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      Acaria (A-car-ee-ah) - Land of the Gods

      Aeris (Air-iss) - Goddess of Chaos

      Basal (Baz-all) - Shadow Realm Ferryman

      Colleita (Co-lie-tah) - Capital City of Goddess of the Harvest

      Dremen (Drem-in) - Capital City of Goddess of Nightmares

      Elora (E-lore-ah)

      Fontoss (Fawn-toss) - Acaria’s Capital City

      Gawayn (Guh-way-n) - Elora’s mortal father

      Hayle (Hail) - Shadow Realm Judge

      Iluna (Ill-luna) - Goddess of Night

      Irios (Ear-ee-aw-ss) - The Healing Fields

      Jorreign (Jor-rain) - God of War

      Kaia (K-eye-ah) - Goddess of Witchcraft

      Lake Creidev (Kree-div) - Lake in Irios

      Learia (Leer-ee-ah) - Goddess of Nightmares

      Loaren (L-ore-en) - Capital City of God of Sleep

      Lucidas (Loo-sih-dah-ss) - God of Sleep

      Meera (M-ear-ah) - Elora’s horse

      Melena (Mah-lay-nah) - Goddess of the Harvest

      Meren (M-air-en) - Prison Realm

      Nevon (Neh-vin) - Shadow Realm Judge

      Ogein (Oh-gay-n) - Capital City of God of Fire

      Orella (Or-ell-ah) - Goddess of Love and Lust

      Oria (Or-ee-ah) - Elora’s mortal mother

      Pela (Pell-ah) - Goddess of the Hunt

      Pramis (P-ram-iss) God of Music and the Arts

      Railan (Rye-lan) - Shadow Realm Judge

      Rhagana (Rah-gah-nah) - Capital City of Goddess of Witchcraft

      River Axan (Ax-en) - River of Sorrow

      River Grense (Gren-ss) - River of Memories

      River Loret (Lore-et) - River of Shadows

      Sabiya (Sah-bee-ah) - Goddess of Wisdom and War

      Síra (S-ear-ah) - Mountains of Eternal Torture

      Thieran (Th-ear-an) - God of Death

      Vaeya (V-eye-ah) - Goddess of Retribution

      Videva (Vih-day-vuh) - Village of Souls

      Xarin (Zair-in) - God of Fire

      Yorrai (Yore-eye) - God of Sea and Storms

      Zanirah (Zah-near-ah) - Queen of the Gods
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      Mortality is a fragile thing. And I can sense it now. In the sluggish beat of an old man’s heart as he trudges through the fresh snow with his cart. In the whispering staccato pulse of a baby strapped to its mother’s chest. In the thready, nervous pounding of a lover’s desire.

      The village is more alive today than it has been on any of my other visits in the last week. The streets are teeming with people come to sell what they make or buy what they need. Their voices and their heartbeats ebb and flow, swirling through the air with the falling snow.

      I remember loving market day as a girl. Riding into Dremen from my uncle’s farm in the back of his wagon. The day was full of drudgery and work, but also freedom. It was a chance to experience life beyond the four walls and crooked fences of my aunt and uncle’s farm.

      Even though I was expected to do the bulk of the fetching and loading while my cousins chatted with the customers or handled the coin, I was always eager for the crowds and the conversation. My uncle never hit me on market day. People were my refuge.

      For years, I found comfort in crowds. First in the safety of them and later in the anonymity. Now I find the noise and the people and the activity overwhelming. Not just the mortals who move around me without sparing me a second glance, but their essence. As if their life force is a tangible thing.

      Something I can sense now that… I rub my godmark through the fabric of my sleeve and sigh. Now that nothing is as I thought it was.

      Pulling the hood of my cloak forward to hide my face, I step out from between the buildings and follow a young couple carrying baskets, hands gripped tightly between them. The wide dirt streets are slick with packed snow, but that hasn’t kept people away from the village center on its busiest day.

      Stalls are set up around the square, most protected by small tents or under the overhang of the shops they own. Everything about the scene is familiar. The smells, the sights, the sounds. But none of it feels like mine. There’s no real connection to this place for me. Not anymore.

      I have no idea who I really am or where I really came from. And I have no intention of finding out. What good would it do, anyway? To identify the god who abandoned me, who exiled me to my life of misery. How can it bring anything but heartache?

      Yet I cannot stop myself from returning to the place where I grew up. As if I’ll find answers carved into the wooden posts guarding the village’s entrance or written in the snow piled high on the edges of the street. But there is nothing here for me.

      No answers, no explanations. No truths, however painful they may be.

      I pause next to a vendor selling root vegetables and tilt my head with a frown. This used to be my uncle’s place in the market. He would lay a wide wooden board over two barrels, and I would arrange all the little cakes and sweets my aunt and cousins baked to entice anyone wandering by.

      But he isn’t here today, and I wonder if that’s because he doesn’t need the money from the market anymore or another reason entirely. Perhaps my aunt is too old to continue baking all day, or my uncle is too infirm.

      It hardly matters to me now. He washed his hands of me years ago. And I doubt he’d answer any questions of mine, goddess or not, even if I were to bother to ask them of him. When I was a girl, he only ever met my curiosity with violence. Until I learned to stop asking.

      Next to the boy selling vegetables is an old woman selling bundles of dried herbs and bright liquids in glass vials. I wave away her offer to purchase potions to help me sleep or make me look younger. I will live forever but never age. And there’s not a potion on this earth that could change that.

      The wind picks up, and I draw my cloak tighter around me as I wander further up the street. The yeasty smell of fresh bread pulls me toward a stall draped with colorful fabric, a bright spot in the cloudy morning. Baskets of freshly baked goods are stacked neatly on crates and tables.

      Loaves of bread and batches of rolls. Little round hand pies dotted with spices that are scarce in Dremen this time of year sit on small stands, and sweet bread loaves the size of my palm are filled with jams and creams.

      “Morning, miss.”

      A man no more than twenty tips his hat to me and waits for me to make my request. I point at a pastry curled up like a snail’s shell with a dollop of bright red jam in the center.

      “What’s this one?”

      He smiles, revealing a missing front tooth and a charming dimple in his left cheek. “My great gran’s recipe. Jam swirls. These are filled with a cinnamon cranberry jam my own wife makes.”

      “I’ll take two. And a loaf of bread.”

      His smile widens, and he wraps my purchases up in a large cloth, tying it into a neat bow and passing it across the table. I drop more coin than he’s asked for into his outstretched palm and disappear into the crowd before he can protest.

      Carefully pulling out a pastry from my parcel, I take a testing bite, grinning at the sharp tang of cranberries followed by the warmth of the cinnamon. This alone was worth the trip into Dremen, despite Thieran’s reservations over my continued excursions.

      Dremen is where I get to feel normal. The Shadow Realm pulses through my veins now, writhing underneath my skin and thrumming through my blood. I am as much a part of it as Thieran is. At least I think so. We haven’t spent much time talking about it in the last week.

      We haven’t spent much time talking about anything. Most of our time together is spent sweaty and panting. The sex, at least, is better as a goddess. Deeper, headier, more intense. As if I’m not just part of the Shadow Realm now, but part of Thieran.

      The connection is unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. And I hardly know what to make of it. Only that I miss it when I come to Acaria and stay away too long. It feels dangerous to miss something, to want something as much as I want Thieran.

      Because my life hasn’t exactly been filled with permanence. Things and people and places always have a way of leaving me eventually. But none of it’s had the power to break me before. Not until Thieran and the Shadow Realm.

      The braying of a donkey jolts me out of my thoughts, and when a woman brushes past me, I’m treated to a litany of her thoughts. She thinks her husband might be sleeping with the tailor’s new shop girl. The butcher was out of the rabbit she so desperately wanted to make for supper. There’s washing to finish at home. And she thinks she might be carrying another babe in her belly.

      I take a quick step back from her and run into a man selling hanks of yarn dyed with berries and leaves. His irritation is palpable until he sees my face, then it melts into lust. I shake his thoughts off before the lecherous images he’s conjuring of my own naked body permeate my mind.

      That’s enough of a wander through the past for today. Gripping my parcel tight in my fingers, I make my way quickly up the street and down the nearest alleyway. The buildings on either side eat up the light, and I trail my fingers along the rough wooden boards to orient myself.

      When I’m sure I’m far enough in that no one on either end can see me, I hug my goods to my chest and squeeze my eyes closed. First I picture the palace in my mind’s eye, then, more specifically, Thieran’s bedroom. It’s where I’ve been spending most of my time since waking.

      I make sure I can see everything clearly. His large four-poster bed, the glinting candelabras, the fireplace big enough for Thieran to stand in with his arms outstretched.

      Drawing a deep breath into my lungs, I will myself to appear there. The change in temperature is subtle, a slight warming in my toes that travels up my calves and over my thighs. My center heats as the air begins to swirl gently around me.

      Shifting as a goddess is much easier than doing it as a mortal. There’s no dizziness, no nausea, no chill. I simply close my eyes in one place and open them in another, my body simmering with power.

      “You’re getting better at that.”

      Thieran’s voice is rich and deep as the air stills and the power writhing through me recedes. It’s the only thing I’ve let him teach me, despite his insistence that I learn how to harness my powers. He hasn’t pushed me yet. But I know his patience thins.

      He doesn’t understand my hesitation, my reluctance to use this new thing inside me. But he did not have his world ripped open a few days ago. His world was knit back together. It was only mine that was blown apart.

      “I’ve been practicing.”

      He eyes the parcel in my hands and raises a brow. “Another trip into Dremen?”

      “Market day,” I reply with a shrug. “You’d like these jam things I found.”

      I set the bundle on the edge of a small table and untie it, digging out the extra jam swirl. Only when I step closer to him do I realize his torso is spattered with blood, with more of it smeared across his cheek.

      He notices the direction of my gaze, and his mouth quirks into a wry grin. It’s been such a long time since I wielded a weapon and brought pain and death to one who deserved it. I miss it.

      “Next time you go to Síra, I want to go with you.”

      Wrapping an arm around my waist, Thieran draws me up against his side. “Not yet. But soon.”

      I hold the sweet away from us both when he gestures to it and shove at his shoulder.

      “And why not? I was perfectly capable of protecting myself long before I met you. And besides, I’m a…a god now.”

      The word sticks in my throat, but Thieran doesn’t seem to notice.

      “I wouldn’t take any god so new to Síra. And especially not you.”

      “What does that mean?” I wriggle against his hold, but he doesn’t release me. “I’m not a child.”

      “No. You’re not. You’re precious to me. And goddess or not, I won’t risk you. When you harness your powers and you’re ready, I’ll take you. But not before.”

      “I’ve personally sent dozens of men and women to Síra,” I mutter.

      “Unredeemable souls are different when they’re not confined to their mortal bodies,” he explains. “You’ll see one day. But not today.”

      I huff out an irritated breath, and he chuckles.

      “Don’t worry, little one. You have an eternity to torture the damned.”

      Eternity. The word slithers through me, crawling down my spine and making me shiver. It’s weighty. The idea of living forever. Like all the rest of it, I’m not sure what to make of it.

      “Speaking of eternity, have you done any more digging on how the magick was leeching out of the Shadow Realm?”

      “Not yet.”

      He runs a hand over his chest, and the blood marring his skin disappears. His body warms, as it always does when he uses his powers, but now so does mine. The sensation of it has me leaning toward him on instinct.

      But I shake my head to clear it because I cannot get distracted like I have all the other times I’ve tried to bring this up. Just because the realm is fortified now doesn’t mean it will stay that way. And if it starts to weaken again, it isn’t just Thieran’s life on the line anymore. It’s mine with him.

      And whatever sacrifices I was willing to make for him, to keep him alive and the Shadow Realm intact when I pressed my bloody hand to the veil, I find I’m much more interested in keeping us both breathing now.

      “Thieran, we can’t ignore this. We need to know who or what was weakening the realm so if it happens again—”

      “I know.” He trails his fingertips from my shoulder to my wrist, erupting goosebumps over my skin. “I promised you I would look into it, and I will. But right now I’m a little distracted.”

      I raise a brow. “You’re always distracted.”

      He grins. “Only when you’re in the room.”

      “We’ll have to spend less time together then.” I glance at the bed behind us. “I could move back to my old rooms. Give you some space to think.”

      He tightens his arm around my waist, his lips skimming across my jaw. “Don’t you fucking dare,” he growls in my ear. “You belong in my bed and by my side and nowhere else.”

      The words take root inside me. He means them. Whatever my secrets, whatever his faults. Thieran is mine and I am his.

      “Now,” he whispers. “Are you going to let me have a bite?”

      My brows draw together. Thieran’s never asked permission before. I’m not altogether sure I like it. I much prefer it when he takes what he wants from me. I’ve never been unwilling to give it.

      Then his fingers close around my wrist, and I remember I’m still holding the sweet bread I brought back from the market. He guides it to his mouth and takes a bite, chewing slowly.

      Plucking the treat from my hand, he brings my fingers to his lips. His eyes never leave mine as he carefully licks the pads of my fingers, sucking and nibbling them gently.

      Leaning up on my toes, I drag my teeth over his jaw. The intensity of his desire heightens my own until I’m sparking with need, desperate and aching for him. With a flick of his wrist, the treat disappears, and his arms are around me in an instant, lifting me until I can wrap my legs around his waist.

      His cock fits snuggly against my core, and he groans, rocking into me. Threading my fingers through his hair, I guide his mouth to mine, biting sharply down on his bottom lip until he growls, the sound reverberating through me.

      He turns toward the bed and drops me onto the edge, pushing me by the shoulder onto my back. His hands are on the tie of my breeches when a wave of energy washes over us both, and he stiffens.

      I see it on his face, the way he’s torn between answering Railan’s summons for sentencing and getting me naked.

      “We’ve an eternity, remember?”

      I dance my fingertips across his shoulder and trace them down the line of his jaw until he smiles at me. He leans in and presses a kiss to my hip through my clothes, sighing softly.

      “Go see Railan and then come back to me.”

      He scowls and moves up my body, nipping my bottom lip. “This has nothing to do with Railan.”

      I give Thieran’s shoulder a little shove and sit up when he straightens. “I felt his summons, just as you did. You’re going to have to forgive him eventually,” I add when Thieran’s scowl doesn’t smooth.

      “For encouraging me to murder you?”

      “For doing what he thought was best for the realm. For you.”

      He snorts. “Maybe in a decade or two.”

      “Thieran.”

      “I’ve promised not to banish him so long as he does his duty and stays out of my way. Isn’t that enough?”

      I shake my head but decide to drop it. I hold nothing against Railan for advocating for my sacrifice. If I were in his position, I likely would have made the same argument. Convincing Thieran that Railan had only good intentions has been another matter entirely.

      Leaning down, Thieran captures my lips again in a kiss that is both an apology and a promise for later.

      “I won’t be long. When I come back, I expect to find you naked in my bed.” He slides his hand up my thigh and squeezes. “And I want you to be nice and wet for me.”

      Thieran disappears from view, leaving only the faint scent of his power in the air and a ball of desire simmering inside me.

      I glance behind me at the inviting pile of pillows mounded on the bed. The idea of stripping naked, crawling under the covers, and waiting for him to ravage me is tempting. But I never know how long Thieran is going to take sentencing unredeemables.

      The answers to what was wrong with the Shadow Realm, what could very well still be wrong with it, won’t find themselves. And if Thieran isn’t going to make looking for them a priority, then I will.
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      I hate leaving her. And not just because I’m eager to get my cock inside her. But because the thought of losing her again seizes my heart and steals my breath. Even knowing she has her immortality to protect her doesn’t stop the flood of images I see every time she’s out of my sight.

      Her face paling as all the blood drained from her body, the pain etched in her features as my realm sucked her dry until there was nothing left. The only thing that kept me from carrying her dead body back to the palace was her godhood. Without it, she would have been lost to me.

      And I am grateful every day that she was unconscious while her body restored itself. It’s one thing to grit your teeth through healing from any kind of wound, but the pain of coming back from the brink of death would be indescribable.

      But she is here and she is whole and she is perfect. I will never let any harm come to her ever again. However much she might protest or pout, she is mine to protect, and I will not shirk my duties where she is concerned. She might not like it, but she’ll have to live with it.

      Conversation fades to nothing when my judges notice me standing in the doorway to the receiving room. It's empty, save for the triplets, who were appointed to judge the dead after the Shadow Realm was created.

      Nevon glances from me to Railan and back before nudging Hayle with his elbow and lifting his brows in a silent question. They both disappear from view a scant second later, leaving Railan and me to face off across the wide expanse of black stone glinting under the torchlight.

      “Well,” I say. “You summoned me for sentencing.”

      Railan nods, setting the piece of parchment he was reading down on the table and slowly crossing the room. “A prisoner wagon got swept away in a flood traveling to Jorreign’s capital city.”

      I raise a brow. The God of War doesn’t often take prisoners. “How many?”

      “Eight dead. Six condemned to Síra, two to Meren. You’ll have fun with this group. They have a lot of thoughts about how they should spend their time in the afterlife.” He tries for a smile, but when I don’t return it, his face drops into a frown. “How long are you going to punish me for having an opinion?”

      “Until I get the image of her lifeless body slumping to the forest floor out of my head.”

      He flinches, his hands curling into fists at his sides. “I only did—”

      “What you thought was best. I haven’t forgotten your favorite excuse. What you fail to realize, Railan, is you didn’t so much as advocate for her death—though you did that. But you didn’t trust me.”

      Crossing his arms over his chest, he sucks his teeth. “Of course I trust you.”

      “You didn’t.” Shaking my head, I turn for the door. “If you had, this would have turned out very differently.”

      “Or we would all still be waiting for the realm to disintegrate from under us. If she hadn’t sacrificed herself, her godhood would still be a secret,” he snaps.

      I jerk to a stop and whirl to face him. “Right. So now you’ve put her in danger a second time. What do you think a god might do when the child they went to such lengths to hide suddenly appears, marked and brimming with the power they tried to keep from her?”

      Railan’s eyes fill with concern, and he steps toward me, stopping short when I pin him with a withering glare.

      “I didn’t think—”

      “Of course you didn’t. Don’t bother,” I say when he begins to speak. “I have matters to attend to and better things to do than listen to more of your excuses.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      “You won’t,” I snap. “I’m quite capable of sentencing unredeemables on my own.”

      I leave Railan staring after me at the edge of the receiving hall and shift to the highest mountain peak on the edge of Síra. I half expect Elora to have defied my orders and be waiting for me, so eager to feel a blade in her hand and blood on her fingers. But the flat stretch of rock is filled only with the buffeting wind and shrill screams of those enduring their torture.

      I scan the gray horizon and inhale the faint scent of ash before calling forth the first of the six souls my judges determined to be unredeemable. Before his feet even touch rock, he’s begging for leniency he will not receive.

      They’re each like that in turn, their punishments becoming increasingly more severe as time goes on simply because I’m bored with listening to them proclaim an innocence that doesn’t exist. I can see everything about how they spent their mortal life, every second from the time they drew their first breath until their last was stolen from them by the rushing waters of the Borroka River.

      For a moment, I am as intimately a part of their life as they were. I can sense every thought, every motivation, every instance of fear, and every ounce of enjoyment they got from maiming or killing or raping or abusing.

      When the last one appears before me, he instantly drops to his knees, hands clutched in front of him as if in prayer. His clothes are dirty and torn, tears streaking through the river mud coating his face.

      “My lord, please. I beg of you to show me mercy.”

      I cast my eyes to the sky and scan through the deeds of his life while he continues to ramble.

      “My wife and child were taken from me. I lost my way after that. That’s all. I simply lost my way.”

      His voice trembles, and I snort in disbelief. “You really think you can lie to the God of Death? That I can’t see you raped your little sister when she was only five?”

      He winces but doesn’t look up, remaining on his knees and curling in on himself.

      “That I don’t know you did the same to your own daughter? That you sold both your wife and your child to a brothel to pay your gambling debts and she killed herself and your daughter to save them both from more pain? And these are only a fraction of the transgressions from your miserable existence.”

      When I crouch in front of him, he finally glances up at me. His eyes are dry and full of hate, his lip peeled back in a snarl. This is the man Railan sent to Síra. And he deserves every bit of torment I’m about to inflict on him.

