn him into the creature who would steal shadows and feed them to her insatiable hunger.

“No—” I raced forward.

Lore shouted and sent wind and rain and a wall of ice at Prager, but it slid around her without causing harm. Damn shield. I'd given everything to destroy this woman. Dorion launched a blast of fire, and Laphira used a siren's call to try to lure Prager into lowering her shield.

Our magic peeled off her as if we wielded nothing.

The Iskar Cor burned hot in my hand.

Desperation clawed at my throat. Everything we'd worked for, everything we'd sacrificed, and still she stood untouchable. But when the Iskar Cor grew hotter and whiter, I finally understood.

“She's drawing power from the old wound,” I cried out. “The same break in the world that scattered the talismans is feeding her strength.”

Farris’s guttural groan of pain rang out. His shadow wrenched toward her, dragging his body along with it. He fought, his claws scrambling for purchase, his muscles trembling.

The corruption fought against his will, trying to override the forgiveness he'd just found.

“Farris!”

His gaze met mine. And by the fates, he didn’t beg. He showed me complete trust.

Laphira’s voice rang out, her hands cupped over her heart as her siren song swelled.

Dorion let loose another arc of fire, this one blue and solid and beautiful. It struck Prager’s shield and a crack fissured across it.

Lore hit her left side with a cyclone carrying water and flame in its teeth.

I threw lightning at her. Pulled in shadows and begged them to help, but I wasn't sure what I should ask them to do.

Despite the crack, everything we threw her way still slid off her.

The fused talisman screamed in my hand. A buzz climbed up my arm.

Sacrifice.

That’s what it had been built with. Not blood or pain, but the willingness to give everything for love. The Iskar Cor had been waiting for someone who understood the difference.

Blood mattered. Truth mattered. But love, real love, never came free.

“I see now,” I whispered. “Everything comes at a cost.” I stepped toward the pool. “Kinart loved me without condition, and I never honored what that meant.”

Churning wind and rocks and dirt into a tornado in front of him, Lore turned to me, panic in his eyes. “Reyla? What are you doing?”

Every bit of me had been worn thin, but I was burning just the same. “What I should have done before.”

He reached toward me, but I stepped away.

Farris’s front half had already started to fade. His legs, his muzzle. All of him was being sucked into her evil.

She'd tortured him until he nearly broke, nearly agreed to become her shadow collector. Now she was trying to drag him back to that moment of weakness, to complete the corruption she'd started.

“Never,” I hissed.

My hand throbbed from holding the Cor, but I did not let it go.

“I love you,” I said, staring into Lore’s horrified eyes. “And if this world says that’s a curse, then let every single part of it burn.”

Laphira pressed her hands together and whispered a prayer to the fates.

Dorion moved closer to her, shielding her with his body.

Lore's wind whipped around Prager, tearing a scream from her throat. Her cloak snapping outward like raven wings.

“Love is death,” she shouted. Magic spun from her, lashing out at us. “Love is what shattered me. Tortured me. Turned me into this beastly thing. I won’t let you use it to bind the world again.”

Her arms swung up, and she thrust burning power my way.

The blast struck me full in the chest, but instead of pain, the Iskar Cor flared with brilliant light. Prager's magic didn't bounce off, it fed into the Cor, making it flame brighter.

“No,” she whimpered, backing away. “That's not possible.”

I stepped toward her, holding up the Cor. “Love doesn't just heal. Sometimes it’s a weapon that destroys monsters.”
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Chapter 55
Reyla


“You don’t know love,” I shouted. “Not the kind that not only fights to come back but chooses to stay.”

I flung up power, but it only partly blocked her blast. Stunned, I was thrown backward. I landed hard near the pool’s edge. The talisman lit from center to edge until it glowed like a second sun.

Farris yelped, choking on a growl that cut off too soon.

I dropped my forehead to the stone beside the pool.

“Help me,” I whispered. “Please, help me.”

The talisman didn’t answer in words, but it grew hotter. Blazed brighter than a thousand suns.

I closed my eyes and opened up every bit of myself, exposing every fear. Every hope. My love for Farris. For Lore. For the people who had fought beside me and broken so that something whole could remain in this world to make it better.

A roar erupted from deep inside me, bowing my back.

I thrust my hand up, lifting the talisman high.

“If giving away my love curses the world, then let it break,” I yelled. “Because I will not take back my love.”

Wind howled across the cavern.

Prager shrieked and lunged toward me, spewing a storm of curses.

“Reyla,” Lore cried, rushing my way.

The pool exploded with light, and power rushed over and through me.

My vision tore apart. Everything turned white, then shattered back into full color.

When my vision cleared, horror struck me. Farris was writhing on the stone, his form flickering like a candle in the wind. The blast hadn't stopped Prager—it had given her an opening.

Prager kept coming. Flames licked up her arms.

Farris let out one final howl.

Rising, I rushed to him, landing hard on my knees beside him. The talisman blistered my hand, but I held on. I tangled my fingers in his fur, but I couldn’t hold him back. He was being stolen bit by bit.