      “You don’t deserve mercy,” I assure him, my voice low and vibrating with power. “While your wife and daughter wander the healing fields until their souls are free of the stain you tried to poison them with, you’ll spend an eternity understanding just what it means to experience pain down to your bones.”

      I push to my feet and lift him by the throat until his eyes are level with mine. “To have someone carve the flesh from your body while you scream in unimaginable pain for them to stop. But it won’t stop. It will never stop. I’ll make sure of it.”

      He opens his mouth to protest, but before he can, I send him to his punishment. A second later, his tortured screams float to my ears, and a small smile ghosts my lips. He seems exactly the kind of person Elora would have dispatched during her mortal life in Acaria. She’ll be pleased to know of his sentence when I tell her later.

      After savoring his terrified cries a moment more, I shift back to my bedroom but find it empty, the bed neatly made, the pillows as carefully stacked as they were when I left. Crossing into my sitting room, I frown when I see it remains equally unoccupied.

      As I head for the door, I’m already devising a plan for torturing Elora in my favorite way—by wringing as many orgasms from her as I can until she’s panting and begging me to stop. But an envelope materializing on the low table between the couch and the high-backed chairs brings me pause.

      Normally, correspondence is sent straight to my study. That this one would come directly to me instead could signal its importance. With a longing glance at the door, I cross to the table and scoop the envelope off the surface.

      It’s addressed to me in a swirling script that curls over the thick, expensive linen.

      Thieran, God of Death and High Lord of the Shadow Realm

      I snort. Even after all this time, my brother refuses to use my rightful title as king of this realm. A stipulation of our truce he has never honored.

      I break the royal seal on the back of the envelope and shuffle out the invitation I already know is inside. The queen has really outdone herself this year, having the invitations dyed the colors of the royal standard and edged in gold.

      It is more summons than invitation. My presence at the winter ball has never been an option. Another requirement of our peace agreement. Kaia’s spies have confirmed the king and queen have been planning a big announcement during the festivities. They’re up to something. And I imagine we’ll all find out what that is at the ball in five days’ time.

      In years past, the ball has been little more than a necessary annoyance—a few hours of my life being seen in Fontoss to appease my brother and his ego. This year it is nothing but a distraction, pulling my time and attention from the more pressing problem in my life. Finding out who hid a newborn goddess from us all nearly three decades ago.

      Because what I told Railan is true. Elora’s godhood was meant to be kept a secret—not just from her, but from the whole of Acaria. Her godhood was bound so well no one recognized her as one of our own. Not me, not Kaia. No one.

      I suspect whatever blood ritual used to bind her was stripped when the veil and the realm drained her, leaving only her godhood behind. That she’s now marked and has fully reclaimed her power could very well put her in danger.

      I’ve never heard of a god hiding their child before. And it begs the question, what was she meant to be hidden from? Is she a transgression her parent wishes to remain secret? Was she bound and sent to live with mortals for her own safety? Will people come after her if they learn of her existence?

      I don’t know the answer to any of these. Yet. I know only that I am determined to find them. And to do that, I have to know who and where she came from.

      If I had to guess, I’d say she was born from a high court god. Because what reason would one of my dark court gods have to hide a newborn goddess from me? Whatever the answer, whatever her origins, I care only about ensuring Elora is safe and secure and free to do as she pleases with her newfound powers.

      And once I solve this particular problem, I’ll do as I promised and look into the cause behind the weakening of the realm. I see merit in Elora’s insistence on finding out what exactly was happening to the Shadow Realm. We have no reason to believe it might not happen again.

      Whether it was a weakening of the ritual that created the realm in the first place or an outright attack, we need to know. We must be prepared to take action if it begins to weaken again. And we will. I’ll make sure of it.

      But Elora’s safety takes priority. I will not put her at unnecessary risk. And I don’t want to hide her forever either. I am hers, and she is mine. I mean to have her rule by my side as my queen.

      I’d never envisioned having anyone rule the Shadow Realm with me before, but now the possibility of it is so real I can taste it. And I’ve never wanted anything more. But I cannot debut her to the world, declare her as mine, until I know she is not in danger.

      Elora’s immortality is just another sort of prison if it means she has to stay hidden.
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      “Are you sure this is everything about the Shadow Realm?”

      Kaia sits beside me, surveying the stack of books I’ve compiled from the library as well as the volumes she collected from Rhagana at my request. She tilts her head to read the spines on the newest stack and nods.

      “These are all the ones I know about in the palace library. Plus the ones you asked me for.”

      I reach for one off the pile nearest me, and she does the same. I feel her watching me as I flip to the first page and drag my finger down the neatly printed index.

      “Are you going to ask me or just stare at me?”

      “Ask you what?”

      “The question I can feel buzzing around in your head.”

      Her eyes are wide when I meet her gaze. “You cannot sense my thoughts.”

      “No,” I admit, and she visibly relaxes. “Only the thoughts of mortals, apparently.”

      “Really?”

      Pausing in my turning of the pages, I glance up at her. “It happened today when I was in Dremen. They come unbidden whenever someone touches me.”

      “And can you choose to hear them?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Can you reach into their minds and read their thoughts without them touching you?”

      I shrug, pursing my lips. “I don’t know. I haven’t tried.”

      “Fascinating,” Kaia breathes, tapping her fingertips against the cover of the book in her lap.

      “Is it? At best, I find it unsettling. Besides, I thought all the gods could do that. Or that Thieran could, at least.”

      “Read mortal thoughts?” She shakes her head when I nod. “I have no such connection to mortals, not even to my high priestesses. Nor does anyone else, as far as I’m aware. And Thieran can only connect with the dead.” She pauses for a beat. “Can you do that as well?”

      “Read the thoughts of souls?”

      She nods, the look on her face eager.

      “No. I don’t think so.”

      She shifts toward me, her book forgotten in her interest. She agreed to help me with my research into the Shadow Realm and its weaknesses, but just like Thieran, she seems more interested in learning about these powers I do not want.

      “It wouldn’t surprise me if you could. You should try it the next time you go into Videva to ride Meera.”

      “Why wouldn’t it surprise you?”

      “Because of your…” She frowns, her eyes dropping to my wrist even though my godmark is concealed by the sleeve of my tunic. “Has Thieran not told you what your mark means?”

      Peeling back the fabric, I trace my fingertip over the outline of the skull and then the vines as they wind through and around it. It pulses as I do, my skin warming the way it does when I call up my power to shift.

      “He said it was the root of my power. A visual representation of my godhood.”

      “Yes,” she agrees, but I can sense there’s more she isn’t saying.

      “Does it mean something else?”

      She takes a long moment to drag her gaze away from my wrist, but when her eyes finally meet mine, she offers me a too-wide smile.

      “I’m sure Thieran will tell you eventually.”

      Picking up her book, she opens to the first page and begins reading, leaving me to wonder just what exactly she’s talking about. Why would my mark mean anything other than what Thieran said it did?

      Each god has a unique symbol adorning their wrist, representing their power and identifying them as an immortal. They use these symbols in their temples and across their lands.

      Demigods receive no such mark and no gift of immortality. Not that I would necessarily consider living forever to be a gift. However much others may disagree.

      But I know of no uniqueness beyond that. Other than the fact that my mark is similar to Thieran’s. I assumed it was because of my connection to the Shadow Realm after using my blood to restore it. But Kaia’s question makes me wonder if it could be something more.

      Brushing her words away, I refocus on the task at hand. I can ask Thieran about my mark and what else it might mean later. Right now, I need to focus on finding the cause of the realm weakening so we can make sure it never happens again.

      Flipping to the page I’m interested in, I scan the passage detailing the history of the Shadow Realm and its creation. It’s not altogether different from the version bards sing in taverns over a pint of ale.

      It details battles between the gods, faced off in two groups that became the high court and Thieran’s dark court. The truce struck resulted in the crowning of Thieran’s brother as king of the gods and the creation of the Shadow Realm.

      The God of Death was given dominion over the realm, and so it was sealed with his blood. No other god, not even the king, is able to command the power of the Shadow Realm.

      What I’ve been able to get Thieran to tell me so far is similar enough to make me think this one is an accurate recording of history.

      There’s a drawing on the next page labeled King of Shadows. The figure is dressed in black robes, with long black hair obscuring his face and thick tendrils of smoke swirling around his body. He holds a skull in one hand and a glowing orb in the other.

      Thieran. Or how mortals see him, anyway. Not a bad rendering, even though you can’t see his face. Certainly better than the way he’s depicted in some parts of Acaria, with long, spindly fingers that look more like claws and a sunken, skeletal face.

      Mortals in high court territories are terrified of death and the god who rules it.

      I search the rest of the book for how the realm was actually created but find nothing useful. Only more pages detailing the battles waged during the war between the gods and how their fighting laid most of Acaria to waste until a truce was called and boundaries were drawn.

      Tossing it back on the table, I reach for the next one, pausing when I see Thieran standing in the doorway, shoulder braced against the frame. His arms are crossed over his chest, and the minute our eyes meet, I feel desire shimmer through me.

      He expected to find me wet and naked in his bed when he returned from sentencing. And since he’s found me in one of the parlors near his rooms instead, I can only imagine where his thoughts have strayed.

      Pushing away from the door, he makes his way to me, capturing my chin in his hand and leaning down to brush a kiss against my lips.

      “This isn’t where I expected you to be,” he says. “And with company.”

      He looks at Kaia, who only grins, gaze traveling between us with a knowing twinkle in her eye.

      “I can go,” she says.

      “No.”

      “Yes,” Thieran replies at the same time.

      “Thieran.” I huff out a breath when he perches on the arm of my chair. “We’re busy.”

      “I have plenty to keep you busy with, little one.”

      “We’re busy looking into the Shadow Realm and its weaknesses.”

      Frowning, Thieran surveys the books on the table and tilts his head in question. “You don’t have to read books about the realm. If you want to know, you have only to ask.”

      “You bound it in blood. What weakens a blood ritual?”

      “I don’t know,” he replies, reaching for my discarded book and flipping through the pages. “This ritual was unique. The first of its kind.”

      “The only one of its kind,” Kaia corrects. “Typical blood rituals can be undone with a simple reversal spell. Small ones need only an incantation.”

      “But this was no small ritual.”

      They share a look between them, but they’re privy to a conversation, a history I don’t understand.

      “No. It wasn’t. We recorded it in one of Acaria’s oldest texts. I went looking for it in Fontoss before…” Thieran’s gaze sweeps over me and down to my concealed godmark. “Before.”

      I scoot forward in my seat, twisting to look up at him. “And?”

      “And my search came up empty.”

      “Empty?”

      “Someone had removed the book with the ritual from the library,” Kaia explains.

      “I told you not to bother yourself with this,” Thieran replies before I can ask my next question.

      “It’s not a bother. Besides, what else am I supposed to do with all my free time?”

      “You could learn to use your powers.” He trails his fingertips across my shoulder blades, and my skin tingles with the contact. “You’ve been avoiding my lessons.”

      “I let you teach me to shift.”

      “Mmm,” he murmurs. “And that is barely a fraction of what you’re capable of.”

      “She can hear mortal thoughts,” Kaia supplies, unmoved when I glare at her.

      “Can you?” Thieran shifts to look down at my face. “Can you hear the thoughts of souls as well?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t tried. It doesn’t matter. What powers I do or do not wield have nothing to do with the weaknesses of the Shadow Realm.”

      “The Shadow Realm has no weaknesses. Not anymore,” Thieran adds at my raised brow.

      “We don’t know it won’t happen again,” I remind him.

      He sighs. “I know that. And I promised you I’d look into it.”

      “When?”

      “We can talk more about it after the winter ball.”

      “I’m not going to let this go, Thieran.”

      Smiling, he reaches for my hand and pulls me to my feet, positioning me between his thighs. “I would expect nothing less of you. Kaia?” he adds without breaking eye contact, his hands trailing down my back to the curve of my ass. “Can we have the room?”

      Kaia clears her throat, her skirts rustling as she moves to the door and gently closes it behind her.

      “That was rude,” I tell him, even as a soft sigh escapes my lips when he digs his fingers into my ass, pulling me closer.

      “Rude was not finding you in my bed.”

      “I wasn’t sure how long you would be.” Sliding my hands up his arms and across his shoulders, I tease my fingers through the hair at the base of his skull, squirming against the feel of his hard cock pressing against my stomach through the fabric of his robes. “What if I promise to make it up to you?”

      His eyes darken before his mouth claims mine, hot and demanding. His fingers skim across my hips and quickly untie my breeches, shoving them down my thighs far enough for him to get his hand on my pussy.

      He strokes the length of my already damp slit with his finger, biting my lip when I groan.

      “You are going to make it up to me,” he assures me. “By coming on my cock over and over again.”

      He pushes me back, dragging my breeches the rest of the way down my legs and peeling them off with my boots. I make quick work of my tunic while he sheds his robes.

      Once we’re both naked, I reach for him, but he surprises me by spinning me around so fast I have to grip the back of the chair to keep from falling over. Wrapping his arm around my waist, he presses his cock into the valley of my ass and leans down to flick his tongue against my earlobe.

      “This is the way I like you,” he whispers. “Naked and trembling for me.”

      I swallow a groan as he glides his fingers from my shoulders to my wrists, bending me at the waist and adjusting my hands on the back of the chair. Nibbling the back of my neck, he circles my nipples and gives them a rough pinch. When he twists them, my back arches, and a needy moan falls from my lips.

      “What do you need?” he murmurs against my skin, the length of his cock sliding against my slit.

      He asks me this nearly every time, even though the answer is always the same.

      “You,” I pant, fingers digging into the fabric of the chair. “Always you.”

      “Good girl. Put your knee on the cushion. Open up that pussy for me.”

      Peering back at him over my shoulder, I follow his command, my legs spread wide as his hands move to grip my hips. He slams inside me with one brutal thrust, his palm pressing down on my lower back to tilt my ass up, allowing him to seat himself even deeper.

      “Fuck,” I gasp, which only makes him grind into me harder.

      His hand slides from my hip to my clit, pinching it lightly and making me twitch. Without warning, he pulls out and slams in again, filling me completely and lighting me up from the inside out.

      Sex with Thieran is different now, and I relish every new sensation. Like the way his power snakes around me, enveloping us both as he drives the full length of his cock inside me with every thrust. It links with mine, sizzling across my skin and sinking down into my soul.

      His fingers work over my clit as his cock moves in and out at a frenzied pace, pushing me closer and closer to my release with each frantic pump of his hips.

      “This pussy was made for me,” he growls in my ear, the pressure of his fingers never easing, his cock never slowing.

      “Yes,” I whimper, grinding back against him and being forced onto my tiptoes each time he slams inside me. “Don’t stop.”

      “I will never stop fucking you. You are mine. Forever. Now, give me what I want and come all over me.”

      He pinches my clit violently, twisting it in his fingers, and I have no choice but to obey his command, my body vibrating in his punishing grip as I tumble over the cliff of my own release.

      But Thieran doesn’t let me fall. He doesn’t stop, continuing to work my body, demanding more from me as he pushes me relentlessly toward another climax.

      “Wait,” I gasp even as the warm, comforting scent of his power surrounds me, gliding over my skin and coiling in my belly.

      “No. Another one, Elora. Now.”

      He grips the globe of my breast tight in his fist, squeezing roughly as he drives his cock into me again and again. I couldn’t stop the orgasm barreling through me if I tried, and when I finally succumb, Thieran follows me over the edge, emptying himself inside me.

      Panting and covered in a thin sheen of sweat, he drops into the chair and tugs me into his lap, nuzzling the side of my neck.

      “I love the way you come for me.”

      “Good thing, because I love coming for you.”

      He slips his hand between my thighs, sighing when I clamp them together and stop him from moving any higher.

      “When is the winter ball?” I ask, threading my fingers through his hair.

      “In a few days. I won’t be gone long.” He circles a fingertip lazily around my nipple. “My presence isn’t usually missed after a few hours.”

      An idea slowly forms. If the book Thieran needed was removed from the capital library, someone had to remove it. Which means the cause of the weakening might not be a what but a who.

      And the only people with the power to do something like weaken Thieran’s realm will all be gathered in Fontoss in a few days’ time. Thieran won’t like it, but I have to be in that room.

      My hand tightens on the nape of his neck, and I force a note of nonchalance into my voice when I speak.

      “I want to go to the ball with you.”

      He stiffens beneath me, his finger stilling. “No,” he snaps. “Absolutely not.”

      “Why?”

      “There’s no reason for you to be there.”

      “There’s every reason to be there. How do you know the other gods aren’t involved in what happened here?”

      A muscle ticks in his jaw, his gaze fixed on the stack of books on the table, his fingers digging into the flesh of my hip.

      “True or not, what could you possibly learn from them at a ball? Is it your plan to waltz up to the Goddess of the Hunt and ask her if she’s been attacking the Shadow Realm?”

      “Don’t talk to me like I’m stupid, Thieran. I’ve been in worse situations, I assure you,” I add. “And I can handle myself.”

      He hesitates for a moment before shaking his head. “My answer is no.”

      I slide off his lap and reach for my tunic, tugging it over my head.

      “You cannot keep me under lock and key forever, you know.”

      “You’re not under lock and key,” he assures me, frowning as I hop into my breeches. “But I almost lost you once, and I won’t go through that ever again.”

      “You can’t lose me. I’m immortal now. As you are,” I remind him, gesturing between us.

      Something flits through his eyes so fast I cannot name it before it’s gone again.

      “Death is not the only way someone can be lost to you forever.”
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      Kaia meets me at the top of the wide staircase in a velvet emerald gown. Her curls are swept over her shoulders and cascade down her back. The symbol of her power, a five-pointed star ringed by an unbroken circle, hangs on a thin chain around her neck, and her lips are painted a deep crimson.

      She reaches for her shoulders just as a long, fur-lined cloak appears about them, and she latches an elaborate brooch to secure it. The fabric of her gown rustles as she adjusts her skirts, and I find myself growing impatient. I want to shift to Fontoss before Elora realizes I’ve left and hounds me again about going to the ball.

      She’s been bringing it up at every opportunity for days. It doesn’t matter how many different ways I explain to her that being around the gods, especially the high court, isn’t a good idea. She doesn’t seem to care enough to listen to reason, too intent on her mission to discover the ills of the realm.

      Whether she believes she is at risk is of no consequence to me. I know the truth and what could be at stake here. And I have a vested interest in her safety even if she does not. Whatever may or may not still be a threat to the realm is not the immediate need. If only Elora understood that.

      “You’re in a mood,” Kaia says when I sigh as she adjusts her hair for the third time.

      “Elora’s been begging me to bring her to the ball. But it isn’t safe. Not when revealing her godhood could be a risk.”

      “I’m sure she understood once you explained it to her.” Kaia pins me with a look when I snort in disagreement. “She’s a reasonable person.”

      “You don’t know her nearly as well as you think you do, then. This is the woman who gave herself to the Shadow Realm when she thought it would kill her. You think she’s afraid of a room full of immortals?”

      Kaia lifts a brow. “Perhaps you should trust her to know what she’s about.”

      “Can we go?” I mutter. “You’re going to make us la—”

      “There you are.”

      I wince at the sound of Elora’s voice behind me, steeling myself to give her the same argument I gave her this afternoon as I turn. But the sight of her is enough to have every word tumbling from my head.

      She’s wrapped herself in black silk overlaid with lace, and each time she moves, her dress shimmers like tiny stars. The bodice hugs her body from breast to thighs and then falls away in a mountain of fabric, leaving a short train behind her.

      Her hair is swept to one side, her lips painted a deep plum with charcoal darkening her long lashes. She’s a siren if I ever saw one.

      “You look beautiful,” Kaia says, shoving her elbow into my side.

      “You do,” I admit. It’s taking all my restraint not to shift us both to my bedroom and peel that gown off her inch by torturous inch. “Where are you going in such a dress?”

      “To the ball. Kaia helped me conjure it.”

      I shoot an arch look at Kaia over my shoulder, who only smiles.

      “I understand your reservations, Thieran,” Kaia assures me, though I hardly believe her after this revelation. “And I would never put Elora’s safety in jeopardy.”

      “Oh, really? And what do you call this?” I gesture down the length of Elora’s body. “You’re encouraging her.”

      “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here.” Elora crosses her arms over her chest. “I don’t need your permission to attend. I’m telling you as a courtesy, and I’ll go with or without your approval.”

      I scowl at her, but she is unmoved, her chin ticking up in defiance.

      “You’ve never shifted that far.”

      “You said the distance doesn’t matter as long as I can clearly see the destination in my mind.”

      I grunt. So she does listen to me once in a while.

      “And you’ve been to Fontoss before?”

      “I’ve picked pockets there a few times,” she says with a shrug.

      Kaia chuckles behind me, and I sigh. I will not overcome both of them, and as much as I don’t like the idea of Elora anywhere near Fontoss or the gods who might mean her harm, I’d rather she be there on my arm than wander around on her own. I have no doubt she’d shift there once we left.

      “Fine. But you’re going to wear a glamour.”

      “That seems unnecessary, considering no one knows who I am and my godmark is concealed. I know how to fade into the background, Thieran. That’s the point.”

      She clearly doesn’t know the picture she paints in that dress if she thinks she’ll be able to walk through this ball unnoticed.

      “Humor me,” I reply.

      She rolls her eyes but doesn’t protest as I run my hands over the crown of her head and down her face and arms. I leave the dress and the shape of her body intact, but she looks nothing like herself, her hair a muted teal and her skin an iridescent blue.

      I reach for Elora’s hand, but she steps back from me and shakes her head.

      “We can’t arrive together.”

      I frown. “Why not?”

      “How am I supposed to overhear anything about you or the Shadow Realm if people see us together?”

      “I thought you were going to blend into the background.”

      “Thieran,” she growls. “I don’t need you to hover over me all night long.”

      “That’s unfortunate for you, because I don’t plan on letting you out of my sight.”

      Before she can protest again, I wrap my arm around Elora’s waist and shift us to the gates outside my brother’s palace. The air is warm and heavily perfumed. The crowd of mortals gathered to watch the gods arrive shrinks away from me, falling silent, and Elora leans away from me with an irritated glare.

      I give her hip a quick squeeze, capturing her hand before she can slip away from me, and lead us through the gates. More mortals mill about inside, eager to glimpse the gods and other party guests, and I steer her carefully around them. When one accidentally brushes her arm, she twitches. I pin them with a deadly look, satisfied when they immediately step back and sink into a deep bow.

      “They’re afraid of you,” she murmurs. “So curious, but so afraid.”

      “They should be if they touch you again.”

      She shakes her head, tugging at the long, fitted sleeves of her gown. “It’s warmer here than I remember.”

      “My brother’s obsession with summer never ceases to irritate me.”

      “I think I much prefer the Shadow Realm. Even if its king is a little overbearing.”

      I grin, but her words wind around my heart, and I lean down to press a kiss to her temple.

      “Best to get used to it, little one,” I murmur in her ear, and she leans into me with a soft sigh.

      Clearing her throat, Kaia gives a subtle nod to my left, and I look up in time to see Pramis making his way to us. He’s wearing his usual white robes embroidered with gold, and his hair is a halo of curls around the golden circlet he’s wearing. His eyes are locked on Elora, who goes rigid against my side.

      “He has no idea it was you who murdered his high priest,” I remind her softly. “He likely neither remembers nor cares.”

      She relaxes ever so slightly, but her smile is forced when Pramis stops in front of us, giving a quick, mocking bow.

      “Thieran, Kaia. Good to see you as always.”

      “And you, Pramis,” Kaia replies. “Where is your sister this evening?”

      Pramis gestures over his shoulder and shrugs. “I left her talking with Jorreign about some flood that has affected the animals along the border they share. It bored me.” He pins Elora with a hungry stare. “The better question is, who is this lovely creature?”

      “Rahsia, my lord,” Elora answers smoothly, dipping into a small curtsy.

      “Enchanting.” Pramis turns to me. “I’ve never known you to bring guests to the winter ball before, Thieran.”

      “There’s a first time for everything.”

      “Indeed,” Pramis replies, giving Elora a flirty wink and wide grin. “If Lord Thieran doesn’t mind sharing you, perhaps you’d like to forsake the shadows and dance in the sun for once.”

      “I’m accustomed to the shadows, my lord.” She lays her hand on my chest and gives me a knowing look. “They suit me quite well.”

      “If you’ll excuse us.”

      Pramis huffs as I lead Elora around him, and she lets out a whoosh of breath.

      “Rahsia?” I ask as we continue up the carpet laid out over the pebbled walkway toward the palace’s main entrance.

      “When I was nine, I found a bird with a broken wing in the far pasture of my uncle’s farm. I kept it hidden in the corner of the barn and nursed it back to health.” She shrugs. “I named it Rahsia.”

      We climb the wide steps and follow the main hallway draped in red and white, the king’s and queen’s symbols sewn onto banners swaying from the ceiling. All of Acarian society is here, from wealthy mortals granted a place among gods to demis to nymphs and creatures of all kinds.

      Tonight’s ball is my brother’s favorite type of party. One where he gets to display his ostentatious wealth.

      The crowd thickens as we near the ballroom, and I hear Elora’s breath catch in her throat when we step into the golden archway dripping with fat, fragrant blooms.

      The columns ringing the room support a balcony with people wandering about, chatting amongst themselves and watching the festivities below. Music from unknown musicians carries over the low hum of conversation and fills the room. Pramis’s protégés, no doubt.

      We draw looks as we make our way inside, curious gazes sweeping first over me and then Elora, who fidgets with the layers of her gown. Her eyes are flitting across the room, taking in the towering bouquets and richly draped fabrics.

      “I told Vaeya I would find her,” Kaia says of the Goddess of Retribution, shedding her cloak and handing it to a nearby servant. “The two of you should endeavor to behave yourselves,” she adds, pinning me with an expectant look.

      “Don’t look at me like that. I always try my best at these things.”

      Kaia rolls her eyes, and Elora snorts beside me in disbelief.

      “And what of the time at the memorial banquet when you and Xarin nearly came to blows?”

      “It’s not my fault the God of Fire has such a temper.”

      “Oh, and you possess no such thing, do you?”

      I lift a casual shoulder, and Kaia sighs before wandering off, the crowd parting for her and then swallowing her up.

      “Well, you’ve seen it,” I say to Elora, my fingers tightening on the curve of her hip when a couple not far from us casts a glance in our direction before whispering behind their glasses. “Want to go now?”

      She rolls her eyes. “We haven’t been here ten minutes. You’re supposed to make an appearance, remember?”

      “I know what I’m doing here. What I don’t know is what you expect to learn in the middle of a ball.”

      “Probably nothing now with the way you won’t stop touching me.” She sighs, gesturing to a nearby group of people gawking with a tilt of her chin. “I was supposed to be invisible tonight.”

      “And now that you aren’t, I can send you home.”

      “You’re being ridiculous. No one knows me, and”—she gives me a pointed look—“no one would care about a river nymph who wasn’t on your arm.”

      “I only want you to be mindful of who you’re dealing with.”

      “I’ll be fine, Thie—” Pausing, Elora takes note of the people moving around us. “You worry too much, my lord. I said no to a dance with the sun god, didn’t I?”

      Chuckling, I capture her hand in mine and press a kiss to her palm. “Kaia has no need to worry about Xarin and me. But if Pramis tries to put his hands on you, I’ll snap them off.”

      “So jealous, my lord.” She leans into me, lifting her face up for a kiss in an absent gesture, and I oblige her. “I think I rather like it.”

      I capture her lips again before I notice Iluna watching us from across the room. The last thing I need to deal with is the Goddess of Night’s misplaced jealousy. Or worse, somehow recognizing Elora as the mortal she cannot stand and mentioning it to whatever high court lover she’s currently taking to her bed.

      Steering Elora away from the entrance, I take us deeper into the ballroom, her hand secured tightly in the crook of my elbow. After our run-in with Pramis, I’m confident no one will care to look closely enough to sense her godhood, not with her wearing the face and body of a river nymph, but the idea of it leaves me on edge.

      She may be confident in her ability to be invisible in her disguise, to pick up whatever shred of information she thinks may be gleaned from eavesdropping, but I don’t imagine she’ll learn much. At least not enough to justify the risk in bringing her here.

      I can’t deny I like having her on my arm, though. And I’d enjoy it even more if she were here as my queen, with a crown on her head and her symbol on display.

      But that distant day seems endlessly far away now that I’m stuck in this stuffy ballroom for a few more hours, trying my best to make sure Elora doesn’t do something reckless and reveal herself.
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      “Relax,” I tell him, grabbing two glasses of sweet wine off a passing tray. “You really will start a fight if you can’t stop scowling at everyone.”

      He raises a brow and tips the glass back, downing the contents in one swallow. Shaking my head, I take a sip, enjoying the tart sweetness on my tongue.

      The inside of the palace is far more lavish than my wildest imagination. I’ve never been beyond the gates. Common folk are not allowed on palace grounds, and guards ensure the king and his high court never have to trifle with lowly peasants if they do not wish to.

      I’m not sure what demi guards are meant to protect gods from, but they make imposing figures in their livery and armor all the same.

      As beautiful as the palace is from the outside, with its towering turrets and arched windows, it pales in comparison to what waits beyond the soaring doors. Thick, rich carpet lines the hall from the entrance to the ballroom, where statues cast in bronze and gold stand on ornate pedestals every few feet.

      The royal standard hangs from the ceiling in the hallway. A red banner with a white stripe through the middle, the king’s lightning bolt crossed with the queen’s scepter. More banners swing from the balcony rimming the upper level of the ballroom. A constant reminder of who’s in power here.

      “I’ve already learned something,” I whisper, turning toward Thieran when he leans close to hear my words.

      “And what is that?”

      “You don’t have enough skulls decorating the palace.”

      He follows my gaze to the banner hanging directly across from us and throws back his head with a laugh.

      “Are you saying you’d like to redecorate, little one?”

      “Well, how else will anyone know who reigns in the Shadow Realm if you don’t remind them?”

      He chuckles. “I think all the dead people wandering around give me away.”

      Grinning, I step back when a group of demigods move in front of me, my back brushing against Thieran’s chest. He wraps an arm around my waist, pulling me in tighter and ignoring the demis who bow their heads out of respect.

      I watch their gazes flick to me, full of curiosity and maybe a little disdain. I had thought to wander around unnoticed, but Thieran has made that impossible. I might still be able to salvage something from this evening, however. Because now the god who usually blends unnoticed into the shadows until he can escape is the subject of gossip.

      If he will allow me to wander, hopefully I can overhear something useful and not just idle whispers about Thieran’s love life. I hadn’t thought about it before. Who he may or may not have been with in the past. Not until Pramis mentioned he’d never brought someone to the winter ball.

      And while Thieran might not have chosen to socialize with anyone, that doesn’t mean he hasn’t had lovers. Lots of them.

      The quick stab of jealousy catches me off guard, pinching sharply between my ribs. It’s a distraction, an uncomfortable one, so I brush it away. My goal here is still to see what bits of conversation I can pick up from the court.

      Gods can’t get drunk, but demis do, mortals do. And drunken tongues are easily loosened. I just have to convince Thieran to let me go long enough to wander and see what I might learn.

      “Why don’t you go make your appearances, and we can meet up later?”

      “I told you I’m not leaving you alone with these people.”

      I survey the room again, finely dressed gods in their robes and gowns dripping with jewels and furs. Sabiya, the Goddess of Wisdom and War, is wearing a corset fashioned to look like an armored breastplate over her blood-red gown.

      She’s tall and fierce, with long blonde hair twisted into elaborate braids and wound around her head like coiled snakes. A line of eager mortals trails behind her as she moves through the crowd.

      “Surely it can’t be that bad. Besides, no one would notice me if not for you hovering at my back.”

      He leans down, his lips brushing the shell of my ear and making me shiver. “You are mistaken, little one. I’ve seen at least a dozen men stare at you since we walked in the door. And if they want to live, it's important they realize exactly who you belong to.”

      “I’m not a piece of property,” I reply, but my words don’t have the bite I intend them to.

      There’s something warming about Thieran calling me his. A reminder that my sacrifice was not for nothing.

      “Of course not, and yet I’d kill them for touching you all the same.”

      I huff, even as the subtle hum and scent of his power has heat pooling in my core. It would be just like Thieran to try and distract me with sex, even here. But it won’t work, not tonight. I cannot let such a perfect opportunity pass me by.

      “I’m more than capable of fending off men myself. And besides, you need to be seen. That’s the whole reason you’re made to come to the winter ball, isn’t it?”

      “I am being seen,” he grumbles, gesturing to the group of mortals who scurry past us, murmuring a quick greeting.

      The scent of their fear washes over me like a tidal wave, pungent and thick. I knew mortals feared the God of Death. They speak his name in hushed whispers, as if mentioning him might conjure their end in a finger snap. But I didn’t realize how deep their terror ran.

      No wonder Thieran despises them.

      “What do you hope to accomplish by being here?” he asks, bringing me back to the present moment.

      “If someone t—”

      When a group of mortal women dressed in their finest gowns approach, jewels glinting in the torchlight, I grip Thieran’s sleeve and pull him further into the shadows.

      “If that book was missing from the library, someone had to take it.”

      “You can’t exactly ask every god in attendance if they stole the book containing the ritual for the creation of the Shadow Realm.”

      I roll my eyes, taking a deep breath when I feel my power rise with my anger.

      “I’m aware. I only want to listen in. You can learn quite a lot when no one thinks you’re listening.”

      He raises a brow. “As I recall, eavesdropping is what got us into this mess.”

      “What saved us, you mean.” I wave a hand at the look on his face. “Don’t you trust me?”

      Cupping my chin in his hand, he brings his mouth close to mine, his breath warm on my lips.

      “Of course I trust you. It’s them I don’t trust.”

      His lips meet mine, and his arm comes around my waist, lifting me onto my toes. Sliding his hand down, Thieran wraps his fingers around my throat, using his thumb to tip my head back and deepening the kiss as he does. A soft whimper escapes me when he teases my bottom lip with his teeth, and he grins against my mouth.

      “We could go home right now, and I could peel you out of this dress. Show you just how much I trust you.”

      He tilts his head to take my mouth again, and I lay my hand against his chest, turning so his lips meet my cheek instead. Frowning, he tightens his fingers ever so slightly on my throat, and fresh need sparks under my skin.

      It takes all of my strength to step away from him, and there’s an emptiness when his hands fall from my body. But I don’t know when I’ll get another opportunity to be around all the gods in one place. And if I want to spend the rest of my days in the Shadow Realm by Thieran’s side, then I need to make sure we’re safe there.

      He might not see this as a worthy endeavor, but I do. And I will not allow Thieran’s needs and desires to swallow up my own.

      “I’ll tell you everything you want to know about them,” he assures me.

      “I want to know things you can’t tell me.”

      His brow is creased with worry, his eyes full of it, but ultimately he gives me a curt nod. I know he doesn’t want me here, doesn’t think me safe among the gods. But I need to do this.

      “Stay close.”

      “How close?”

      “A few paces. No more.”

      I sigh, resigned to follow his rules as long as they mean he’ll let me walk around without his hovering presence. But I’ve been taking care of myself my entire life, and his overprotectiveness is stifling and unnecessary.

      The gods know nothing of me, and I’m content to keep it that way. I don’t need a place at court or lands or temples or worshippers. And one among them didn’t want those things for me either, binding my powers and abandoning me with mortals. I have no desire to know them. Only their secrets.

      Ignoring Thieran’s pull just behind me, I move along the polished marble wall. Where Thieran’s palace is shrouded in black, rising up from the ground as if it were part of the landscape itself, the high court palace is meant to stand out.

      What isn’t made of polished white marble is crafted from solid gold. Torchlight refracts off every surface, resulting in a garishly bright space meant to imitate the sun. But it only serves to leave me uneasy and overwhelmed.

      I am well and truly a creature of the Shadow Realm now, it would seem.

      The gods appear to keep to their courts, dark court gods mingling amongst themselves while the high court gods do the same. Even in dress, they single themselves out. The high court dressed in bright colors, and the dark court dressed in black and deep jewel tones.

      Each time I take a step, I feel Thieran take one with me, but when I peek over my shoulder, his gaze is focused on the center of the room. The sight of him standing alone in a crowd of people who are supposed to be his tugs at my heart, and I almost abandon my task to return to his side.

      He is beauty and power and everything I ever wanted but couldn’t grasp. Which is why I have to push on and see what I can learn tonight. However small a thing, every bit of information we didn’t have before helps.

      I pause behind a group of high court gods and demis passing around a bottle of wine. Pramis’s twin, Pela, takes a deep drink and holds out her glass for more.

      “He’ll never win,” she says as the God of Sea and Storms fills her glass to the brim. “He’s not clever enough.”

      “That’s what you said last year,” Sabiya points out. “In fact, you say that every year. And yet your brother always manages to best you in the archery tournament.”

      Pela bristles, downing half her glass. “That’s because he cheats.”

      I move away from their cluster of conversation, feeling a tug at my back from Thieran’s power when I move too far. I glance back to find him stuck in conversation with Xarin and poke my tongue into my cheek. A deep scowl paints the brow of the God of Fire. They may come to blows yet.

      “—but she never thinks these things all the way through.”

      I pause behind a column, peering around it to see three demis and a handful of mortals holding court with the Goddess of Love and Lust. Orella leans toward the demigod nearest her and drops her voice to a husky whisper.

      “Iluna has never been shy about taking lovers to her bed. And why should she be?”

      The demigod drags his eyes down Orella’s body, wrapped in a sheer pink dress, and grins. “I heard she entertains not one but two now. Both from the high court.”

      “I heard the same,” a mortal chimes in. “And that she’s dissatisfied with her place on the dark court.”

      The demigod nods, his gold braids catching the light. “Apparently she doesn’t like how it’s being run.”

      “She can’t really make many changes, though, can she?” a demigoddess with ebony skin and close-cropped hair asks. “I thought all of that was laid out in the truce from the war.”

      Orella lifts an elegant shoulder, her pink gown billowing with the movement. “Who knows? What was done can always be undone, I suppose. But we—”

      The rest of her words are lost in the bleat of horns and strum of harps. A door opens to my right, and the king and queen of the gods are framed in an archway of impossibly white flowers.

      The queen wears a flowing gown the color of rubies, diamonds glittering at her neck and wrists. A gold crown dotted with jewels is nestled among her tightly coiled curls, and her bronze skin shimmers under the torchlight. Her smile is wide, but something about it feels forced.

      I feel Thieran brush against my back, his arm encircling my waist as the king reaches for his wife’s hand. Not much affection passes between them, the queen merely laying her hand on top of her husband’s instead of holding it or twining fingers.

      I lean back against Thieran as they enter, and his grip tightens when they near us. His body is rigid against mine, and I lay my arm over his and give his wrist a reassuring squeeze.

      The king is an imposing figure in golden robes with red sashes across his chest and around his waist, held in place by a bolt of lightning fashioned from gold and jewels. He’s tall and tanned, with stark white hair falling to his shoulders and a neatly trimmed beard to match. The only similarity he and Thieran share is the color of their eyes, that chilling, impossible blue.

      The crowd parts to form a sort of aisle for the king and queen to enter, and I try to move away, uninterested in being noticed by them. But I am not fast enough. Or, more accurately, Thieran draws the king’s attention, who stops in front of us.

      I drop into a deep curtsy when everyone else around us does, my legs wobbling with the unpracticed motion, even with Thieran’s steadying hand on my back.

      “Brother,” the king says, his big voice booming over the now silent room. “I’m glad you could come.”

      As everyone else rises, Thieran finally gives a brief bow. A muscle ticks in the king’s jaw, and Thieran’s hand slides across my shoulder and down my arm, linking his fingers with mine to hold me close when I would sooner step away.

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” Thieran says, a hint of mocking in his tone, before turning to the queen. “Zanirah, you’re looking as lovely as ever.”

      She inclines her head, her gaze briefly sweeping over me and down to our joined hands before landing back on Thieran’s face.

      “You’re too kind. I hope you both enjoy the festivities.”

      “I’m sure we will.”

      The king finally notices me then, and it takes everything in my power not to shrink back from his direct gaze. He makes me uncomfortable in a way I cannot describe, like his bright blue eyes are staring directly into my soul.

      “A companion, brother? I’ve never known you to consort with river nymphs before.”