“Farris! “

His paws twitched, and he scrambled across the stone, trying to stay with me.

Shadows had gathered around the pool, along the edges of the cave, and even on the stone reaching into the ocean beyond the entrance. I'd never seen so many of them in one place.

A meaty growl echoed from the cave mouth, and the queen dragon stepped forward, her wings curling down onto her spine. Her silver-blue flame blasted in a roar that shook the cave.

The flames wrapped around Prager’s body, but she didn’t fall. She laughed, a sharp, awful, twisted sound that tore through me. The dragon fire peeled back. Red flared around Prager’s arms and chest as she fed on every shadow in the cavern, rebuilding herself with what she stole from them.

Her face started to knit back into that of the gorgeous woman who'd possessed Erisandra. Her body reshaped itself into the lush woman dressed in red who'd stood at King Tallin's side.

With each shadow she sucked into her maw, Prager grew prettier, deadlier.

“She’s feeding on them,” I breathed. “Sucking them in to remain alive.”

Each stolen shadow was a piece of someone's essence, their capacity for hope and love. She was literally consuming what made them whole.

Farris was barely here now.

“If she gets his shadow—” I couldn’t even finish the thought. I knew. That would be the end of my friend.

The talisman shook in my grip. Its light arced across my skin.

And the answer slammed through me. This wasn’t only about the Iskar Cor.

The final answer has been inside me all along. Seek within to find the parts of yourself that are missing. Fuse them to heal the wound that has long gaped wide. I'd thought the elder's prophecy referred to the talismans, but all this time, it was me.

All the pieces of myself I'd hidden, denied, buried—they were what needed fusing. Until I became whole, the Iskar Cor couldn't reach its full power.

It hadn't been waiting for the three pieces to unite, it had been waiting for me to stop fragmenting myself.

I tightened my grip around the Cor.

“I’m whole now,” I said. “And I will not let her win.”

Hands shaking, I gave everything I’d buried and refused to expose into the Cor. All the times I’d smiled when I wanted to scream. All the grief I swallowed so no one would worry. Every inch of rage I wasn’t brave enough to show. Each time I walked away when I wanted to stay. Every goodbye I never healed from. Each scream I didn’t let out. And every drop of love I thought I wasn’t allowed to give.

It surged out of me and into the Cor.

It was hungry.

I rose to my feet with my wrath churning through me.

Night slammed across the cave in a wave. The shadows swirled, circling the pool, the walls, and rising toward the ceiling.

They waited.

“Shadows.” My voice came from marrow deep. “Take back what she stole from you.”

The Iskar Cor wasn't only channeling my power, it was amplifying my connection to every shadow Prager had stolen. Each one recognized me as their path home.

They spun upward like wings unfolding.

These shadows carried echoes of magic and buried pain. They needed somewhere to belong. Prager had stolen that from them too.

As she barraged my friends, and as she tried to steal what was left of Farris, the shadows snapped through the air.

They roared over her. Through her.

She staggered backward, her arms lifting.

It was too late.

The Cor blazed into shards of every color, and the shadows surged around her, plucking away at what she'd stolen. Faint faces flickered in the air as they peeled out from inside her, finally wrenching free.

As they left her, she withered, twisting back into a caricature of what she used to be.

Her skin tore. The red blazing across her body cracked. Her perfect face melted to bone and ash.

She shrieked, clutching at the wisps of darkness and light she couldn’t catch. “No. No! You're mine.”

With a grunt, the queen dragon opened her jaws wide and breathed fire. It wrapped around Prager in an almost loving embrace.

The Cor heated in my hand, and I charged forward.

Her body had turned to fire and bone, cracking and curling in on itself. Bits of ash floated from her skin. She lifted terrified eyes my way, but I didn't think she feared the flames.

She was afraid of love.

Her horrified shriek pierced the cavern.

For one instant, we stared at each other. In her eyes, I saw not the monster she'd become, but the woman who'd been broken by forced love.

“This is mercy,” I whispered.

I shoved the Cor into her chest.

Light exploded from it, brighter than the moon and the stars and the sun combined. It didn’t burn, it cleansed, filling the cracks in the earth and sky and bones and memory.

Raw magic poured from her in a howl that nearly shattered me. She clutched my arms, but her fingers dissolved into light. Her scream twisted into the air and the wind consumed it.

A bang, and she exploded into ashes that sifted down the floor.

The Cor dropped to the ground, and I grabbed it, holding it tight in my hand.

Silence echoed in the cavern. The shadows that had once sustained Prager vanished along with her.

Prager was dead.

I stumbled, vaguely hearing Lore cry my name.

He caught me before I could slam into the rocks covering the cavern floor.

“I’ve got you,” he said by my ear, gathering me close. “I’ve got you.”

I tried to open my eyes, tried to speak, to tell him how much he meant to me. But everything was heavy, even the light.