      “Ah,” Thieran replies. “That is because you do not know me very well.”

      The king’s gaze snaps back to Thieran, his eyes narrowing. When the queen’s fingers flutter atop his, he takes a deep breath and forces a smile.

      “Have a care, Thieran. I know you better than you think.”

      “If you’ll excuse us,” the queen says, and with a final look between them, they move down the line, the parted crowd dropping into curtsies and bows as they pass.

      “What was that?” I murmur, conversation and music slowly resuming as the king and queen climb a short set of stairs to a raised dais and take their thrones.

      “A rather cordial conversation between my brother and I,” he replies, shrugging when I raise a brow. “The best we’ve had in decades,” he insists.

      “Then why do I feel so unsettled?”

      Frowning, he brings my knuckles to his lips. “I’m not sure. But I’ve been seen, which means we can go.”

      I catch sight of Orella in her sheer pink gown, sipping from a glass filled with amber liquid. Iluna is dissatisfied with her place on the dark court, she said, because she doesn’t like how something is being run. The Shadow Realm? Or something within the palace?

      Whatever it is, I want to know more.

      “Actually, I—”

      Thieran begins to argue but is interrupted when the doors behind us open again, revealing a glowing figure dressed in light blue robes.

      “Shit,” he mutters as the woman with hair black as midnight crosses the threshold.

      She seems to float rather than walk, her body barely moving as she glides through the still-parted crowd. Her wispy gossamer gown floats behind her as if she’s moving through water.

      I’ve heard of oracles, but I’ve never seen one before. Most of them didn’t survive the war, according to the stories. I’d always pictured something different in my mind than this graceful beauty who climbs smoothly up the stairs to the thrones placed side by side and drops to her knees.

      “What is she doing?” I ask, looking up at Thieran, whose jaw is set, the muscle there thrumming a furious rhythm.

      Clearly he knows something I don’t, and he isn’t happy about it.

      “It’s tradition.”

      I look up at the oracle as she raises her arms above her head and then slowly lowers them to her sides, leaving a brilliant blue swath of light in their wake.

      “What’s tradition?”

      “When a god or goddess is awaiting the arrival of a child, it’s tradition to have an oracle foretell the child’s future.”

      “So you mean…”

      The oracle’s skirts flutter around her, her hair stirring in a breeze only she can feel. My gaze slides to the queen, and I see her lay a hand over her stomach. So the queen is pregnant. That realization prickles over my skin with a sense of foreboding I don’t understand.

      “My king.” The oracle bends forward to press her forehead to the carpet and then sits back on her heels. “How may I serve you today?”

      The king rises from his throne, his voice carrying clearly over the murmur of conversation when he says, “The queen and I are excited to welcome another child. Come, oracle, and tell us what you see for our new one.”

      The oracle bows her head as if in prayer, but when she speaks, her voice is deep, resonant.

      “A new era of gods begins. Led by one who inspires all to fall to their knees in devotion, pain, ecstasy, and despair.” She slumps forward, her body convulsing as if she can feel each word as she speaks it. “Their fate is to bring about the destruction of the divided courts. They will be a voice for the living and the dead. This is the legacy of gods.”

      The king looks smug, the queen satisfied, her hand rubbing small circles over her stomach. The oracle deflates, falling forward to brace her hands on the carpet as if to shoulder the weight of her prophecy.

      “This I see, my king,” she says, her voice small and thin.

      “Thank you for your service, oracle.”

      The king lifts a glass to the room, the oracle hunched and shivering before him. The ethereal light that surrounded her when she first stepped into the room has extinguished, her skin now deathly pale and her dress lying still about her.

      “To my son,” the king bellows, waiting for the room to echo the sentiment before tipping the glass back and draining its contents.

      When he finishes, his eyes find Thieran’s across the room, and he grins wide. A feeling of danger whispers down my spine. Thieran must sense it too, because he wraps his arms tight around me, pressing his cheek against my temple, and shifts us back to the Shadow Realm.

      “What in all the gods am I to make of that?” I ask him when we arrive in his bedroom, the dark soothing me but obscuring his face.

      It’s a long time before he answers.

      “I don’t know,” he replies, his voice low and tight. “But I don’t like it.”
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      “I thought I’d find you here.”

      I leave my gaze trained on the horizon, where the radiant blue of the vast lake meets the dull gray of the cloudless sky. Lake Creidev sits on the edge of Irios, one of the only places in my realm where a warm breeze blows rather than a cool one.

      The tall grass bordering the water bends away from the stretch of blue, bobbing and whipping. Elora might like it here. It’s similar enough to the island I took her to what seems like lifetimes ago, but it doesn’t have the sun she craves. Even if she claims to prefer the Shadow Realm over Acaria now.

      And it’s where I come to think when I need enough quiet to mull something over without the rest of the realm pressing in on me, demanding my attention, my constant vigilance. My labor, my time, my blood.

      Or it’s where I used to come. I haven’t been here since before Elora arrived, intent on staying near the palace to keep an eye on her, to keep her from escaping. And then because I didn’t like being far from her if I could help it.

      But today I needed the space and the silence, with nothing but the breeze through the tall grass and the soothing lap of the water against the shore. If only Kaia didn’t know me so well.

      “You’re worried,” Kaia says, sinking beside me and tucking her skirts under her legs.

      “We should all be worried. The last time my brother and his wife whelped a full-blooded god, it started a war.”

      She jerks, and I cast her a sideways glance, blowing out a heavy breath.

      “How are you doing with all of it?” I ask.

      She waves a hand in dismissal, but the memories and the pain that often comes with them are etched clearly onto her face.

      “I’m fine. It’s been such a long time.”

      “And yet you still feel it so deeply.”

      Her mouth thins into a hard line, her eyes staring into the distance. I can tell by the look in them she sees something else besides what’s in front of her now. Memories of a time when everything seemed much simpler. It was a lie then, when now we have the truth of it, but simpler nonetheless.

      Kaia loved my brother once. She might love him still, though I don’t see how after everything that’s happened over the centuries. Because he loved power more. He always has. And when he discovered Zanirah could give him the power he craved, he grabbed for it, no matter the cost.

      Even when that cost was the goddess and friend he claimed to love.

      Palm pressed tight to her chest, Kaia rubs her heart center and takes a deep breath.

      “Some wounds are too much for time, it would seem. But that is yesterday’s sorrow.” She turns to me. “What do you make of all of it?”

      “First, I think you need to get new spies.”

      She huffs out a dull laugh. “We’ve already spoken. The demi I have in the queen’s inner circle said none of the queen’s ladies had any idea the queen was with child. If they did, they concealed it well. For whatever reason, it seems the king and queen were keeping this news to themselves. A very well-guarded secret.”

      “Which only adds to the suspicion, doesn’t it?”

      Kaia doesn’t answer. She doesn’t need to. That my brother, who loves to boast of his accomplishments to anyone who will listen, would keep such a secret even from his own court and attendants is out of character for him. He craves the attention, the adoration, the praise.

      Moreover, it fills me with a sense of foreboding. My brother’s scrambles for power have never done anything but leave the whole of Acaria with scars. The mortals know nothing of them now. Too much time has passed. But our war left deep gashes rent into the earth and its people.

      “Destruction of the divided courts,” I murmur, remembering the words of the oracle. “It can’t be good.”

      “But we have time yet before they fully mature. Babies don’t tend to inspire much devotion. So there’s time to figure it out, to reason with him.”

      Scoffing, I pluck a blade of grass grazing against my thigh and rip it into tiny pieces, letting the breeze carry them away. “To reason with him? You really have forgotten what he’s like.”

      “You’d rather sit idly by and do nothing? Let him raise this legacy of gods up to do”—she wraps her arms around her middle, squeezing tight—“whatever he teaches them to do.”

      “I’d rather get rid of it altogether.”

      She turns slowly toward me, but it isn’t horror on her face as I expected, more a quiet resignation.

      “I had a similar thought. I tried to summon guilt for it, but if it means the ability to avoid history repeating itself, I’ll do it.” She sighs. “But the queen roams the palace under constant guard and spends far more time with the king than she used to.”

      “They’re careful with this one.”

      “After the last miscarriage, I would be too. I—”

      Railan appears at Kaia’s knee, hands clasped behind his back.

      “Go away,” I tell him before he can speak.

      “I’ve summoned you. Three times.”

      “And since I don’t answer to you, I’ve ignored you. Three times. The souls who require sentencing can wait a bit. They’re not going anywhere.”

      He sighs, shifting from one foot to the other as he weighs his words. He’s not nearly careful enough when he chooses them.

      “Get over it, Thieran. She’s alive, isn’t she? And yet you continue to punish me for what ifs and maybes.”

      I flick my fingers at Railan, and his feet lift from the ground before he slams down onto it on his back. When he struggles to get up, I tap my finger on the air and force him back down, holding him there while he writhes and curses.

      Rising, I stand over him, staring down my nose as he glares up at me.

      “If you don’t like the consequences of your actions, perhaps you should make better choices. And if you are dissatisfied with my moods and whims, I can discuss appointing new judges with the Fates. Relieve you and your brothers of your duty. You can live out your days as souls in Videva instead.”

      “Enough,” Kaia says, shoving to her feet and moving between us.

      When I don’t immediately release him from my hold, she plants her hands on my chest and forces me back a full step, her power tingling where her fingers touched.

      “I said enough. We cannot afford to be at each other’s throats. We have more important things to worry about.”

      Railan pushes off the ground, brushing the grass from his robes and giving me an arch look before turning to Kaia with a frown.

      “What things? Is something wrong with the Shadow Realm again already?”

      Kaia throws up her hand when I advance with a snarl, a blue ball of flame floating on her palm.

      “Not another step,” she warns before turning back to Railan and softening her tone. “The queen is pregnant. And the king entertained us all at the ball with an oracle reading.”

      He whistles, long and low, his gaze traveling from Kaia to me and back again.

      “That’s a development.”

      “A fucking complication is what it is.”

      Closing her fist around the flame to extinguish it, Kaia says, “It’s exactly the reason we can’t afford infighting. I don’t want to assume the king will use the birth of another god to his advantage. But,” she adds before I can interject, “I’ve known him nearly as long as you have, and I understand his ways better than most. If he can use it to his advantage, he will.”

      “But what advantage would that be?” Railan wonders. “What does he want that he doesn’t already have?”

      “That is the question, isn’t it?” Clasping my hands behind my back, I pace the water’s edge, my robes swirling around me with the movement and the breeze. “Last time, he wanted power. All of it.”

      “But he has that now,” Railan points out. “The king of the gods, you relegated to the Shadow Realm. Even his own high court is distracted and mollified with lands of their own while he rules over everything.”

      “What about Elora?” Kaia wonders.

      I stop short in my pacing, fingers gripping until my bones ache. I’ve already considered this with Elora in mind a hundred different ways. On the one hand, it can be good, another god for our side to add to our numbers. Assuming she actually learns to use her powers. On the other, it could be a disaster. Because I still have no idea why she was bound and hidden in the first place.

      “What about her?”

      “She was there. She met the king. And her eyes are fresh. Her history isn’t burdened with the king’s past deeds as ours is. I’m sure she has an opinion on the matter.”

      “Mmm,” I murmur, turning to face the lake.

      The only thing Elora has asked me about since the ball is whether it’s usual for high court and dark court gods to spend time together outside of official functions. An odd question, but one I was happy to answer if for no other reason than it gave me a brief distraction from the new worry piled atop all the rest.

      “We haven’t spoken about it.”

      Kaia’s eyebrows shoot up. “She isn’t concerned about the implication of a new god when she herself is only eight and twenty? We don’t go around birthing more than demis on a regular basis. It’s a momentous occasion even without all the rest.”

      “But why would she know that?” Railan asks. “She wasn’t exactly a worshipper of gods before she came to us. She doesn’t know the history, the significance. Even some of the stories she’s told me from her childhood are watered-down versions of the truth.”

      “I know things get filtered down through generations, but—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I assure them. “This isn’t Elora’s burden to bear.”

      “This is everyone’s burden,” Kaia reminds me. “She would need to be on our side if something were to happen.”

      “You doubt she would be?”

      The look on her face is one of insult.

      “Of course not. But she deserves to know what she could be getting herself into. What we all could be.”

      “There’s enough time between now and then without piling on more worry before it’s needed.”

      I pivot to look out over the water, pulling fresh air deep into my lungs. Even with the warm breeze, it has a bite to it that reminds me I’ve always preferred this side of the veil, even when I thought I didn’t. When I thought my place here was a punishment.

      Without the treaty with my brother that created the Shadow Realm and made me its king, I would not have met Elora. Whatever the Fates have in store for us, I will protect her until my last breath.

      And there are two ways I can do that. Find the one who bore Elora to ensure her safety and teach her to use her powers. She’s been reluctant until now, but I cannot let her go on as she has been, content only to shift or conjure simple things to hand when she wants them.

      Because my brother is up to something. And I will not be blindsided by him ever again.
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      Dropping the book that doesn’t have nearly as many answers as I want it to on the low table, I stretch out on the couch in my old sitting room. I haven’t spent more than moments here since waking nearly a fortnight ago. Only long enough to grab something I’d forgotten or misplaced.

      But I’ve grown tired of Thieran’s grumbling when he sees me looking for answers to the Shadow Realm and its weakness. Which is why it’s easier to keep all the books I’ve found in the palace library and the few texts Kaia has brought back from Acaria on the other side of the palace and out of his sight.

      I tried to collect my own volumes to aid in my research the last time I was in Dremen. But I stood outside the temple of the Goddess of Nightmares, unable to make myself go in.

      I’d only been inside a handful of times before with my aunt, who was one of Learia’s most devoted followers. She would take offerings and beg for favors on her knees. Favors Learia never granted because gods almost never do.

      But that didn’t stop my aunt from begging. For a better harvest, a softening of her husband’s temper, a good match for her oldest daughter. She was granted none of these things. And when she got it in her head I was somehow a bad omen sent to torment them, she convinced my uncle to sell me.

      His only regret, he told me as he drove me to the nearest workhouse, was that he wouldn’t have someone to do the backbreaking work on market day anymore. Then he traded me for a bag of coin and left me on the steps of the workhouse without a backward glance.

      Those memories do me no good, but they still serve to keep me out of Learia’s temple and the library inside it. The memories and the worry that the temple itself might be able to recognize me, recognize my power.

      I don’t know if that’s even possible, but I’d rather not find out. So I’m left with the books I can scrounge up from the palace library and whatever Kaia will bring me without asking too many questions. So far she seems content to trust me enough not to pry.

      But the things recorded in the books I’ve found are filtered through mortal experiences and perceptions. Some are stories, pretty tales told by the firelight over a cup of tea or sung by a bard in a tavern in exchange for coin or a place to sleep. They’re hardly history, even if there’s a shred of truth in them.

      And while there are pages and pages devoted to the high court, I can find precious little about Thieran’s dark court and littler still about the Goddess of Night.

      After overhearing what I did at the ball, I’m hungry for information about her, but nothing I’ve been able to find has sated it. There are only stories about her beginnings that seem embellished, saying she was birthed from the shadows to rule over the darkness.

      From her are born stars and the moon, given as gifts to mortals so they may roam in her domain from sundown to sunup. But the Iluna I met when she came unexpectedly hardly seems as benevolent as the stories make her out to be.

      She hates mortals, or perhaps she hates only me. It was hard to tell beyond all the withering looks she sent me until she left again. But if what the demigods told Orella at the ball is true and she’s dissatisfied with her place among Thieran’s dark court, if she doesn’t agree with how he rules the realm, it stands to reason she may attack it, weaken it enough to dismantle it or to end Thieran and take control herself.

      And more to that, if she’s consorting with high court gods to do it, she’s a bigger threat than Thieran might want to believe. Which is why I cannot go to him without some kind of proof. A strong picture painted that will convince him one of his own may very well be trying to bring about his undoing.

      On that front, I’ve come up frustratingly, unerringly, endlessly empty.

      The door to the sitting room opens, and I jerk upright. The maidservant and I stare at each other with wide eyes from across the room.

      “I’m sorry, my lady,” she says, dropping into a deep curtsy normally reserved only for Thieran himself.

      The gesture makes me frown. The only people who know of my godhood are Kaia and the judges, simply because it would be impossible to keep it from them. I’ve never told any of the servants about it, but now I wonder if Thieran has advised them otherwise.

      “It’s all right,” I say, and she finally rises, keeping her eyes trained on the floor.

      “I didn’t think anyone would be in this part of the palace with Lady Kaia gone and you moving into Lord Thieran’s rooms.” She hesitates, gaze darting to the heavy iron bucket by her feet. “I can come back.”

      “No,” I reply, halting her stoop to collect the bucket. “I was only looking for a bit of quiet to read.” True enough, in any case. “I’ll get out of your way.”

      She bobs again and moves further into the room, her body going translucent so I can see the outline of the tapestries on the wall through her when she passes in front of the candlelight before solidifying again. I could live for millennia and not get used to that.

      Lining up the books in a neat stack on the table to clear the space for her, I gather them into my arms and push to my feet. She smiles as I pass, her eyes dropping to the spines and scanning.

      “A renewed interest in the gods, my lady?”

      I shuffle the books in my hands, glancing down at the cover of the one on top, The History of the Gods, and offer what I hope is a casual smile.

      “I thought it was time. I’d especially like to learn about the dark court, but even the palace library has few volumes on the subject.”

      “Why not just speak to Amara?”

      I tilt my head, waiting for her to explain. Instead she turns and runs a rag over the glossy surface of the sideboard.

      Clearing my throat to draw her attention again, I ask, “Who is Amara?”

      “She served as high priestess to the Goddess of Chaos for many years. A very, very long time ago. She has never wanted to reincarnate, or at least that’s what they say of her.”

      I glance out the window overlooking the wide stretch of winding road leading to Videva. I planned on going down there this afternoon to give Meera and myself a little exercise, but I could go now while Thieran is busy sentencing. See what else I can learn that these books don’t tell me.

      “Where can I find her?”

      “There’s a little cottage on the far side of the village set apart from all the rest.” She picks up a pillow, fluffing it with a punch of her fist before setting it, plump and inviting, in the corner of the couch. “In the window hangs a golden apple on a chain to give honor to Lady Aeris.”

      With a murmur of thanks, I set the books on the side table by the door and shift to Thieran’s rooms. Collecting my cloak from the wardrobe, I decide to walk into the village rather than shift. The only image of it I can see clearly in my mind is the town square where we attended the bonfire for Thieran’s feast day celebrations. And I’d rather not suddenly appear at the center of the village for all the souls to see.

      The brisk air flutters tendrils of hair free from my braid, but the walk is a quick one. I bypass the farm with the barn where Meera is kept, lifting an arm in greeting to Corinne churning butter under the thatched overhang of the house. Cresting the little rise into the village, the sounds open to me, and I’m awash with the hum of voices and clatter of carts and wares.

      Several souls greet me by name, others wave or smile, but none of them drop into curtsies or bows or use the title as the servant did in the palace. For that I am deeply grateful.

      Dania notices me as I cross by the fountain and waves me over, smiling when I pause beside the chair she rocks in, a shawl pulled tight around her shoulders. I’m not sure if the souls can actually feel the chill in the air or if she clutches it more for comfort. I’ve never asked.

      “A fine day to see you about the village,” she says, and I look up at the dreary gray sky. “We missed you at the last market day.”

      “I know, I’m sorry. I was ill.”

      I tug at the sleeve of my tunic, even though it already covers my mark. On the last market day, I was unconscious, my immortality working tirelessly to heal my body after the veil sucked me dry. I know from watching Thieran heal minor scrapes and cuts that the healing is painful. I can only imagine what agony I avoided by being in a haze of sleep.

      “I’m glad to see you are well again.”

      Her eyes drop to where I grip my wrist, and a slow smile spreads over her lips. I wonder if she can sense my godhood. If that’s even possible. Surely, if the gods could not at the ball under Thieran’s glamour, the souls of the Shadow Realm can’t either.

      “We all hope to see you again soon, my lady.”

      “I will make it a point to stop by next time. You know how much I love your boiled sweets.”

      Dania smiles again, brighter this time, her old face crinkling, and nods. “And I will make sure I have plenty of raspberry and blackberry for you.”

      Someone calls her name, and I leave them to their conversation, walking quickly through the village center and along the narrow road until the cottages become farther apart, smoke puffing from squat chimneys. At the last cottage on this lane, I see it. A fat apple made from gold hanging on a long chain glinting through a window in the dim light of day.

      Unlike the cottages around it, the small yard is barren of flowers or bushes or anything that might make it feel like home. There’s no chair to sit in outside, no welcoming wreath hanging on the door. I’d assume no one lives here at all if not for the twitch of a curtain as I lift my fist to knock.

      The door swings in on a woman who looks older than time. Deep lines crease medium brown skin, interrupted only by eyes the color of amber and stark white eyebrows. A mass of bright white curls is bundled on top of her head and secured with a black leather strap.

      She’s wary of me, her head tilted to the side as she studies me with an appraising gaze.

      “I don’t often have visitors,” she says, her voice rough from age.

      “My name is Elora,” I say, and she grunts.

      “I know who you are.” Like Dania’s, her gaze drops to my wrist and then darts back up to my face. “Any guest of Lord Thieran’s is a guest of mine.”

      She presses the door wide, shuffling out of the way so I can enter. The space is tidy if unadorned, no trinkets set about on the shelves, no paintings or tapestries hanging on the walls.

      A small table with two chairs sits against the near wall, and a cozy chair topped with a plush pillow is turned toward the hearth on the opposite side. In the back corner is a narrow bed barely big enough for one, the orange and yellow quilt on top the only color in the room.

      She doesn’t ask if I want tea; she simply dunks a kettle into a bucket of water, adds a spoonful of dried tea leaves, and hangs the kettle over the fire. Her soft-soled shoes scrape over the rough wooden floor as she moves about the cottage, and when she’s finally finished, she sinks into the chair with a heavy sigh.

      “I don’t often have visitors,” she says again, gesturing to one of the chairs at the table.

      I pull it out and carry it across the room, setting it next to her and taking my seat. The water in the kettle begins to hiss and steam, and she stares at it.

      “How can I help you, my lady?”

      Squirming in my seat, I’m unsure how to begin. I hadn’t thought this part all the way through, hadn’t wondered if I need to be careful of asking the wrong kinds of questions.

      “I heard you were a high priestess for the Goddess of Chaos in your time.”

      She reaches up to pull a chain hanging around her neck from under her gown and rubs her fingertips over it. Another golden apple, Aeris’s symbol.

      “I was, my lady. For most of my life and then into this one.”

      “When did you serve her?”

      The kettle whistles a cheerful tune, and she leans forward, lifting it from the fire with a metal hook and deftly pouring the tea into waiting cups despite her trembling hands. The smell of apples and cardamom wends through the air as she holds a cup out to me.

      Once she has taken a sip of her own tea, she finally answers.

      “Many, many years ago now, my lady. I was a child when the war between the gods broke out and was a faithful servant to the goddess after she was given rule over our lands by the king.”

      “So you know how the dark court was formed? About the other dark court gods?”

      “I do, for the history of it all was fresh then, and my memory is better than my age might imply.” Amara grins at that, and her eyes nearly disappear before she turns that appraising amber gaze on me again. “What would you like to know?”

      “The courts were formed based on loyalties during the war, correct?”

      “That’s right.” She nods, taking another sip of tea. “All the gods who sided with Lord Thieran were granted a seat on his dark court, and he negotiated lands for them, same as for the high court gods as part of the treaty.”

      “And is it usual for the gods from one court to socialize with those of the other?”

      Tilting her head, she considers my question while I consider how to bring up Iluna without seeming obvious.

      “There was a time they didn’t, but their history is long, their connections deep, and they eventually started to see each other as more than adversaries again.” She chuckles. “The Goddess of Night especially.”

      “Oh?” I school my face so as not to give away my interest.

      The woman nods sagely. “I overheard many a conversation between Lady Iluna and Lady Aeris about the lovers she took to her bed. Before and after the war. Our Goddess of Night does not like to be alone in it, it would seem.”

      “High court gods?”

      “Both. Either.” Amara shrugs delicate shoulders. “She wasn’t picky as far as I understood. There was a time she was taking Lord Thieran to her bed, if memory serves.”

      Jealousy flares up white hot in an instant, and I grip the cup in my hand so hard I hear a tiny clink. I have to force myself to relax my fingers before I shatter it into pieces.

      “Is that so?”

      “For a few years. He appeared to tire of her.”

      “They seem amicable enough to me. She came for a visit a month or so ago,” I explain when Amara casts me a sideways glance. “I met her over dinner.”

      She nods, her gaze flicking to my wrist and back to the fire. “She’s not overly fond of mortals.”

      I huff out a laugh. “I noticed.”

      “Have a care around the Goddess of Night, my lady,” she adds, slowly climbing to her feet to signal that I have overstayed my welcome. “She is relentless in the pursuit of what she wants.”

      Setting my cup on the little table, I move toward the door, the chill air sweeping in and making the flames dance in the hearth when I open it.

      “Thank you for your time today.”

      “The pleasure is mine, my lady.”

      She eases the door closed in my face, and I have to admire her bluntness. I imagine if I lived as long as she had, existed longer still beyond the veil, I would act much the same.

      I’m not sure I learned anything I didn’t already know. Save for the fact that Thieran and Iluna were lovers once. The jealousy reappears, quick and bright, refusing to ebb no matter how long ago I remind myself it was. Lifetimes ago, long before I existed.

      Something to be dealt with later.

      The confirmation that Iluna takes lovers from either court to her bed is enough to sink my teeth into for now. No doubt Thieran has enemies. You cannot fight a war against your own without making a few. Whether or not those animosities run deep enough to attack Thieran by attacking the Shadow Realm is another matter entirely.

      But if Iluna is displeased with how Thieran runs the realm, she could, at the very least, be a source of information to anyone who might wish to do him harm.

      And since he’s been pushing me to learn more about who I am and where I come from, I suppose I could oblige him if it means finding out what’s been happening to the realm and how to stop it.
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      I scan Garrick’s report once more before summoning him to my side. It’s been little more than a fortnight since Elora healed the realm with her sacrifice. The borders within are holding well; not a single soul has wandered outside the boundaries since, and the veil itself is like new, shimmering and strong.

      The wall of vines Elora’s power created runs the full width of it, woven together into a single mass that further shields the people of Acaria from entering and the souls within from leaving. Even if someone managed to cross the veil as Elora did all those weeks ago, I doubt they’d be able to get past the towering wall her vines created.

      She has provided the Shadow Realm not just with a fortified magickal barrier, but a physical one, a merging of her power and mine that made the realm even more resistant to attack. Which is why it remains last on my list of concerns, ranking far below her well-being and my brother’s newest brat.

      Garrick appears in front of my desk, his long cloak swinging as he gives a short bow.

      “You wished to see me, my lord?”

      “Your report reminds me of old times.” I drop it on top of a short stack of parchment on the corner of my desk. “It’s nice.”

      His lips twitch, but he doesn’t smile. He’s far too serious for that. But his dark eyes are shining when he meets my gaze.

      “I thought the same when I was collecting reports from the men. The border holds and holds well. All the forest guardians are accounted for, and the souls remain where they should be. The vines are…”

      He trails off, rolling the words around in his mouth, his fingertips dancing against his thigh.

      “Are what?”

      “An oddity,” he finally finishes.

      Frowning, I drum my own fingers on the polished wood. “Explain.”

      “They feel similar to the veil, but different.”

      “That doesn’t sound odd to me. They were created by a completely different god in a completely different way.”

      Where we had a complicated blood ritual to form, conceal, and protect the Shadow Realm, Elora simply offered a sacrifice of blood and life freely. Neither is more or less powerful than the other, but wholly different.

      “Yes,” he agrees, drawing out the word. “It’s only that they’re impenetrable.”

      “Impenetrable.”

      He nods, his fingers stilling, his spine going straight. “We used to be able to walk through the veil directly to patrol the far side and check on the forest guardians.”

      “And now?”

      “Now we have to shift to the other side because otherwise we cannot move through the vines.”

      That’s interesting. A theory confirmed, if nothing else, that Elora’s power has created an additional—and apparently impenetrable—barrier to the Shadow Realm. Which is just what the veil should have been doing all this time. Keeping the right people in and the wrong people out.

      “But you can still shift?”

      “We can, my lord.”

      Something in the set of Garrick’s jaw gives me pause. Something he doesn’t want to or doesn’t know how to say.

      “I’ll take a look, and we can discuss it over your next report.”

      “As you wish, my lord. I—”

      Elora appears in the doorway, her hair slightly mussed, her cheeks rosy pink. Garrick immediately pivots and bends at the waist, sweeping his fist up to press against his shoulder in a sign of respect.

      The flush on Elora’s cheeks deepens, and her eyes dart to mine.

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “You haven’t,” I assure her. “Garrick,” I add in a clear dismissal, and he inclines his head before disappearing.

      “Is everything all right?”

      “Of course.”

      Her eyes trail around the room, and I realize she’s never seen my study before. Only stood outside of it, listening to Railan consign her to death. The anger bubbles up in my chest, and I shove it back down. I agree with Kaia that we can’t afford to have animosity between us, but that doesn’t mean I’m ready to bring forgiveness to hand and give it over so easily.

      “Your face leads me to believe otherwise,” she says.

      Her fingers toy with the end of her braid, and her gaze meets mine with an inviting cock of her hip. When I crook my finger at her, she doesn’t hesitate to cross the room and round the side of my desk. Reclining against it, she smiles when I shift until she’s standing between my thighs.

      “Did you have a good ride?”

      “How do you know I went riding?” she asks with a tilt of her head, eyes narrowing when something occurs to her. “Are you spying on me still?”

      “I don’t need to spy on you, little one.” I reach up to untie the strap holding her braid in place, running my fingers through the strands to loosen them until they hang over her shoulder. “I can see the joy and the rush of it clearly on your face.”

      She leans down to cup my face in her hands then, brushing her lips over mine but pulling away too soon.

      “I went into the village before my ride.”

      “And what did you find there?”

      I boost her onto the edge of the desk, trailing my fingertips up the outside of her thighs and then down the tops, urging her knees a little wider. Her green eyes go dark and deep like emeralds as she leans back on her hands.

      “A high priestess who lives on the outskirts on the far side.”

      “Amara?”

      Her face lights with surprise, and she sits upright. “You know her?”

      “She’s been here nearly the whole existence of the Shadow Realm,” I tell her, tugging the ties of the corset she fastened over her tunic. “It would be impossible not to know her.”

      As much as I love seeing Elora in a gown, the tight bodice clinging to her curves, accentuating the flare of her hips and the graceful way she moves, I have to say I much prefer the picture she paints in her tunic and leather breeches, the short corset drawing my eyes to her breasts as much as supporting them.

      Unwrapping her like a gift is my favorite part of any day, especially when I can tease her a little so that by the time she is bare to me, her breaths are labored and her skin flushed and her pussy wet and wanting.

      “She said she was born just before the creation of the Shadow Realm.”

      “That she was.”

      Elora lifts her arms for me, and I slip her corset off, running my fingers through her hair to smooth it.

      “She served Aeris for a long time.”

      “She did. They were very close.”

      I find her pebbled nipple easily through the fabric of her top and wrap my lips around it, grinning when a whoosh of air rushes through Elora’s lips.

      “Amara had quite a lot to say about Iluna too.”

      She sucks in a sharp breath when I close my teeth around her nipple, slowly increasing the pressure until her legs press wider and she squirms against the desk.

      “What about Iluna?”

      Skimming my fingers up her inner thigh, I graze them over the mound of her pussy, barely biting back a groan at the heat of it. Elora jerks in response, so I do it again, firmer this time, before slipping my hand up and quickly undoing the ties of her breeches.

      “That she likes to take lovers to her bed. All sorts.”

      “That’s true,” I agree. “The Goddess of Night likes company in the dark.”

      I work her breeches down, urging her to lift her hips so I can slide them down her thighs and off with her boots, tossing both to the side and pressing a kiss to her knee. She runs her fingers through my hair, gripping it tightly.

      “Even yours, apparently.”

      The forced lightness in her tone has me looking up into eyes like a storm, her jaw hard set as she looks down at me, sniffs.

      “Lifetimes ago, little one.” I dance my fingers over her ribs, but her body softens only the tiniest degree. “Don’t tell me you’re jealous.”

      The idea is like a spark in my blood, her silence a confirmation that fans the flames until I’m consumed by it. My little goddess is jealous. For all her bluster about the past being the past and not concerning ourselves with it, she seems quite upset by mine.

      “Of course I’m not jealous. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      I tug her top off as I rise from my chair, filling my hands with her breasts as soon as I am able and dragging my thumbs roughly over her nipples. She arches against me, making a rough noise in the back of her throat that arrows straight to my cock.

      Squeezing her nipples between two fingers, slowly increasing the pressure, I lean down to whisper in her ear. “You seem to be.”

      She gives a half-hearted shove against my shoulder, her back arching to relieve the pain until she’s forced to steady herself with her hands pressed flat to the wood.

      “I’m not jealous,” she insists, her eyes closed, the breath shuddering through her lips. “But I’m not sure what you ever saw in her.”

      I grin at the bite to her words, claiming her mouth with mine. She responds in a finger snap, all heat and irritation—whether at me or herself, I’m not sure—and possession. Scoring her teeth over my bottom lip, she smiles at my ensuing groan, pushing off the desk to run her hands inside my robes and press the flat of her palm against my rock-hard length.

      I thrust against her hand, but before I can shed my robes, I’m naked, her skin warm against mine.

      “It worked,” she says breathlessly, fingertips trailing across my abs to my hips. “I’ve been practicing that.”

      “Getting me naked?”

      I duck my head to capture her nipple between my lips, rolling my tongue around it and sucking it roughly. She moans, her nails digging into my skin as she arches up to offer me more.

      “It seemed a useful thing to learn.”

      Chuckling, I trail my hand down her side and slide it between her thighs. She parts them for me instantly, groaning low in her throat when I slip a finger easily inside her.

      “Eventually you’ll have to let me teach you more. But conjuring and dispelling are great places to start.”

      She murmurs and bucks as I add a second finger, plunging them deep and grinding my palm against her clit.

      “Especially when I can use it to get you naked,” she pants.

      I grin, nibbling across her jaw to her earlobe. “My clever little goddess. Mine,” I remind her, drawing my fingers back and thrusting hard and deep inside her. “Forever.”

      “Yes,” she hisses, rocking her hips with each pump of my fingers, her nails digging in hard enough to draw blood while the scent of her power unfurling bathes my skin and invades my senses.

      “There will be no one after you,” I assure her, squeezing her breast tight in my fingers until her breath catches. “And no one before you matters. Only you.”

      “Thieran,” she whimpers, her pussy pulsing around me.

      “I know,” I croon, twisting my fingers as I fill her with them, grazing against the sensitive spot inside her that makes her jerk and writhe.

      She tries to clamp her thighs closed, but I hold her open, my thumb pressing roughly against her clit as she climbs higher and higher, her body like fire under my touch, her eyes glowing bright with her power, her desire, her need.

      “Come for me, little one. Come for me so I can bury my cock inside you.”

      I feel the slow trickle of blood down my hip when her nails break flesh, but nothing would stop the drive of my fingers, the chase of her pleasure just so I can see the look on her face and hear her cries. Higher, higher, more, faster, deeper.

      And finally, when she clenches around me, shuddering with her release, I draw them free and slam my cock inside her, tearing a second orgasm from her body as I grind against her clit, my finger pinching her nipple as her face contorts and her breath stops for the barest hint of a moment.

      Then her eyes find mine, that bright green awash with her power, and I’m suddenly desperate to claim every inch of her, to mark her as mine so she never forgets that we are bound, body and soul, until time runs out.

      Sliding my hand from her breast to her throat, I grip it tight, and her pussy clenches around me in response. Her legs are splayed wide, open for me as I thrust brutally into her body.

      “More, Thieran,” she rasps. “Harder.”

      I can do nothing but obey, hammering into her, delighting in the way she shudders with each brush against her clit, each deep thrust inside her, each pulse of my hand on her throat as my climax races over my skin and shoots down my spine.

      “Now, Elora,” I growl, twisting her nipple roughly so her back arches as much as my grip on her throat will allow.

      I feel the ripple of her pussy along my length with each deep thrust, and with another violent twist of her nipple, she cries out, arching against me as she comes undone in my arms. I barely have time to marvel at how beautiful she is when she comes for me before I’m tumbling over the edge with her and filling her up.

      Dropping my head to the crook of her neck, I press kisses to her skin while she dislodges her nails from the deep grooves she’s carved into my hips and runs them through my hair. I feel the sting of their healing even as she murmurs an apology in my ear.

      “See,” I manage once I’ve gotten my breath back. “You have nothing to be jealous over.”

      She squeezes my cock inside her, and I groan.

      “I’m not jealous,” she says stiffly, giving my hair a little tug.

      Easing back with a smile, I grind into her, satisfied when she rewards me with a soft and needy moan.

      “I don’t believe you. But I have a remedy for jealousy,” I add before she can speak.

      She draws her lip slowly between her teeth, and the debate between declaring she’s not jealous for the fourth time and hearing my remedy wages across her face. Ultimately, her curiosity wins out.

      “What remedy is that?”

      “It involves keeping you naked in my bed all night long.”

      Her eyes flick to the window where night has fallen and back to my face.

      “We’ll have to take a break for dinner.”

      Reaching down to her legs, I wrap them around my waist and loop my arm around her back, pressing her chest to mine and grinning when she sighs at the feel of my skin against her nipples.

      “I promise you’ll be well fed,” I assure her before shifting us to our room.
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      I wake to Thieran’s arm tightening around my waist, the flutter of his breath against my shoulder. He isn’t awake, but he will be soon. His slide to consciousness is always slow in the morning. But I woke wanting, and I’m eager to hurry him along.

      Pressing back against him, I grind gently against the already hard length of his cock pressing against my ass. He isn’t hard for me, not specifically, but that doesn’t mean I can’t take advantage of it.

      His breathing deepens, his palm splaying flat against my stomach and pulling me closer. I feel him come awake by degrees, the consciousness flowing through him like water until his hips jerk forward and his hand snakes down to the tops of my thighs.

      “It’s early for you yet,” he murmurs against my shoulder, caressing my clit when I part my thighs enough for him to get his hand between them.

      “As you kept me up late and then woke me up in the dead of night with your mouth, I’d say we’re approaching even.”

      His lips curve into a smile, and he pushes two fingers against my clit, making me squirm.

      “Insatiable, then.” He rubs in tight, deliberate circles, teasing me, pushing me up and up before I’ve even had my way with him. “What do you want, little one?”

      “I want—”

      He dips his finger inside me, swirling my wetness over my clit in quick strokes, and I groan.

      “You want…?”

      “You’re distracting me,” I scold him, though my voice is breathy and thin and elicits a deep chuckle.

      “It seems as if you don’t mind all that much.”

      The arm pillowing my head shifts, his hand sliding down to cup my breast and roll my nipple between his fingers even as he picks up the pace on my clit.

      “Thieran,” I breathe as he works me faster, teasing me relentlessly as I meant to tease him.

      But it’s too good to tell him to stop. First I’ll take the release he seems eager to give me, then I’ll take more until we’re both satisfied.

      “More?”

      His question is whisper-soft, but when I nod, he doesn’t hesitate to shove his fingers inside me, murmuring affirmations against my shoulder when I immediately rock my hips to grind my clit against his palm.

      Fingers tightening on my nipple, he increases the pressure until I’m breathless from it. I want the climax only he can give me, the surge of power that rushes through my veins when I tumble off the world with him inside me.

      I feel it rising, that heat, that need, that energy. He feels it too, his power entwining with mine until I swear I feel his heartbeat inside my chest, his fingers rough and urgent inside me, his palm keeping steady pressure on my clit.

      “Now, Elora,” he commands, and with a few more deep thrusts of his fingers, I give over to my climax and the heady thrum of power that rips through me.

      “Perfect,” he murmurs, shifting to roll on top of me. “You’re absolutely perfect.”

      “No,” I manage, bracing my hands on his chest.

      “No? You doubt me even after last night? And every night before that?”

      I look into his eyes gone sapphire, leaning up to kiss him softly.