Laphira’s voice floated over me. She pressed her hands to my belly and chest, and warmth flowed into me.

I blinked, barely.

Farris.

He lay beside me. Whole. No longer fading. But…

“Is he—” My voice gave out.

I felt the shift in Lore before he said anything. “He’s breathing.” A flash of his power, and Farris’s nose twitched. His tail flopped on the floor.

“Is it over?” I managed to whisper.

His arms tightened around me. “It is, Wildfire. The curse, Prager, all of it.”

I closed my eyes, finally allowing myself to believe. The Iskar Cor lay quiet in my hand, no longer burning. It felt…peaceful.

We were free.

Tears hit my face, though they weren't mine.

No, they were Lore’s.

And I hated that I'd hurt him again.
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Chapter 56
Lore


Agony tore through my chest. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. All I saw was Reyla’s still body falling to the floor, me barely catching her before she made impact. Her skin was too pale. I scooped her into my arms and stood. My knees almost gave out as I stumbled toward the glowing pool.

The water shimmered but the surface remained smooth. I dropped to my knees beside it and gently laid my wife on the stone. I stripped off my tunic and tore a piece from my shirt, dipping it in the pool's water. Gently, I wiped the dirt from her face, and still, she looked like hope.

“Stay with me, Wildfire,” I whispered. My voice broke. “Please don’t go where I can’t follow.”

Her lashes twitched. Then slowly, painfully, her eyes opened.

“You would,” she said, her lips barely moving. “You'd follow me anywhere.”

I barked out a laugh that sounded more like a sob. Tears burned my eyes and overflowed before I could stop them. “That I would.”

I choked, brushing back a lock of hair stuck to her cheek.

“I was so afraid I’d lost you,” I whispered against her throat. “When you collapsed, I thought the curse had taken you in my place.”

“The curse tried to steal everything from us.” Her eyes blazed with that familiar fire. “But love doesn't surrender that easily. I’m not going anywhere without you.”

Braced over her, I pressed my forehead to hers and stared into her eyes. “Love you, Wildfire. I don’t know what you did, but thank you.”

Outside the cavern, a colossal cry ripped through the quiet. One voice, then another, then hundreds. Thousands.

The roars of dragons filled the world.

Sitting up and with my legs outstretched on the floor, I tugged Wildfire onto my lap.

The queen dragon lifted her massive head. Her scales flickered with firelight, and her eyes glowed with something like pride. They come.

Magic rippled along the walls, and the embedded dragon scales caught the light, glinting in bright colors.

Tiny lights began to fall from the ceiling high above us. They drifted down like snow at first, but grew brighter, warmer. Star fragments. They melted into soft sparks when they touched the floor, a thousand pieces of the sky settling into the stone. Each one carried a piece of the magic that had been trapped in the curse, now freed to return to the natural world.

Farris joined us, licking Reyla's cheek.

Stroking his furry body, she gave me the sweetest smile before she watched the last of the stars fall.

“She's alright?” Dorion asked. “Reyla, you're alright?”

“I'm fine, but thank you for asking, Dorion.”

For a moment, we simply held each other in the peaceful silence. Then the world itself seemed to celebrate our victory.

The queen dragon strode closer, her massive body moving with grace no creature that size should possess. When she reached us, she lowered her head, and her voice rang like wind through the trees. She who bound the world in rage has been broken and she will not rise again. Your rule is just beginning.

Was it?

The kingdom has been waiting for a king who rules through love rather than fear. That time has come.

“The curse is gone,” I said as a test. My voice didn’t break. It rang loudly through the cavern. “I married a willing bride.”

I paused.

No pain. No choking off my air. No death creeping closer.

I lived.

“She loves all the parts of me,” I said. “From the reckless, snarly part who would've swallowed her pain and her hope if she'd let him to the soft part who believed she could do this from the start. And I love her.”

Taking her hand, I kissed each of her fingers.

“We collected the talismans,” I said. “We fused them. We destroyed the twisted wizard who cursed my family many generations ago.”

I pressed my face into Reyla’s neck, sobbing now. “The fucking curse. Is. Broken.”

She turned in my arms, cradling my face, and kissed the tip of my nose. “Love you, Lore.”

I captured her lips with mine, pouring everything I couldn't say into the kiss. When we broke apart, both of us were breathing hard.

“I was saved,” I rasped. “Not only by love or by complete devotion but by the queen of flames. My love. My wildfire. My wife.”

Above us, the stars kept falling, quiet, endless, and sparkling with pure love.
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Epilogue
REYLA


One Year Later

Levia Ellyn Evergorne stirred in my arms, her tiny fingers clutching my dress. Sleep had flushed her cheeks pink, and when I kissed her forehead, I breathed in that sweet baby scent that made my heart ache with love.

I sat in a big chair in the corner of the ballroom that buzzed with laughter and music. Guests swirled around dressed in sikeen and velvet, their conversations weaving together with the music. Wine and good food flowed freely, and everywhere I looked, I saw smiling faces.