      “I want to ride you,” I murmur against his lips.

      He wastes no time rolling onto his back and bringing me with him, and I throw back my head with a laugh at the look on his face.

      “That was fast,” I say, scooting up over his thighs and hissing softly when his cock brushes against my core.

      “Whatever you want is yours,” he assures me, twirling the ends of my hair around his fingers. “Especially if it’s riding my cock as dawn breaks.”

      Curving my fingers into his chest, I sit up, loving the way his eyes rake down my body as the sky beyond the window fades slowly from darkest black to muted blue and purple. I trace the lines of his abs, the dip of his belly button, the taper of his waist.

      He twitches beneath my exploration but leaves his hands resting lightly on my thighs. When I reach his cock, I wrap my hand around his length, stroking him from root to tip and making him jerk.

      Swiping my thumb over the tip, I bring it to my lips and taste him, noting the tightening of his fingers on my legs.

      “Careful, little one. Or I might choose to fill your mouth instead.”

      “Later,” I assure him, grinning at his low growl.

      I guide him to my entrance, sinking down onto his length and sighing as he slides inside me. Never has anything felt more right than being one with Thieran. Not this power roiling inside me, not the mark on my arm I try to ignore. Nothing but Thieran and the way he feels, the way he looks at me when he touches me.

      “Take your pleasure, Elora,” he says, his voice rough.

      He skims his fingers from my thighs to my hips, guiding me as I lift up and ease back down. I set a languid pace, teasing myself as much as him, but the urgency builds in my blood until the unhurried pace feels like torture.

      Watching him intently, I raise up until only the tip of his cock is buried inside me, and in one smooth motion, I slam back down to the hilt, ripping a groan from deep in his chest.

      “That’s it,” he rasps when I do it again, his fingers holding me in a punishing grip.

      I reach up to cup my breasts, his eyes tracing my movements as I move on top of him, taking his cock deep and grinding against him with each thrust.

      His hips jerk, and his breathing becomes ragged. I know he’s close, and I want to force him over the edge; I want to feel him come inside me before I lose myself. But Thieran has other plans, his hand slipping down to rub against my clit.

      “Wait,” I gasp, squeezing his cock inside me so hard he bucks up in a rough thrust. “You first.”

      “No,” he grunts, holding me in place and fucking up into me with short, rough jerks of his hips. “Come for me now or not at all.”

      My gaze flies to his, our eyes locked. He’s never threatened me with no orgasms before. A part of me wants to keep it from him, just to see what he might do. But his mouth quirks up at the corner as if he’s reading my thoughts and is prepared to do whatever it takes to wring this climax from my body.

      “It’s mine,” he tells me. “And I’m going to make this pussy come all over me if I have to stay buried inside you all day.”

      To prove it, he shoves himself deep, rolling us until I’m on my back. He raises above me, one hand planted by my head, the other smoothing over my stomach and again finding my clit. He flicks it relentlessly as he drives his cock inside me again and again.

      I want to hold back, to test him, but there isn’t a force on this earth that could stop the orgasm as it rips through me. Squeezing my eyes shut, I scream his name and see stars, nearly sobbing with relief when I feel him empty himself inside me.

      “So beautiful.”

      I can’t possibly look beautiful so fresh from sleep with my hair mussed from sex, but when I open my eyes to tell him so, I see Thieran isn’t looking at me at all but at the ceiling. I follow his gaze and see the twinkle of a thousand stars, gasping when one shoots across it like someone conjured the night sky in his bedroom, even as the sky outside fades from lavender to gray.

      “How did you do that?” I ask, my voice full of wonder.

      He pulls out of me, and I sigh at the emptiness he leaves behind. When he gathers me against his side, I lay my head on his chest and look back up at the stars still twinkling overhead.

      “I didn’t do that,” he replies, his voice rumbling in his chest. “You did. And you should learn to do more,” he adds after a beat.

      I say nothing because I don’t know how to explain to Thieran that I don’t want to learn to use these powers. They only serve to remind me I’m not who I was. That I’m a stranger in my own skin.

      Even now, his fingertips trace idle circles on the unblemished skin of my back. I woke from my healing sleep with all the scars of my past gone, as if the blows had never been dealt. They were a roadmap of my life, a reminder of how hard I fought to get to where I am. I hardly know who I am without them.

      He sighs, mistaking my silence for disapproval.

      “You have to learn to use them sometime. You have so much power in you. I can sense it, and I know you can too.”

      I can. And that is what scares me.

      “I will,” I lie. “When I’m ready.”

      I’d strip myself of them if I could, but I’ll bear the burden of them for Thieran. On my own terms.

      “You might need to be ready sooner rather than later,” he says as I sit and brush my hair off my face.

      “Why?”

      He moves to sit next to me, reclining back against the pillows and again pulling me in close, smoothing a hand over my hair.

      “Because you cannot live an eternity rejecting who you are.”

      There’s something more he’s not saying. I hear it in the catch of his voice, feel it in the pause of his hand on my hair. But since I don’t want to talk about my powers or my godhood, I decide not to press it.

      “I’m not rejecting who I am, Thieran. I’m merely adjusting. It’s only been a few weeks.”

      “Right,” he says, a frown evident in his voice.

      He pauses, the hand playing in my hair stilling before he catches himself and twirls the strands around his fingers again. After taking a deep breath, he speaks.

      “Did your aunt and uncle ever tell you how you came to be with your mortal parents?”

      I freeze, his question washing over me like ice.

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Finding the god who birthed you might help give you a window into who you are.”

      Jerking away from him, I scoot back to put distance between us. His face is impassive, his blue eyes cool and measured. And somehow his calm demeanor fans the embers of my temper into flames.

      “I know who I am. And if you didn’t like it, you shouldn’t have bedded me in the first place.”

      His lip curls back in a snarl, and he grabs for my wrist, missing when I dart out of reach and slide off the bed.

      “I’m trying to help you.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “You’re trying to mold me into who you want me to be. I don’t want to know who birthed me, Thieran. They are just another person in a long line of people who have abandoned me. They can remain lost to time for all I care.”

      His mouth thins into a hard line. “And what if it’s not that simple?”

      “It is that simple. Do you love me?”

      “You know I do,” he snaps, scowl deepening.

      “Then you’ll drop it.”

      He opens his mouth to speak, but no words come out, and he slowly closes it again. I take his silence for agreement and shift to the hot springs for space enough to clear my head, lowering myself into the steaming water and tipping my head back under the surface.

      I will acclimate to my godhood in my own time. I will not be rushed. As Thieran is endlessly reminding me, I have lifetimes.
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      Smoke puffs from the chimney of a tidy farmhouse set on the edge of a flat stretch of pasture. Beyond the house stands a grove of fruit trees, their branches barren in the dead of winter, curved toward the sky like searching fingers.

      Even buried under all this snow, nestled beneath a blanket of puffy gray clouds that foretell more will fall before the day is done, it’s clear this farm is tidier than the one I visited on the other side of Learia’s territory. The one belonging to Elora’s uncle.

      The fences here are in good repair, the small collection of livestock well-fed and well-tended. The house is small but sturdy, with no gaps in the rough wooden boards to let in the bitter wind.

      Elora’s family hasn’t tended this land in over two decades, but I imagine not much has changed in all those years. I can picture the life she might have had if her parents hadn’t died when she was so young. Too young to fathom all the ways the world would mistreat her.

      She’d be inside the very farmhouse where she grew up, baking bread, tending babies, laying with a husband who was strong enough to work the land and provide for the children and keep her from harm. She’d care for her parents and feed the chickens and help harvest the fruit from the orchard to sell when it ripened.

      She would be happy. An altogether different person, if life and circumstance hadn’t carried her away from here, hadn’t abused her so thoroughly. But she wouldn’t be mine. She wouldn’t know about her godhood.

      Not that she wants her godhood or her powers.

      I’ve tried a dozen different ways to get her to tell me more about her past, about what happened to her when she was eleven and why she hasn’t seen her family since then. About how she survived as a child on her own.

      She won’t tell me. Not happy memories, not sad ones, not painful ones. Everything she was before she crossed into my realm is a mystery to me. Either the past is too painful for her to remember, or she doesn’t trust me with it.

      Do you love me?

      Elora’s question has been ringing in my ears since she asked it two days ago. The answer is unequivocally yes. How could it be anything else? But she thinks my love means letting the questions about her past go, and I disagree.

      She might not think it important to find out who and where she came from, but I know differently. And as angry as she will be when she discovers I’ve gone behind her back to find the answers she will not give me, I’d rather she hate me than be in danger.

      The door of the farmhouse opens, and a man with sandy hair and a round face pulls a thick coat tight around him before trudging off through the snow toward the small barn beside the house. He opens the brightly painted door to the sound of bleating sheep and a lowing cow.

      He looks nothing like Elora’s parents. They are not kin. However they came to be in possession of this farm, they have tended it well, but I will find no answers here.

      Leaving the man to his task, I shift to the south side of Dremen. Her uncle’s old farm somehow looks worse than when I last saw it. The lean-to barn has collapsed entirely, the old cow nowhere in sight.

      The windows glow with light, but no smoke wafts up from the chimney into the dreary sky. Snow covers the ground, undisturbed by the tread of living things, mortal or otherwise, and I imagine her aunt huddled in threadbare blankets, trying desperately to keep warm.

      Her suffering should not bring a smile to my face, but it does. She deserves far worse for what she put Elora through, what she allowed her husband to do to his own brother’s innocent child. And perhaps, if she had been a better mother, a better aunt, she would not be slowly freezing to death with nothing to comfort her but the rats.

      There will be no answers for me here either, least of all because I murdered this woman’s husband and left her to starve in the wake of his death. But I don’t expect she would have much information for me anyway.

      The stretch of land tended by Elora’s parents is almost three full days’ ride across the territory. While her uncle made his home on the edge of the forest, her parents settled on the northern border with a climate more suited to all the seasons and raising fruit trees.

      Not that the location narrows it down much for me. If a god wanted to leave their child for dead or a mortal to find, they could do so anywhere in Acaria in the blink of an eye. The fact that one dark court and two high court territories lay within a day’s ride in any direction from Elora’s first home hardly makes a difference.

      Save for the god who bore her themselves, there is only one place I may be able to get the information I want, or at least get closer than I am right now. Elora’s parents.

      As most mortals who dwell in Videva do, they continue on with the work they had in life, raising and tending and harvesting fruit trees. The apples Elora feeds Meera, the pears for the tarts she favors, the cherries she always eats with breakfast. All of these are grown by her parents’ hands.

      She’s never asked if her parents remain in the realm or if they’ve reincarnated. I’m not sure how much she even remembers about them since she was only four when they died. In any case, I’ve delayed the inevitable for two days too long.

      On a fortifying breath, I shift back to the realm. Here, the trees thrive no matter the season or the weather because my power wills it. The apple trees are thick with white blossoms, and the ground is dappled with them, like its own blanket of snow in a realm where it never falls.

      Letting myself through the short gate, I make my way up the narrow path to the front door. Like the house in Acaria, this home is sturdy and well-tended, with a thatched roof that matches all the others. Window boxes hang under the sashes of either window flanking the door, the simple blooms crowding the soil and spilling over the sides.

      A trill of laughter and the murmur of a deep voice echo through the wood as I raise my fist to knock, and both fall silent when I do.

      “Lord Thieran,” the man says when the door swings open, giving a quick bow. “I didn’t know we would have the honor. Would you like to come in?”

      I hesitate a fraction of a second but ultimately step over the threshold and into the smell of freshly baked bread and hearty soup. Like the outside, the home is neat and well-kept. The space is separated into two rooms, a fire flickering in a small hearth on the far side. This room has a table and chairs and a padded bench in front of the fire, and I imagine a bedroom beyond the wall.

      Something clatters to my left, and a woman rushes forward, dropping into a curtsy. She wobbles a bit as she stands, and it strikes me how she looks to be about the same age as Elora.

      But that’s where the resemblance ends. However much they loved her, if they loved her at all, they’re not blood. Her mother’s face is round and full, whereas Elora’s is leaner, with high cheekbones and a delicate nose. Her parents both have hair as black as a raven, while Elora’s is the color of chestnuts. And her green eyes and coloring are another stark contrast to her parents’ dark eyes and tanned skin.

      As she grew older, there is no doubt Elora would have questioned her parentage.

      “Is there something we can do for you, m’lord?” her father asks, nerves edging his voice.

      “I would like to ask you about your daughter.”

      They look at each other, eyes wide, and when they turn back to me, her mother’s eyes are brimming with tears. So they did love her. That’s good.

      “It’s been so long, m’lord,” her mother says. “But we would tell you whatever you’d like to know.”

      I gesture toward the table, conjuring a third chair when I see there are only two, and wait for them to join me. Her mother clasps her hands in her lap, and her father lays a hand over them, giving them a squeeze.

      “Mad—”

      “Oria,” her mother says with a kind smile. “Please.”

      “Oria.” I incline my head.

      “And Gawayn, m’lord,” her father adds.

      “You wanted to know about our daughter? Elora?” Oria’s dark eyes are round and wet. “Is she dead?” she asks in a small voice.

      “No,” I say gently. “She is alive and well.”

      She sags against her husband with a relieved sigh and nods. “Thank you. What did you want to know?”

      “I’d like to know how she came to you.”

      A look passes between them, and Gawayn fidgets in his chair.

      “I’ll have the truth of it,” I tell him.

      “We found her,” he says simply. “On a frigid night just after the winter solstice. Bundled up in a blanket soft as goose down.”

      “She had a full head of hair,” Oria recalls with a smile. “And she never cried.”

      “That’s true,” Gawayn agrees. “She was the happiest baby and the sweetest little girl.”

      “Such a light in her.”

      I choose not to tell them her light and her happiness were stolen from her. I feel their guilt at leaving her hanging heavy in the air between them. There’s no need to pile on more for something beyond their control.

      “Where did you find her?”

      “In the grove behind the house. She was so small.” Oria cradles her arms against her chest. “But she wasn’t cold.”

      “That’s right.” Gawayn nods. “She was as warm as if she’d been sitting beside a fire even though she must have been out there for hours.”

      “Why do you think she was out there for hours?”

      Gawayn scratches his chin with stubby fingers. “She was tucked inside a little woven basket. There was snow piled up to the top of the basket, but not covering it. Strangest thing. Should have been covered by the snow.”

      His voice takes on a faraway quality, like he’s seeing the night he found his daughter play out in front of him, and in that moment, I feel the love he has for her punch through me, bright and strong. Elora would have had a good life with them. If the Fates had willed it.

      “So you brought her in from the cold.”

      Gawayn nods. “We got her changed and fed her with what we had.”

      “We found a wet nurse in the village as soon as we could,” Oria assures me. “She slept like an angel that first night.”

      “Every night,” her father adds, and a wistful smile stretches across Oria’s lips.

      “Every night,” she agrees. “We didn’t know how old she was when we found her, but we suspected not very. Days, maybe. But we chose the date she came to us as her birthday and never told her any different.”

      “Did anything happen after you took her in? Or did you have any unexpected visitors?”

      Gawayn reaches for his wife’s hand, a frown gathering between his brows.

      “Elora always had a fondness for being outdoors. She liked to get her hands in the dirt, grow things, tend animals. She had such an affinity for it. Even before she could walk, she could make anything grow or make the animals come to her.”

      I can see how it might unnerve a mortal, but it doesn’t strike me as unusual, knowing the powers that lay dormant inside her from birth. She may not have been able to access them, but they still existed, caged deep below the surface.

      “Did that make you uncomfortable?”

      “No,” her mother shook her head. “Of course not. We wanted her to love the land as much as we did.”

      “Then what?”

      Another look passes between them, and I grow impatient waiting for one of them to explain. I could simply sift through all of their memories and find the answers I’m looking for, but Elora will be angry enough as it is without me making it worse. They’ll tell me what I want to know eventually. I only wish they’d get on with it.

      “It was the strangest thing. I didn’t know what to make of it then, and I’m not sure I know what to make of it now,” her father says, lifting one shoulder in a casual shrug. “There was a deer.”

      “A deer.”

      He nods, rubbing his hand on the thigh of his breeches. “We would lay Elora on a blanket at the edge of the grove when the weather was nice while we tended the trees or harvested. She would squeal and chatter with birds or squirrels, but there was this deer who would visit too. Always the same one.”

      “That’s right,” Oria confirms, eyes darting from me to her husband. “A doe. She would lie down at the edge of the grove—not stand—and watch Elora for as long as she was out there.”

      “Sometimes I would see her pacing the fence when Elora was ill.”

      I sit forward, bracing my arms on the edge of the table. “You’re sure it was the same one each time you saw it?”

      “I’m sure,” Gawayn replies, his voice steady, shoulders squared. “It had a white mark on its right flank. Curved like a crescent moon.”

      “And you saw this doe until you…”

      Her mother smiles in understanding. “Not until we passed. Only until Elora’s first birthday. We had family and friends from the village come to celebrate. I made soup and little lemon cakes with lemons we traded for from a northern territory, and I glimpsed the doe through the window. But I never saw her again after that.”

      Oria looks at her husband for confirmation, and he nods.

      “Was there anything else, m’lord?”

      He sounds suddenly weary, being forced to tread the path of his life’s memories after more than two decades in the Shadow Realm. Pushing back from the table, I cross the small space in two strides.

      “You’ve been very helpful. Thank you.”

      “M’lord,” Oria says quietly, and I pause with my hand on the knob. “Is there more you can tell us about our girl? About how she’s doing? If she’s happy and loved?”

      The pain and longing mixed in her mother’s eyes are heartbreaking, but Elora’s stories are not mine to tell. So I do the best I can to reassure them.

      “She is loved, and she is learning to be happy. She mourns and misses you, but she is well. You would be proud.”

      Gawayn slides an arm around his wife’s shoulders, and they both nod at me. When the door closes behind me, I clearly hear Elora’s mother burst into tears, her sobs carrying through the cabin walls, followed by the gruff reassurance of her husband.

      The day may come when Elora wishes to see her parents, to try and make sense of who she is and how she was set on the path of her life, the path that brought her to me. But I don’t know if it will be a happy reunion for any of them. Elora’s pain and resentment mixed with what will surely be their disappointment and horror.

      But that is a different problem for a different day. Because her parents’ story has dispelled any lingering notion that Elora’s god parent gave her up because they didn’t want her. From the sounds of it, she was not only wanted but missed, watched over, loved.

      And while I’m surprised the goddess who favors animals with a special fondness for does and has a symbol resembling a crescent moon from afar would not only birth a child but be reluctant to give her up, the signs are too obvious to ignore.

      Which means I need to do more digging into what the Goddess of the Hunt was doing almost three decades ago. And what prompted her to give up her child because of it.
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      I sit on a bench in one of the palace’s many parlors, a book laying open on my lap. But my eyes aren’t trained on the words creating paragraphs creating stories. Instead they’re fixated on the base of the wide, deep steps leading up to the palace’s main entrance.

      Kaia spoke this morning of going into Rhagana to meet with her high priestesses and attend afternoon offerings in person instead of leaving her priestesses to receive them for her as they usually do. I tried to intercept her before she left, but Hayle distracted me with a question, and she slipped out before I could stop her.

      So when Thieran left to attend to his own business, I scoured the palace’s northern face to claim a seat in full view of where Kaia always arrives and departs. Never from her rooms or, as Thieran often does, wherever he’s standing when he decides to leave. Always at the base of the palace’s smooth steps.

      Offerings should finish soon, if they haven’t already, and I hope she doesn’t linger. Because after speaking with Amara, I have more questions than answers about Iluna and what she might be up to.

      And since Thieran’s right and I have no good way to go about asking anyone beyond those I know from my time in the Shadow Realm for information, I’m left to wait for Kaia to return so I can casually prod her for gossip.

      At least I hope I sound casual.

      Movement out of the corner of my eye catches my attention, and I sit up straight, deflating slightly when Railan comes into view. I haven’t seen him since before I sacrificed myself to the veil. Either Thieran forbid him from joining us all for dinner, or he has chosen to stay away.

      He is identical to his brothers, with dark skin and long white locs twisted back from a round face. He’s broad and thick and roped with muscle. Railan cuts an imposing figure as he crosses in front of the palace, glancing at the stalk of vines climbing up and over the edge of the sparring ring where my blood touched the soil.