Outside, dragons wheeled through the clouds. Shadows of wings passed over the glass windows like stories brushing the sky.

“Again. Again,” a small voice shouted, followed by running feet.

Brys, Dorion and Laphira's son, darted between the tables, giggling, his cloak flying behind him like a cape. Laphira chased after him, her face pink. Dorion trailed behind with two goblets and an exhausted grin.

Lore strode over to crouch beside me. He kissed Levia’s cheek. Awakening, she squealed and kicked her feet. His mouth found mine next, and I could sink into that kiss. Sink into him.

He lifted his head. “How’s my pretty little bride?”

He knew just how to heat me up—and bring me back down. We'd abstained after the birth of our daughter, and then we were delayed finding each other for a short time due to my cursed flow. But he'd helped me through it, crafting one potion after another, holding me in his arms while stroking my belly.

Those quiet months had been healing in their own way, teaching us that love could be gentle and patient, not just fierce and desperate.

Tonight, we'd finally be together again. I could barely wait to feel his body over mine. The way he looked at me now, like he was already imagining what we'd do later, made heat pool low in my belly.

But for now, surrounded by friends and family celebrating Lore’s birthday, I was content to savor this perfect moment.

“Your pretty little bride is feeling quite well,” I said. “So well that I believe she needs some adoration.”

His eyes heated. “I believe I can oblige.”

“Can or will?”

Leaning close, he cupped my neck with his palm and kissed me harder before easing back. Oh, I will. All night long.

Perfect.

That grin. He’d barely stopped smiling for the past year.

The curse was gone. Prager was dead. Our lovely daughter was ruling the kingdom already—in her sweet little baby mind.

Watching Lore with Levia made me fall in love with him all over again. He sang to her in that deep voice, told her stories about dragons, and melted completely whenever she smiled.

Farris strutted by wearing a spiked gold circlet that tilted off his ears. Brys had also dressed him in a dashing black cape with silver embroidery. Children followed him like he was a furry royal.

My brother leaned against a pillar nearby with Tempest standing beside him. She shot me a grin and patted her distended belly. Their first would be born within two months, and I couldn't wait to hold my niece or nephew.

Vexxion's eyes remained locked on Levia like an overprotective dragon. Any time someone came near her, even just to peek at her tiny face, he stiffened.

“Vexxion, what now?” I asked as he approached with determined strides.

“The baby requires attention.” He reached for Levia with surprising gentleness despite his gruff tone.

“How do you know this? I can't tell.”

He gave me a stiff nod. “Magic.”

Tempest rolled her eyes. “He's been inventing reasons to hold her all evening. Yesterday he insisted she needed magical temperature regulation.”

My laugh rang out.

“Magic? Sure,” I called after him as he strode across the ballroom, Tempest's laughter trilling out.

I laughed and stood. “Our daughter is ruling more than this kingdom.”

Lore smirked. “She’s four months old and already owns her uncle’s soul.”

The music changed, and a faster melody coasted through the room. Dancers twirled into motion, the women's gowns sweeping the floor, the men holding them dressed in fancy tunics and pants. Chandeliers cast dancing light across mirrored walls while the orchestra played a lively melody, strings and flutes weaving together.

The door on one wall opened, and Lord Briscalar swept in, leading a train of servants behind him. At the front of the line, a cake nearly as tall as me wobbled, cradled on a floating magical platform. Frosting spiraled upward in perfect layers, and candied flowers bloomed in neat rings across the top and sides.

“Chef Dulvade,” Lord Briscalar declared, waving his arm like a herald toward the other man. “Place it in the center of the ballroom, if you please.”

The chef sighed, muttering something I probably shouldn't hear. But he obeyed, guiding the cake to the “correct” place. When his eyes met mine, I grinned, and he did, too.

Lord Briscalar didn’t miss it. “What are the two of you snickering about?”

We pinched our lips together.

“My queen,” he said gravely. “Please remember decorum.”

“I don't believe I could forget,” I said in my most demure voice.

Lore snorted.

Lord Briscalar's sweet smile rose. Talvon nudged his side with an elbow, and Lord Briscalar huffed out a laugh. “The cake is utterly delightful. Don't you agree, my highnesses?”

“It’s incredible. Such amazing work.”

Dulvade preened.

Taking Lore's hand, I urged him over to the cake. Lightning snapped down my wrist at my command. I'd gotten…alright, not necessarily better with this, though I was doing as well as I could. I hadn't burned down the castle yet, now had I? I flicked my finger, and every single candle lit at once, flames skipping in a perfect line around the base. The gathering crowd cried out with excitement.

Lore wrapped his arms around my waist from behind, and his chin settled on my shoulder, his lips finding the curve of my ear.

“Another birthday,” I said, turning to face him fully. “Another new beginning.”

Evermore, Wildfire. Evermore.

Ahhh! I’m going to miss Reyla & Lore. But I picture them living a long happy life full of love, and what could be better than that?

What’s next?

A brand new series!