      Giving it a wide berth, he rounds the side of the palace and moves out of view. I should seek him out, make it clear Thieran’s feelings on the matter are not my own. I’m not entirely sure I’m grateful to Railan for how things turned out, but I’m glad not to be dead, in any case.

      Snapping the book in my lap closed, I drop it on the cushion next to me and sigh heavily enough to flutter the end of my braid. Maybe Kaia changed her mind and decided to stay in Rhagana overnight. I know she maintains a residence in her capital city, as all gods do, but I’ve only ever heard mention of her staying there for her feast days and important ceremonies.

      I push off the bench and stretch my arms over my head. When I reach for the book to carry it back to the library, I catch the faint ripple on the air moments before Kaia appears fully formed.

      She shakes out her long, black hair and lifts her skirts slightly to climb the steps. Book forgotten, I race into the hallway and turn right for the stairs, stopping short halfway down. No need to chase after her when I can shift directly into her path.

      Concentrating on the layout of the front hall, holding the picture firmly in my mind, I will myself to appear there. I can’t deny there’s a thrill with using my power, a feeling deep in my bones that feels right and true. But that is something to explore another day.

      When I open my eyes again, the tall, wide windows of the third-floor parlor have been replaced by the dark, shadowed walls of the palace’s front hall. The only source of light here is the torches lining the wall in wrought iron sconces, flickering against the stone and the black wood of the door.

      It reveals Kaia with a groan, and her eyes go wide before softening into a smile when she sees me.

      “What a lovely welcome home.”

      I’m not sure why her words have such a visceral effect on me, but hearing her call the Shadow Realm home sparks something in my chest, and I return her wide smile.

      “We’re glad to have you back.” I fall into step beside her. “Did you get everything sorted in Rhagana?”

      “I did. It’s weeks away yet, but we’re already eager for spring and the equinox.”

      “And the afternoon offerings were…”

      I’m not sure how to finish the question. I’ve never thought much of mortals subjugating themselves to gods in hopes of a favor.

      “They went quite well. My people left with their favors, and I redistributed their offerings to the orphanage.”

      “You granted favors?”

      She raises a brow at the shock in my tone. “I almost always do. Why does this surprise you?”

      It shouldn’t surprise me. Not where Kaia is concerned. I may not have known her very long, but it’s been long enough to know she’s unlike any of the other gods I’ve encountered in my life. She is genuine and open in her affection for and care of her people.

      “In my experience, the gods don’t tend to bother themselves with the plights of mortals, subjects or otherwise.”

      Her frown is quick, her sigh heavy. “We, all of us, sometimes forget we have a duty to this land and its people. Especially after the way we ravaged it.”

      We climb the stairs to the floor where her rooms lay, my old ones right beside them, and I follow her to the door.

      “How can I help you today?” she asks, ushering me inside.

      A raven perched on a nearby stand hops down to the floor and transforms into a cat before its feet hit the lush carpet covering her sitting room. I squeak in surprise and take a step back, but the cat doesn’t seem to notice my discomfort, executing a long stretch before crossing the room to wind itself around my legs.

      “He won’t bite,” Kaia assures me, removing her cloak and tossing it over the back of a chair.

      When she sinks onto the couch, the cat jumps onto the arm of it and butts her cheek with his head.

      “All witches have familiars,” she replies, giving the cat a scratch under his chin until his purrs are loud enough to cross the room.

      “But you’re a…”

      The cat turns his bright green eyes on me, and I could swear he’s appraising me with a shrewd gaze. I take another step back.

      “A goddess,” Kaia finishes for me with a grin. “Of witchcraft. He’s harmless. I promise.”

      As if to prove her point, the cat curls up beside her, tucking his nose under his paw and drifting off to sleep. Kaia pets him affectionately and gestures to the chair across from her.

      I glance once more at the perch where the raven sat when I entered and take my seat.

      “Does it—he always do that? Change into other forms?”

      With a flick of her wrist, she conjures a platter overflowing with pastries, small cakes, and fruit, along with a steaming teapot and delicate porcelain cups. Kaia gives the cat a knowing smile as she pours tea into one of the cups and passes it to me.

      “When he has a mind to.”

      “Is it just the two?” I wonder, adding a cube of sugar and a splash of milk. “The raven and the cat?”

      “Sometimes he takes the shape of a dog and goes into Videva to play with the children.” She runs a hand down his back, and he chirps before settling again. “But you didn’t come here to talk about my familiar.”

      Maybe not, but I have so many questions.

      “No,” I admit. “I was actually wondering if I could ask you some questions about the gods.”

      “Me? Why not Thieran?” she asks when I nod.

      I squirm in my seat a bit before catching myself, calming my nerves with a sip of tea and a bite of honey cake.

      “Thieran isn’t here.”

      And I doubt he could give me much insight into the gossip I want. He doesn’t have the patience for such things.

      She chooses not to point out that I can always wait for Thieran to return, popping a grape into her mouth and chewing thoughtfully. Mind made up, she scoots to the edge of her chair and leans in.

      “What would you like to know?”

      “I heard Iluna and Thieran were close once. Very close.”

      Kaia waves a hand in the air, dismissing the unspoken questions in my statement. Does Thieran still have feelings for her? Does she still have feelings for him?

      “That was such a long time ago,” she assures me. “I think Iluna fancied trying to fit herself into the position of Queen of the Shadow Realm. She began wearing those tiaras then.”

      Kaia wiggles her fingers toward the crown of her head and rolls her eyes.

      “And Thieran tired of her?”

      “Quickly,” she confirms with a decisive nod. “He’s never much cared for the idea of taking a queen.” Her gaze slides over me and she cocks her head. “Until recently.”

      The meaning behind her words settles heavily around my shoulders until I slump back in the chair, tea sloshing up to the rim of the cup at the movement. A queen. What lies between Thieran and me might be the only thing I’ve ever really needed, but it is also new, untested.

      He doesn’t even seem to care about protecting the Shadow Realm from the possibility of future attacks. I can’t imagine his mind is even brushing against the thought of taking a queen. There is too much to do, too many questions that need answers.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I huff out a breath. I can’t think about that now. It’s a weighty conversation to broach later with Thieran. When I’m ready. And I am far from ready.

      “But Thieran didn’t want her as…queen.”

      The word cracks, and I clear my throat, taking another sip of tea. Kaia reaches for a second grape, a smile dancing in her eyes.

      “He did not. They had quite a spirited discussion, we’ll say, and then she left the Shadow Realm and stayed away for quite some time. Now she only visits once a year or so. Usually after the winter ball.”

      “So this year she came early?”

      Kaia nods, biting into a small yellow cake shaped like a lemon. I can’t help but wonder at the odd timing of Iluna’s visit—weeks before she would normally arrive—and her hostility toward me whenever I saw her at dinner and later when she approached me in the library.

      “We found it odd,” Kaia says, echoing my thoughts. “But as far as I can tell, she hasn’t spoken of your presence here to anyone.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I have my ways,” she replies with a wink. “Luckily for all of us, she has moved on from Thieran.”

      “Not eager to have the Goddess of Night as Queen of the Shadow Realm?”

      Kaia makes a face, and I chuckle. “We’re all much better off for Iluna moving on to her next conquest. And the next and the next.”

      “A lot of them?”

      I know this much already, between Amara’s information and Thieran’s confirmation of it. But I’m hoping Kaia can give me insight into who Iluna might currently share her bed with. And whether any of those gods have a grudge against Thieran.

      “Too many to count. High court gods and dark ones alike. Not to mention demigods and mortals. She doesn’t discriminate, but she does tend to get stuck on them for a while. Until she gets bored with them—or vice versa.”

      I hope I sound casual when I ask, “And who is she stuck on right now?”

      A crease forms between Kaia’s brows as she lifts her tea to her lips. “You know, I’m not sure. I’ve had my attentions focused on…other things. Nevon might know.”

      “Nevon?”

      “Mmm,” Kaia murmurs. “He would be more privy to the salacious side of court gossip than I am.” She grins into her tea. “And likely an active participant. In the gossip and the salaciousness.”

      It wouldn’t surprise me if he was, considering the stories he’s told me about his conquests. And I imagine I’m only getting the kindest version of the truth from him. But if even half of what he’s told me is true, then Kaia is probably right, and Nevon is my best source of information where Iluna and her lovers are concerned.

      I smile when Kaia launches into a story about how an argument between Iluna and Yorrai before the war resulted in a three-day storm because neither wanted to admit they were wrong about some petty squabble.

      I nod and make the appropriate noises, but my mind is already working on how to get Nevon to share what he knows about the Goddess of Night. A challenge considering he has refused to be alone with me since the night Thieran followed us to the hot springs.

      Whatever it takes, I’ll figure it out, because Iluna is the only lead I have on who might be responsible for attacking the Shadow Realm. And whether Thieran approves or not, I will do whatever I can to make sure we are safe beyond the veil.
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      The tavern is tightly packed with people, huddled around the bar and overflowing the meager showing of round tables while rain lashes the windows. Voices overlap, drowning out the clink and thunk of glasses.

      Lightning flashes over the field beyond, and the thunder carries over the noise. A short, round man with a patch of hair thinning on the back of his head pauses with his ale halfway to his mouth and reaches instead for the pendant hanging around his neck. Rubbing the curved bow and nocked arrow, he jumps when another bolt of lightning forks across the sky.

      “The king must be in a mood tonight,” someone mutters beside me before slurping up a bite of stew.

      Little do they know, the king is always in a mood. The tavern door opens, but it’s only a young woman with a thick woolen shawl wrapped around her shoulders. She tugs off fingerless gloves and waves a hand in the air, smile bright, before crossing the room to claim a seat at a table already full.

      After watching this place for close to a week and then waiting here for over an hour, my patience for meeting my target is thinning. There was precious little I was able to dig up about Pela on my own. At least not without drawing suspicion.

      And suspicion is the last thing I want. Which is why I’ve worn a different glamour each time I’ve crossed the veil into Pela’s territory.

      So I turned my attention to those closest to the Goddess of the Hunt. She doesn’t have many confidants besides her twin, and Pramis is hardly one to keep mortals close enough to know his secrets. He likes them only so far as he can use them to get what he wants. Which is usually nothing more than his own amusement.

      Pela is more reclusive than her brother, rarely being seen outside her temple. She’s never even taken a lover, as far as I know. Until I met with Elora’s parents, I believed what everyone else seemed to—that Pela was a virgin goddess dedicated to her dominion over the animals and the hunt and to her people who worshipped both.

      Not that a goddess needs to take a lover to create life.

      The door opens again, rain blowing in on the wind, and another fork of lightning illuminates his profile. Harlon.

      His red hair is long, curling at the ends even as rainwater drips off it and trails down the length of his bright green cloak. Shoving the cloak back over his shoulders, he runs a rough hand through his hair and stalks across the tavern.

      He stops behind the man sitting next to me noisily slurping up stew and pokes two fingers into his shoulder. The man lurches forward, turning to hurl an insult. But when his eyes take in Harlon’s hulking form along with the curved bow and arrow symbol embroidered on his tunic, he quickly mumbles an apology and slinks away.

      Dropping onto the stool, Harlon signals the barkeep, adjusting his large frame while the man sets a tankard of ale in front of him. He takes a deep drink, emptying the cup before slamming it on the bar top and raising his hand for another.

      I’ve been waiting for him. Pela doesn’t keep many people close, but she keeps Pramis’s favorite demigod son always at hand. He doesn’t look a day over thirty, but he’s been serving as her personal guard for over fifty years.

      More than enough time for him to know plenty of secrets. Like whether his aunt birthed a daughter nearly three decades ago and left her in a field on the edge of Learia’s territory.

      It took days of asking around about him before someone finally told me he steps foot into this tavern every night, has a drink or two, and then leaves again. Sometimes he can be coaxed into a drinking game or a roll in the hay with a pretty maiden. Tonight he seems intent on the ale, though there’s a woman making eyes at him from the corner. He takes a deep drink of the second tankard, wiping his hand on the back of his mouth when he’s finished.

      “Rough day?” I ask him.

      “What’s it to you?”

      He takes in my appearance with a curious eye. Light brown hair pulled back into a low tail, simple tunic, and dark brown leather breeches with worn, muddy boots. But like everyone else who’s wandered past me tonight, his eyes track the scar down the length of my face that I added to my glamour tonight.

      It cuts through my left eye, turning it nearly white while the other is a mottled hazel, and draws a puckered line down over my cheek and past the side of my mouth to my chin. It’s served its purpose of keeping others from starting up a conversation and drawing Harlon’s notice.

      He brushes the pad of his thumb over the edge of his jaw. “How’d you get the…?” he asks, tipping his chin in my direction.

      “Some asshole tried to cheat me at cards. When I showed him what’s what about cheating me, he left me with this little souvenir.”

      Harlon tilts his head, taking a slower sip and watching me over the rim. “You either attract the ladies in droves or scare them witless.”

      I give him a wry grin. “The ones who don’t mind it are always a wild ride.”

      He laughs heartily, slapping me on the shoulder and signaling the barkeep again. “Another for me and my new friend here and a bowl of stew. I’ve never seen you in here before,” he says to me when the barkeep tosses a towel over his shoulder and moves away with a nod.

      “I’ve come down from up north. Looking for work.”

      “You look like you don’t mind putting your back into it. I could put a good word in for you at Lady Pela’s stables. They’re looking for a new hand to help with the next batch of foals come spring.”

      “I’ll do most anything,” I say, watching him down the second tankard of ale and start in on the third as soon as the barkeep sets it down.

      “Good. Good. We can always use some strong men.”

      “You work in the stables, then?”

      Scoffing, he spoons up a big bite of stew and talks with his mouth full. “Of course not.”

      He thumps the embroidered symbol on his shoulder. A long bow with a nocked arrow, sharply curved as if someone had drawn the bowstring impossibly tight and was preparing to fire. From a distance, it could easily be mistaken for a crescent moon.

      “I’m Lady Pela’s personal guard.”

      I lean in, dropping my voice to a whisper so he has to scoot closer to hear me over the din of the tavern. “What’s she really like? As free-spirited as the sun god?”

      His lips twitch but he doesn’t smile, simply raises a single brow and gives me a challenging look. “I wouldn’t be much of a guard if I spilled all of Lady Pela’s secrets to a stranger.”

      I grin and sit up straight, taking a drink from the ale he ordered me. And spend the next several hours getting him drunk enough to do just that.

      By the time the crowd has begun to thin, he’s six ales in, and his speech is slurred, his eyes a little glassy. He’s on his second bowl of stew, sopping up the gravy with a hunk of crusty bread and chewing it loudly.

      I’m going to need a week with nothing but me and Elora in a dark room to recover from having to humor this man for so long for a bit of information. Especially since all I’ve learned is how much Pela likes to hunt small game and how meticulous she is about processing the meat and using as much of the animal as possible.

      I’ve known Pela her entire life. None of this is news to me.

      “She hasn’t always been that way, though,” he assures me, his arm dancing as he tries to bring the tankard to his mouth for another drink.

      He overshoots his mark, the wood smacking him in the face and spilling ale down his front. He stares at it for a long moment and then dissolves into laughter.

      “Hasn’t always been what way?”

      I watch him struggle to get the ale into his mouth again, casting my eyes to the ceiling when he sloshes it over the rim and droplets strike the side of my face. Make that a fortnight with Elora in a dark room recovering.

      I’m just about to give up this useless endeavor—he doesn’t know anything more than anyone passing Pela in the halls might—until his next words halt my retreat.

      “Years ago, forever ago, feels like, she was all twisted up about something.” He drops his voice to what he thinks is a whisper but fails miserably. “She moped around the temple for months.”

      Settling back onto my stool, I try to keep my voice even, my tone one of loose interest.

      “Why? What happened?”

      “She lost something very precious to her.”

      My fingers grip the edge of the bar, my knuckles white. “Lost what?”

      He stares into the abyss of his empty cup, a frown creasing his brow, and I want to grab it and hurl the fucking thing at the wall so he answers my question.

      Finally he looks up and says, “I don’t know. She wouldn’t say. But she wasn’t right for a long time.”

      He dissolves into a fit of giggles, slamming the tankard down on the bar and demanding another drink.

      “I think it’s high time you both went on your way,” the barkeep says with a meaningful look in my direction.

      I nod, sliding off my stool and shouldering Harlon, who’s making half-hearted protests about being fit and fine.

      “Come on,” I say, weaving toward the door with him draped around me. “You’re going to have an awful head in the morning as it is. Where do you live?”

      He gestures to our right, where the road curves up through a row of squat, narrow buildings and disappears into the trees.

      “You live in the temple?”

      Shaking his head makes him wobble, and he clutches the side of the tavern to stay upright. “Not in the temple. On the grounds. I’ve my own cottage. I can make it there well enough on my own,” he says when I offer to take his weight again.

      “Sure,” I say. “You look right as rain.”

      He huffs out an irritated breath and pushes away from the wall, swaying on his feet with the movement and groaning as he collapses against it again.

      “All right,” he replies. “Maybe I do need a bit of assistance.”

      Fighting off the urge to roll my eyes, I drape his arm around my shoulders again and lead him beyond the light of the tavern and into the dark. The full moon lights our path, and more than once, I have to brace us both so we don’t fall. For all their longer-than-mortal lifespans and faster-than-average healing abilities, demigods don’t have the constitution of the gods. They can get drunk the same as any mortal, and the end result is just as unflattering.

      Harlon belches, the stench of it making my stomach roil. I’m eager to get away from him, to wash his stink off me. But I have more questions yet.

      “How long was Lady Pela sad?”

      “What?” he demands a little too loudly. “What are you talking about?”

      “Back in the tavern. You said she wasn’t right for a long time.”

      “Oh. Right.” The fight goes out of him, and he slumps against me, his feet dragging through the dirt of the well-worn path. “Must have been almost a year, more than. She spent a lot of time away from the temple. Said she couldn’t bear to look at it.”

      My pulse is thready, blood pounding in my ears. “And how long ago was that?”

      He stops suddenly, and I jerk to a halt with him, watching him as he tips his head back to stare up at the sky, scratching his head.

      “Near to thirty years ago, I’d say. Right around the centennial of the yearly archery tournament she puts on with my father. It was a curious thing. She’s competitive, but this was different. A kind of melancholy that’s not like her,” he adds, shoulders slumping as we continue weaving our way up the hill.

      We walk the rest of the way in silence, and when we finally reach the top, a small cottage comes into view, the white stone of Pela’s temple rising behind it, washed in the moonlight. The temple is surrounded on three sides by thick groves of trees, where I know Pela likes to take her solace.

      But nearly three decades ago, she spent more time away from the temple grounds than she did in them, overtaken by a mysterious sadness. And while I only have the words of a guard drunk off his ass and my own suspicion, it’s enough to prompt me to dig a little deeper into this theory.

      I’m not entirely sure how I’ll approach Pela once I confirm it, but I’ll figure that out when the time comes. Right now I only need to take it one step at a time.

      After dumping Harlon into his bed with his boots and his clothes on, I shift back to the Shadow Realm and let my glamour fade away. Elora is curled up in the center of my bed, the sheet slipped down to her waist, her skin glowing in the light from the candles she left burning under the window.

      I strip out of my robes, run a hand down my body to rid myself of the tavern’s stench, and slip into bed beside her. She instantly uncurls herself, stretching out the length of her body against mine, wrapping her arm around my waist, and pillowing her head on my chest.

      Hugging her close, I will the candles to extinguish and run my fingers up and down her spine while I stare into the dark. I know what it means for Elora to come from a high court god.

      She’ll have to choose which side she’s on, even though she bears the mate to my mark, branding her as mine. Even though I’ve already claimed her for the dark.

      But there’s always a choice. And I don’t know what I’ll do if Elora chooses her birthright over me.
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      “Nevon!” I call, waving my hand in the air to catch his attention from across the field.

      He pauses for the barest moment and then quickens his steps in the opposite direction. Annoyed at yet another escape attempt from me, I close my eyes and force myself through a shift.

      I’ve never done one so fast, and when I feel solid ground under me again, my knees wobble a bit, unsteady from the whip of power burning bright inside me. I’ve missed my mark too, landing a few paces over from Nevon, who’s now changed directions to avoid me.