Here’s a sneak peak of Of Fates & Ruin…

I infiltrated a rival fae court to hunt my enemy. I didn’t mean to stab their golden-eyed king.

Disguised as a recruit, I cross into the wasteland swamp, searching for the rebels who murdered my sister. But instead of a crumbling outpost, I find a glittering court cloaked in illusion, where brutal trials bind warriors to magical beasts. Unfortunately, the first person my dagger sinks into is their infuriatingly gorgeous king. Instead of seeking revenge, Trewyn smirks, as if getting stabbed was just flirting. When he assumes I’m here to enter the Rite of Bonds, I let him believe it.

If I fail the bonding trials, I’ll be exiled before I uncover the truth. If I succeed, I risk becoming what my kingdom fears most, an untamed magic-wielder dangerously loyal to the wrong side. My court raised me to see the rebels as traitors. Now, I worry I’ll willingly bleed for them…especially for him.

King Trewyn goads me, but my body doesn’t care that he’s forbidden. He watches me like he knows what I’m hiding. Like he’s daring me to break. Like he’s already decided I’m his, and he’s just waiting for me to admit it.

But with a darker enemy rising, one that drains magic and leaves only husks behind, I’ll have to choose: avenge my sister or trust the king who’s become my greatest temptation.

Vengeance is a mask. And mine is about to shatter.

Of Fates & Ruin is Book 1 of the Kingdom of Shattered Vows Series. If The Hunger Games, Fourth Wing, and Quicksilver had a dangerously romantic book baby, this is it. Perfect for fans of hidden identity heroines who don’t take sh*t from anyone, slow-burn enemies-to-lovers with a side of emotional torment, brutal magical trials, court intrigue, beast bonding, found family, and slow-burn spice. This romantasy will sink its claws into your heart, and it won’t let go.

Chapter 1

Amarissa

Soon, they’d dress me like a doll for my court’s pageant of death and call it mercy.

The syrup from the lirefruit had pooled at the edge of my plate, congealing around a slice of honeybread I would not be able to eat. Who could on the Day of Mercy?

Bile surged up my throat, and I rushed from my chair, racing to the bathing chamber where I lost what little I’d consumed last night. Water. A few bites of fruit.

Finished, I cleansed my teeth and stared into the mirror.

“This has to end,” I croaked. “No more pretending this is kindness.” I wanted to be brave, but bravery here only got people killed.

Every time I’d tried, I was beaten back so badly I feared there’d be nothing left of me to make a difference. Yet how could I stop?

My hands shook. I could almost feel my dead mother watching, as silent as her grave. I pressed a palm to my belly, half-expecting to feel her steady hand there, the way I used to when I was young.

“I’m sorry, Mama,” I whispered. “I keep failing them.” I dreamed of those I couldn’t save. They haunted me with silent eyes that asked why they were chosen while others lived. Including myself.

I staggered back to my sitting area. Lifted the honeybread and took a bite.

In my adjoining bedroom, servants murmured over lengths of ash-silk. They were nearly finished preparing my ceremonial robes. I’d have to join them and try not to wince as they transformed me into the Lady of Mercy.

When I was little, I’d stand along the wall of Queen Marlane’s room while my mother’s ladies adjusted her costume, dreaming of a time when I’d be old enough to participate in this sacred duty.

“The mask doesn’t change who you are beneath it, Isi. Remember that,” she’d say.

She’d died when I was ten. My father placed her mask in my hands and told me I would now carry out her duties.

I was fourteen the first time I tried to stop the ceremony. After four years of wearing the mask, of watching people drink poisoned wine and fall, I couldn’t bear it anymore. The night before that year’s Day of Mercy, I crept down to the wine cellars and replaced the ceremonial ashwine with ordinary red.

I thought I was clever. I thought I was merciful.

Until I was caught by the cellar master, who recognized immediately what I’d done. Father didn’t rage when they brought me to his study, though I wished he had. I could’ve handled that. Rage would mean I’d gotten through to him, if only for a moment. Instead, he’d looked at me with such disappointment that my insides hollowed out.

“Why, Amarissa?” he’d asked, his voice terribly soft. “I thought you understood your duty.”

“They don’t deserve to die,” I said.

“And who are you to decide that?” His eyes had turned to flint. “The laws have protected our people for generations.”

The next morning, as punishment, he made me deliver the cups personally. Made me look into each condemned person’s eyes as I handed them their death. One woman, only a few years older than me, grabbed my wrist after taking her cup.

“Be brave,” she said. “One day you’ll find a way.”

After they’d all fallen, Father had the woman’s parents brought forward. “For encouraging rebellion in the royal house,” he announced to the crowd, “these two shall join today’s ceremony.”

I leaped between them and my father. Told them to run. Raced to my father and dropped to my knees, begging him not to do it. The guards grabbed me and held me back while Father himself tipped the cups to their lips.

That night, I couldn’t stop vomiting. Couldn’t sleep. My magic flared so violently that the tapestries in my chamber caught fire. Commander Thorne found me huddled in the corner, rocking, sobbing.

“Breathe, Princess,” he said, removing the scorched evidence himself. “You must survive to change things. You cannot help anyone if you’re dead.”

It took three days before I could keep food down. Three weeks before I stopped seeing their faces when I closed my eyes. Three months before I stopped flinching whenever Father touched my shoulder.

Even now, I still dream of that woman’s whisper. Be brave. And I wake up tasting tainted wine on my tongue.

I didn’t dare outright defy my father again. I learned to be careful. To wait. To look for tiny ways to fight that wouldn’t get more people killed.

When I was twenty, I slipped sleeping herbs into a guard’s drink and helped a man escape. When I was twenty-two, I “accidentally” spilled wine on the execution list, making two names unreadable. They weren’t called forward and I hadn’t seen them in the village since. At twenty-four, I pretended to faint on the dais, creating enough of an uproar that three people slipped from the group and fled town.

All of those people lived today because of what I’d done. Small rebellions, dangerous gambles that could cost lives if Father ever discovered the truth. These secret victories were the only things keeping me sane, tiny sparks of hope in the darkness.

I was the Lady of Mercy, born from the ashes of a girl who learned the true price of courage.

My sitting room door burst open, the wooden panel smacking against the stone wall, and my lady-in-waiting, Mae, rushed in from the hall.

“Princess—” Her voice cracked. She staggered across the room, wild-eyed, her face blotchy and wet with tears.

I rose and rushed to her. “Mae…”

The open door to the dressing room caught my eye. I threw out my hand, and the panel slammed shut. The latch caught at my command. Stillness settled over the room.

Magic. Uncontrolled, instinctual, and, fates help me, visible to whoever might be watching. It often flared when I felt others’ pain.

Dread crept up my spine. Was this how it started, moments when my magic acted without my permission? How long before I lost control completely, before I became like the woman who destroyed half the southern slope?

Mae didn’t notice, but the cinderhawk perched on a branch outside my window did. The bird tilted its head before launching into the sky with a shriek that scraped across my nerves. It vanished beyond the southern castle spire.

“They took him,” Mae sobbed. “They took my Leo.”

I wrapped my arms around her. “To the reformatory?” I’d seen him revive a wilted flower. Carefully told him to keep his ability hidden. But those hunting magic collected anyone who showed even a hint of power.

“Mother turned him in,” Mae said. “She told them he made the garden vines grow too fast. She said the old laws are clear. Said if I wouldn’t protect the court, she would.”

Mae had placed Leo in my arms when I visited her the day after he was born. I’d been nineteen then, already wearing my mother’s mask for five years but still finding joy in simple things like a newborn’s tiny fingers and toes.

“He’s only seven,” I said. “Young enough that they might help him.”

But how could they save him, when I hadn’t been able to save myself?

Mae’s sobs finally quieted into sharp, ragged breaths. She pulled away, wiping her sleeve across her face. Her eyes darted to the closed bedchamber door. “They didn’t hear me, did they?”

“I don’t think so.”

I poured tea from the pot and made her sit and drink it.

“Princess?” one of the other women called from beyond the door. “It’s time to get ready.”

“Stay here,” I whispered, giving Mae another hug. “I’m going to get him back. I promise.”

“How?”

“I’ll find a way.”

I’d saved six people from the Day of Mercy over the years. Six out of hundreds. I would save Leo, but I’d have to be careful. If I drew attention to him, Father would know. He knew everything. And he’d do something worse to Leo than whatever they did in the reformatory.

I made my feet carry me into my bedchamber, where the scent of hot-pressed cloth and griveth moss swirled through the room. I closed the door behind me.

My three ladies dipped into curtsies.

I stripped off my dress, shivering in my undergarments before they tugged the sapphire blue robe over my head and smoothed it across my shoulders.

Blue would show my status.

The fates help anyone wearing white today.

The color made my pale blue eyes look almost silver in the mirror’s reflection. Mother’s eyes, in a face that grew more like hers with each passing day.

One of the servants gathered my long blonde hair, twisting it into a simple knot at the nape of my neck. Unlike my younger sister, Addie, who’d inherited Father’s dark curls and needed an hour with a hot iron to achieve any semblance of order, my hair fell in natural waves and didn’t need much attention.

I rolled my shoulders, feeling the familiar ache from yesterday’s training session with Commander Thorne. The fighting forms he’d brought from his homeland required stillness and control, so different from the traditional swordplay many in the court mastered.

My ladies adorned me with jewelry. Earrings. A bracelet. And a glittering ring on each of my fingers.

The final touch was the mask. Everyone knew who I was beneath, of course, but it was time for me to fully become the Lady of Mercy.

One of the servants stepped forward, cradling it in a deep-red cloth. Bone-white and polished to a mirror sheen, it had been carved into the shape of a woman’s face, one blank and silent. Only the eye openings would reveal the true me.

I wondered if Addie felt equally hidden behind the elaborate court fashions of her new home. My sister had left a month ago, her trunks filled with silks and jewels rather than ceremonial robes. Father had commissioned an entire wardrobe for her new life.

“Perhaps your sister’s new husband will appreciate her sharp tongue if it’s accompanied by a sharp style,” he’d muttered after another of their arguments. Addie had laughed, that fearless sound I’d always envied.

Mae opened the door and entered the room, her face no longer splotchy and her eyes filled with fury.

At my nod, she lifted the mask.

The moment it touched my skin, I disappeared. My throat tightened. Each time I wore it, it took longer to remember who Amarissa was.

I worried I’d one day take the mask off and find nothing beneath.
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As I crossed the foyer, my plain sandals swishing on the ornate marble floor, guards swept open the intricately carved, wide wooden entrance doors. I stepped out of the castle to instruments wailing and the low murmur of conversation in the distance. People would be gathering in the village center, coming to bear witness to this Day of Mercy that was anything but merciful to those who’d shown even a touch of magic.

Father emerged in matching ceremonial robes, his gold circlet catching the sunlight.

“Ready?” he asked, his voice low enough that only I could hear. His gaze lingered on my face, and the flicker of old pain there told me he was remembering our mother.

I nodded, and we descended through the castle gardens toward the gate far ahead, the scent of blossoms clogging my nose. It was all I could do not to rip off the mask and let my face breathe.

The enormous steel gates yawned open as we approached, flanked by life-sized stone dragon sentinels, their wings unfurled, their necks stretched out to shoot flames at the sky. Sadly, my court hadn’t stocked a dragon aerie for many generations.

As tradition dictated, I remained a pace behind my father. I walked alone in silence, wondering if my mother would recognize the woman her daughter had become.

The ceremonial mask itched as it shifted on my cheekbones, the morning breeze doing nothing to cool my inner fire. Three years ago, when I’d fallen ill the night before the Day of Mercy, Father had broken tradition, performing the ritual alone rather than forcing me from my sickbed.

“The Lady of Mercy deserves mercy too,” he’d said, sitting beside me later, holding my hand.

“He canceled two council meetings when you fell ill, Isi,” Addie had whispered later, her voice full of admiration. She never called me Amarissa, just Isi. “He’s never even postponed one for me.”

Below us, the village waited like a woven tapestry, full of terraced gardens, markets closed for the day, and metal rooftops reflecting sunlight. Star-thorns and ghostbells tangled over trellises along the road, releasing a heavy perfume that clung to the back of my throat.

A path of scattered white petals marked the way ahead, traditionally strewn by the youngest royal daughter. With Addie gone, the task had fallen to the villagers instead. They lined the winding road, bowing low.

A small girl darted close, a bloodstem flower clutched in her hand.

“For you, Lady of Mercy,” she said, holding it out.

I knelt and took it, its stem warm from her touch. Even kneeling, I towered over the child. My height had always made me feel awkward. But the little girl didn’t seem intimidated by my tall frame or the mask that hid my face.

“Thank you, sweet one,” I said.

She beamed, clutching her hands to her chest and swaying her long skirt across the tops of her polished shoes.

I straightened and caught up to walk behind my father.

The village square came into view as we descended the last hill. Elders waited in the center, wearing the traditional sky-gray robes of judgment, their faces hidden behind golden visors. Thirty villagers stood in the center of the elders, adult men and women of all ages. Only they wore white, and a mix of grief and defiance filled their faces.

Soon, they’d drink the ashwine.

The Circle of Passing had been erected on the outer edge of the village center and my father and I entered through it, our footsteps silent on the cobblestones. The gathered crowd, hundreds strong, stood quietly as we passed.

The haunting call of the bells echoed around us, their crystal tones vibrating at a frequency that made the vereth beads at my throat hum in response.

Before we could reach the elders, a man stepped from the gathered villagers and bowed.

“My brother stands among them,” he told my father in an almost joyous voice. “We thank you, King, for your mercy.”

My belly twisted, threatening to throw up the few bites I’d made myself eat.

Father nodded. His voice carried across the large open area. “May his spirit rise brighter in the next life.”

And that was the crux of it. They were all convinced we’d soon be sending their friends and family to something better. I wasn’t sure such a place existed.

As the man melted back into the crowd, others murmured blessings. They believed we would soon grant their loved ones the peace of knowing they wouldn’t go stark raving mad.

Oddly enough, the madness had yet to come for me.

“It troubles you still,” my father said softly as we continued forward. “Remember what I’ve taught you, Amarissa. There’s kindness in protection. The greatest mercy is preventing further suffering.” The familiar words had soothed me when I was ten, and I wanted to believe them now. Yet Mae’s grief over Leo flickered in my mind, a light refusing to be snuffed out.

The stain from the bloodstem blossom spread across my hand like the blood it had been named from.

With my face dutifully lowered, I walked toward the ceremonial platform behind my father.

A low murmur rippled through the crowd before a pall-like hush descended.

A child cried out but was quickly silenced.

I was about to start up the steps of the platform when my attention was caught by him.

A man at least a head taller than me stood along the edge of the crowd, a short distance away. Shadows hid his face, but I could still make out the sharp line of his jaw and his black hair, thick and swept back from his brow. His tunic was too simple for a courtier, yet too fine for a tradesman, made up of dark fabric with storm-gray threading and silver clasps, tailored to fit his broad shoulders and muscular frame.

His presence hit like a warning before a lightning strike, and I couldn’t look away.

Catching my eye, he inclined his head. He took a step closer. From the way his gaze swept down my body, I’d think he saw through my robes to the woman quivering beneath.

My pulse thundered. Wrenching my gaze away, I turned toward the stairs and made myself start climbing to the top.

The man caught the hem of my sleeve, bringing me to a halt before I could reach the platform. Heat surged up my arm from the contact. I hated that I didn’t pull back right away.

Glancing down, my gaze locked on the man’s golden eyes rimmed with gray, a color I’d never seen before, like sunlight breaking through storm clouds. Despite the sardonic twist of his mouth, his face burned with fury. Not mindless rage, but something controlled, directed, and frighteningly intelligent.

A flutter of wings echoed overhead and a shadow swept above the crowd. The cinderhawk landed on the man’s shoulder, its talons curling into the fabric, its soot-colored wings ruffling before settling across its spine.

The man leaned in close, smelling of cedar, spice, and rain-soaked earth. The warmth of his breath sent a shiver across my skin that had nothing to do with fear.

“How does it feel to wear the executioner’s colors, Princess?” His voice came low, rich with an accent I couldn’t place.

The word executioner hit like a blade to the heart. He didn’t know how right he was. No matter how many I helped, my hands would never be clean.

My knees almost gave way. I wanted to shout that I never chose this, that I hated every death this mask demanded, that when I was in control, I’d find another way. But the words died in my throat.

This man had stripped away all the ceremony, all the justifications, and named what I truly was.

After years of calling myself the Lady of Mercy, hearing someone name me for what I actually did and what I participated in cracked the part of me I’d spent years carefully maintaining.

His stance reminded me of Commander Thorne’s fighting forms, balanced, centered, and ready to move in any direction without warning. Not the rigid posture of our court’s soldiers, but something more fluid, more dangerous. My own body shifted in response, adopting the first position Thorne had taught me, the place where stillness masked readiness.

“You know nothing of mercy,” I whispered back, but the words tasted like bile on my tongue. Like lies.

His lips curved into something that wasn’t quite a smile, his golden eyes burning with an intensity that seemed to see through all my carefully constructed layers. “And you know nothing of justice.” His fingers brushed against mine, a deliberate touch that sent a jolt through me. “Perhaps one day, you will.”

No one had ever spoken to me this way, as if I wasn’t a princess or the Lady of Mercy, but simply a woman capable of more than blind obedience.

I could hear Addie’s voice in my head, her parting words at the castle gates a month ago as she prepared to leave for her arranged marriage. “I’d do it all again. Defy him. Make my thoughts plain. At least one of us should speak the truth, Isi, even if it costs us everything.”

I’d assumed this was her usual dramatics, the sharp tongue that had finally provoked Father into sending her to a court many weeks’ journey away.

Now I wondered if there had been more wisdom in my sister’s rebellious nature than in my careful compliance. If this stranger with storm-gold eyes could see the truth of what I was, how much longer could I pretend not to see it myself?

The man stepped back, his gaze never leaving mine. With a curl of his mouth, he gave me a courtly bow that managed to be both perfect in form and utterly mocking in execution. As if he challenged me to decide. Executioner or savior? Prisoner or liberator?

He reached up to stroke the cinderhawk’s sleek feathers. It preened before he raised his gloved hand and flicked one finger. The bird took flight again, spinning to soar above the village, past the crowd, disappearing into the smoke-hazed sky.

As it vanished, he turned back to me. “Beware. The time is coming, Princess.”

A promise. Or a warning.

Either way, I knew with unsettling certainty that I would never be the same.

“Amarissa,” my father said, his tone carrying the chiding note he’d used since I was a child of ten who’d stood beside him, wearing her hastily stitched-together Lady of Mercy costume crafted from her newly deceased mother’s own robes.

I hurried up the stairs to join him.

“What are you doing?” His voice was kind enough but impatience edged in. A warning.

My skin quivering, I dipped my head forward and pressed for a smile, though he wouldn’t be able to see it behind the mask. “I’m sorry. I’m just overwhelmed by the heat.”

“Very well. Straighten your spine. Be the Lady of Mercy.”

As he directed his attention back to the elders swaying their incense pots on gilded chains, I studied the crowd.

The man was gone, but the impression of his golden eyes and the phantom sensation of his touch remained.

A whisper in my mind kept insisting he was right about mercy.

About justice.

About everything I’d been raised to believe.
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