      “Nevon, stop.”

      My tone is commanding, my voice vibrating in a way that is foreign to me. But Nevon instantly halts as if frozen in place, and I jog over to him, stopping in front of him and giving him a bolstering smile.

      He only scowls down at me.

      “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Do what?”

      Lurching suddenly forward, he takes a steadying step back and shakes his head. “Never mind. Well, now that you’ve got me here, what can I do for you?”

      His words are brisk, irritated, and in all my time in the Shadow Realm, he’s never spoken to me this way.

      “You’ve been avoiding me,” I say, and his shoulders jerk ever so slightly.

      “I’ve been following orders.” He waves a hand between us. “Ask Thieran about it.”

      “I thought we were friends, Nevon.”

      The scowl smooths from his brow, and he reaches up to pat me on the shoulder but thinks better of it and drops his hand to his side again.

      “What exactly did Thieran say to you about me?”

      He hesitates, but the look on my face has him heaving a beleaguered sigh and lifting his shoulders. “He said if I wanted to keep all my limbs and appendages attached”—he glances down at his crotch and back up at my face—“then I needed to leave you alone.”

      “That is ridiculous. He would nev—”

      “Yes, he would. For you, he would. And I would just as soon keep all my bits attached to my body.”

      “That’s actually why I wanted to talk to you.”

      He makes a strangled sound in the back of his throat, and I can’t contain my laughter.

      “Not like that!” I take a deep breath. “If I promise I won’t let Thieran cut off any of your body parts, will you take a walk with me?”

      Narrowing his eyes, he studies me for a long moment before finally nodding. “If he cuts off my dick, I’ll never forgive you.”

      “I promise I won’t let him cut off your dick. You use it far too often.”

      He laughs then, and I know I have him now. As jealous as Thieran has always been, he doesn’t need to worry I’ll stray with Nevon or anyone, however much I might have wanted to use Nevon’s interest in me for my own personal gain once.

      “What did you want to ask me about?”

      “I was picking Kaia’s brain for gossip about the gods, and she said you were just the person to speak to.”

      “What sort of gossip?”

      “The sort where you need your dick to participate.”

      He grins wide, clasping his hands behind his back. “You’ve come to the right man. I know everything.”

      “Everything?”

      I put a teasing note into my voice, testing the waters, not wanting him to know exactly what information I’m looking for. Just in case his tongue is just as loose in bed as Iluna’s might be.

      “Everything,” he confirms with a jerk of his head. “Ask me anything.”

      “Is it true Orella made Xarin propose to her seventeen times before she said yes?”

      He stops short, eyebrows winging up. “Where on earth did you hear that?”

      “I don’t know. In a tavern somewhere when I was traveling. So it’s not true, then?”

      “Not even close. She proposed to him. And it was only seven times. Even though he said yes every time.” He pauses for a minute, staring out over the waving grass. “Do mortals get any of the stories right?”

      “How am I supposed to know if they’re right or not?”

      “Good point.” He looks at me out of the corner of his eye, mouth twitching into a grin. “How did the judges three come to be in the Shadow Realm, sentencing the dead?”

      Wrinkling my nose, I prop my hands on my hips. I’m not sure how his game of ask me anything turned so quickly into him quizzing me about Acarian history, but I want to keep him in good spirits so he’ll keep answering my questions.

      I remember a bard once came singing to a tavern where I worked in exchange for food and a place to sleep shortly after escaping the brothel. He sang of three demigods born from the God of Sea and Storms, granted immortality where most demis are not, and asked to rule over the dead at the request of the God of Death.

      When I finish the tale with a flourish, as the bard did, Nevon’s eyes are wide, his mouth hanging open.

      “There’s barely any truth in that story at all. A pretty tale told by a man for drink and food, but hardly history.”

      “Well, what is true?”

      A distant look comes into his eye, and there’s a dreamy quality to his voice when he speaks.

      “We were mortal princes before the war, before the high court and the dark court existed. We ruled side by side by side, we three, after our father’s death. It could have been Railan to have the throne, as was his responsibility as the oldest of us. But he didn’t want to shoulder it alone.”

      He smiles softly.

      “Every decision was made as a vote. If we disagreed, the two would outweigh the one, and that would be that. When the war broke out and Acaria was carved up, most of the royal lines were lost. Only a few remained, and the gods on what would become the high court executed them. They didn’t want mortal kings staking claim to their newly formed territories.”

      His sigh is heavy, his smile falling away.

      “My brothers and I were not spared this fate. But when the Shadow Realm was formed, we were summoned before the God of Death. He had seen our deeds in life, and he offered us a gift. He would bargain with the Fates to breathe life back into us, to give us a version of immortality in exchange for judging the dead for an eternity.”

      “And you took it.”

      He chuckles. “We did. A much better story than the butchered one you heard from a drunken bard in a tavern.”

      Laughing, I nudge him with my shoulder. “It’s a lovely story, but it’s a far cry from court gossip.”

      “You’re right.” He lays a hand over his heart, a twinkle in his eye. “My apologies. How might I entertain you with gossip from the gods today?”

      “I overheard some salacious things at the ball. Who’s taking who to their bed. I wondered how much is speculation and how much is truth.”

      “Depends on who you heard it about.”

      “I heard the Goddess of Wisdom and War mentioned a few times,” I say, hoping Nevon will bring up Iluna so I don’t have to.

      “Ah, if the rumor was she’s sleeping with the Goddess of Night, then you’d be correct. I saw them together myself at a party, and they looked quite cozy.” He grins. “But then again, I’ve heard she’s also sleeping with the God of Sleep at the same time.”

      “Sabiya?”

      He snorts. “Absolutely not. They can’t stand each other. Iluna and Lucidas are sleeping with each other and Iluna is also sleeping with Sabiya.”

      That’s slightly different from what I overheard at the ball. Sabiya from the high court and Lucidas from the dark, rather than two high court gods. But I trust Nevon’s word over a nameless demigod.

      “At the same time?”

      “Not at exactly the same time.” He pauses. “I don’t think. The God of Sleep famously does not like to share.”

      “That must be fun for Sabiya.”

      His chuckle is cut short, back straightening, shoulders squaring. I feel the arrival of new souls like a gentle breeze over my skin, but it always appears to hit the judges like a lightning bolt.

      “I’m sorry, my la—”

      “If you ever call me my lady again,” I say drily, “I’ll cut your dick off myself.”

      Nevon’s laugh fades into nothing as he disappears, and I stare at the empty space he left. I don’t know much about the God of Sleep, only that he’s brother to the Goddess of Nightmares, and their territories border each other.

      I can’t imagine him having designs on destroying the Shadow Realm, not when his territory sits on the farthest corner of the eastern border, but I suppose it could be possible. I’m equally as unsure about the Goddess of Wisdom and War.

      Why would she have her sights set on the realm? What could Thieran have possibly done to her to make her hate him that much? I’ve never heard any stories about her and Thieran having any sort of animosity toward each other, but as Nevon just pointed out, what I probably know of the truth of things could fill a thimble.

      Mulling those questions over, I shift to Thieran’s sitting room, jolting when I catch him seated on one of the chairs in front of the fire and slapping a hand over my rapidly beating heart.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He raises a brow. “I live here.”

      Rolling my eyes, I cross the room and drop into the chair next to his. “I mean, new souls came through. I thought you’d be off sentencing.”

      “No one bound for Síra in this batch.”

      “Oh,” I say, lapsing into silence and staring into the fire. “You got in late last night.”

      “I did. I thought about waking you, but you looked so sweet curled up in the middle of my bed.”

      I lift a brow, and he chuckles.

      “Did you just come back from a ride?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I was chatting with Nevon.”

      He scowls, and I nudge his foot with mine.

      “Don’t start. I can’t believe you threatened to cut off his dick.”

      Thieran laughs, short and loud, reaching out to grip my hand and tug me into his lap. “I wanted to make sure the message was clear. That you were off limits.”

      “Seems he got it,” I murmur, inhaling slow and deep when his thumb brushes over my lips. “I had to promise him I wouldn’t let you cut anything off him if he spoke to me.”

      His grin is quick and wicked, and I expect him to lean in to kiss me. But then his expression changes, sobering. Something flickers through his eyes. And the next thing he says almost has me tumbling backward off his thigh.

      “When is your birthday?”

      “What?” I try to get up, but he holds me tight around the waist, his hand splayed over my hip. “Where did that question come from?”

      Something flits through his eyes, but it’s gone again before I can decipher what it is.

      “I’m only curious,” he says. “You never talk about your past.”

      “And for good reason,” I remind him. “It’s not exactly something I want to relive every moment of every day.”

      Releasing me abruptly, he shoves a hand through his hair and sighs. I feel as if I’ve disappointed him, and the guilt that surfaces makes me uncomfortable, so I mold it into anger and leap to my feet.

      “Why does the past matter so much to you? Why can’t we just have now and the next day and the day after that?”

      “I want to know who you are, Elora. Where you come from.”

      “I’m a murderess for hire born in Dremen. What more is there to know?”

      I’m struck by how that statement is only partially true now. I have no idea where I was born or to whom. And that realization runs roughly over my skin.

      “When is your birthday? What did your uncle do to you when you were eleven? What have you experienced? Where have you lived? What have you done to put food in your mouth and a roof over your head?”

      His voice is low and urgent, a simmering pot just ready to boil over.

      “All of these things make someone who they are. They made you who you are. And you won’t talk about them. I don’t understand why you don’t trust me with all the little pieces of you.”

      The weariness and disappointment in his voice arrows straight through me. I don’t know why I can’t bring myself to speak of these things to him. I’ve never felt safer anywhere in my life than I have here with Thieran. Yet each time he asks me, the questions feel like knives under my skin, carving my flesh away from my bones.

      He isn’t asking me too much. They’re simple enough stories. But the pain of sharing them, the pain of how they’ve been used against me in the past, is an unbreachable thing.

      “I…”

      His gaze finds mine, and his eyes are searching. But he doesn’t speak. He waits patiently for me to continue on.

      “My birthday is on the last night of the year.”

      “I missed your birthday.”

      He sounds distressed at the idea, and when he holds out his hand to me, I go to him, letting him pull me down into his lap and wrap his arms around me. When he kisses the top of my head, I bury my face against the side of his neck and breathe in his scent. Cedar and cinnamon and woodsmoke.

      “What’s your favorite way to celebrate?” he asks softly, and I burrow closer to him.

      “I don’t have one,” I mumble, my voice muffled. “I only know my mother would make me a lemon cake for my birthday. Lemons are my favorite,” I add softly.

      I sit up when he brushes his fingertips down the side of my face, but rather than make eye contact, I tell my story to the flames flickering in the hearth.

      “My parents would journey north once a year and trade for lemons. Then my mother would use them to make a birthday cake for me.” I shake my head. “I don’t remember that. My aunt told me that once. When she was screaming at me. Saying it was my fault my parents died. That I was a selfish girl who killed her parents because I wanted lemons for my birthday cake.”

      Thieran leans forward, wrapping his arms around my waist from behind and pressing his lips to my shoulder.

      “You didn’t kill your parents, Elora.”

      I nod, but his words don’t reach down deep like I want them to. They don’t heal that place inside me where my aunt’s words took root and blossomed.

      “I don’t share about my past because there isn’t anything happy to share. If there was ever joy in my life, I cannot remember it. I have not been able to grasp happiness and hold on to it.” I turn to look down at him. “Not until you. It’s not that I don’t want to share all the pieces of myself with you. It’s that my pieces are broken.”

      He reaches up to cup my face in his hands, bringing my mouth close to his, his warm breath fanning my lips.

      “You are not broken,” he assures me.

      And when his lips descend on mine, I almost believe him.
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      They’ve gotten taller. It’s the first thing I notice when I appear beside Elora’s wall of vines. I don’t remember them towering so high the last time I was here. When she was still unconscious and I was trying to make sense of it all.

      Reaching only my shoulder then, they now stand at least a head taller than me. The stems of each vine are thicker than my wrist, and they’re so tightly woven together I cannot see through them. An oddity indeed.

      When I pace the length of them, they flutter as if from a strong breeze, reaching toward me but not touching. I press my hand to them and instantly recognize Elora’s power. The thread I tried so hard to grasp when I realized her purpose here, what the realm needed from her.

      Pushing my hand more firmly against the vines, I’m met not just with the resistance of a solid object but a pushback. A jolt of energy sent up my arm to my shoulder. A forceful reminder that I should remain on this side of the barrier.

      It is not a fluid thing as my veil is, able to recognize when someone is allowed to pass through or not. It has been constructed to keep everyone on this side in and everyone on that side out.

      Shifting to the narrow tract of land between the wall and the veil, I feel it at my back, humming and snapping. The vines instantly recognize my change in direction, again writhing and undulating in their reach for me. With one last look at the wall, I walk through the veil with ease.

      It works as it always has, my power recognizing my permission to cross and allowing me to do so freely. I cross back in much the same way, vines quivering as if in greeting.

      Curious about just how impenetrable Elora’s wall might be, I conjure a ball of black fire in my hand, blue burning bright at the center, and hurl it at the wall. When it makes contact, the vines shiver, slithering over one another like twisting snakes until the fire is extinguished before it can consume the green stalks any further.

      A thin dot of light peeks through the damaged vines. So they’re not entirely impenetrable. Anyone with power who manages to cross the veil would be able to get through it eventually. Although it would slow them down at least.

      But as I turn to go, the wall begins to shiver again, and so do the trees around it. The ground trembles beneath my feet, and a faint rumbling like the sound of a distant waterfall fills the air.

      Then I watch, breathless, as the vines regrow themselves, filling in the space where the damaged stems turned to ash until the light is blocked out again and the wall is whole and unblemished.

      Conjuring another ball of fire, I hurl it at the wall. Again and again in rapid succession until there’s a hole big enough for me to see the trees on the other side. It fills in as rapidly as I made it, patching itself up until you couldn’t tell it was ever damaged in the first place.

      When I step forward and place my hand against it again, it feels as strong as ever, that light hum of Elora’s power, the scent of sandalwood and jasmine thick in the air.

      It’s incredible.

      That Elora could create this without any intention, with nothing more than a willing sacrifice and the essence of her godhood, is astonishing. I’ve never seen a god manifest something so powerful without meticulous care and planning.

      And she’s wasting this kind of innate power by refusing to do more than shift from place to place and conjure silly things like gowns for balls I don’t want her to attend and apples for her horse.

      Every attempt I make to broach the subject is met with a harsh rebuke, anger sparking in her eyes and feeding her power. She insists she’ll learn in her own time, that she has forever to figure it out. But just because she has forever doesn’t mean she’ll actually be granted the luxury of time.

      She thinks she’s broken, though I know the opposite to be true. There’s nothing broken about her. Only strength and stubbornness. And both of them are grinding relentlessly against my patience.

      Shifting back to my study, I stop short when I see Kaia waiting for me, hands folded gently in her lap as she sits in front of the simmering hearth with a cup of tea at her elbow. When she sees me, she conjures a glass of liquor on the table between the overstuffed chairs.

      Dropping into the empty chair, I stretch my legs out in front of me and take a sip of the amber liquid.

      “Have you been waiting long?”

      “Long enough to gather my thoughts,” she says, glancing at her tea but leaving it untouched.

      She’s nervous, unsettled. An unusual combination for our steady Goddess of Witchcraft.

      “Don’t leave me in suspense.”

      I expect my words to elicit a small smile, but the look she cuts me is anything but teasing. She’s not just nervous and unsettled. She’s angry.

      Lifting my glass for another drink, I wait for her to tell me what’s got her so knotted up.

      “I’ve just had a letter from my spy.”

      At the last word, it appears on the table between us, and she plucks it up with a flourish, unfolding the neat square of parchment and gripping it tight in her fingers.

      “It would appear the queen is planning a party of sorts.”

      “All right.”

      I wait for more. Because the queen is always throwing some party or another, and Kaia isn’t usually one to get upset over them. It’s not like the queen goes out of her way to invite anyone besides her own high court. And I’ve never heard from Kaia or any of my other dark court gods about feeling slighted.

      “A luncheon,” she says, lips pursed. “In celebration of the new arrival. At the southern palace in Talvi.”

      Ah. Maybe it’s mention of Talvi that’s got her all out of sorts. We spent quite a lot of time there when we were younger, Kaia, my brother, and I.

      Talvi sits on the southernmost edge of my brother’s territory and borders Kaia’s. The palace there belonged to a mortal king for generations before my brother laid claim to it when the line died out.

      We would swim in the nearby lake and enjoy a hunt through the thick grove of trees. And Kaia and my brother would slip off to be alone, and we would all pretend no one noticed.

      I had only happy memories there. Even if they were so long ago they’re fuzzy around the edges now.

      “It’s been a long time since you’ve been to Talvi,” I begin.

      “I know that,” she snaps. “I remember what we did there and when and how often. I remember the time you broke the nose off the statue by the wading pool and the way the sunset shone off the gilded turrets and the soft feel of the well-worn velvet pillows in the east parlor.”

      “Last I heard, they spent an exorbitant sum redecorating.”

      It’s the wrong thing to say. The anger creasing her brow dissolves into a look of sadness, her shoulders drooping slightly before straightening again.

      “I’m sure it’s as hideous as the palace in Fontoss. But that’s not what upsets me.”

      “What, then?”

      She refocuses on the parchment in her hand, eyes scanning quickly before stabbing at it with her finger.

      “This,” she snarls.

      Before I can ask what this is, she shoves the parchment in my face, and I scan her spy’s tight, neat script before finding the thing that has upset her so.

      The queen wishes to hold a luncheon at the southern palace in one week’s time. She wants every goddess in attendance, including those from the dark court. Expect to receive your invitation via messenger within a day or two.

      Kaia’s features are carefully schooled. The only thing giving her away is the whites of her knuckles from her hands gripped punishingly tight in her lap.

      “You don’t have to go.”

      “Of course I have to go.”

      She shoves up to pace in front of the fire, skirts rustling, the scent of lavender and rosemary rising.

      “It would be rude to say no. And more than that,” she continues before I can point out she doesn’t owe the queen politeness, “if she’s going to make some sort of announcement, it would be better to hear it firsthand than relayed through someone else.”

      I can’t argue with that logic, but I know going to this luncheon will pain her in ways that are unnecessary and arduous.

      “What kind of announcement could she possibly make after that display with the oracle at the ball?”

      “I don’t know.” She pauses for a moment before renewing her pacing. “If not an announcement, then there is likely something to gain from going. Any information we can gather would be better for us, wouldn’t it?”

      “Of course it would, but—”

      “That’s why I have to go,” she says with a decisive nod. “I won’t argue about it.”

      Leaning back in my chair, I sigh. “When is it?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t gotten the—”

      An envelope appears on the table. The queen’s seal is cast in white wax. Taking a deep breath, Kaia picks it up, breaking the wax with a tiny crack and shuffling out the invitation inside.

      Her eyes flit back and forth as she reads the ornate summons, and when she’s finished, she tosses it at me before beginning to pace again.

      The pleasure of your company is requested…

      I snort and read quickly through the rest of it before dropping it on the table.

      “A fortnight, then. Plenty of time to prepare yourself. If you really are going to insist on going.”

      “I’m going,” she says, dropping into the chair with a huff. “Do you think she’s up to something?” she asks after a long beat of silence.

      “Undoubtedly,” I reply. “When have she and my brother ever not been up to something?”

      She makes a noise in the back of her throat that sounds like agreement, her eyes fixed on the painting hanging above my fireplace. A depiction of the forest shrouding the veil. Black-trunked trees and a thin mist crawling over the ground. It’s one of my favorites. The forest looks lit from within, ethereal, dangerous, yet inviting.

      “No, I meant… Do you think the king really is the father of her baby?”

      I pin her with a pointed stare. I can’t imagine any other god would be stupid enough to fuck the queen behind my brother’s back. He may look the other way at her dalliances with mortals and the demigods she’s birthed as she does with his, but he would not take kindly to her having an affair with another god, one he views as both equal and inferior at once.

      “I don’t think she’d have an affair with another god.”

      “Neither do I,” she says.

      Draining the last of the liquor in my glass, I ponder the implications of her statement. It’s not unlike the scenario I’m imagining Pela did with Elora. Since goddesses possess the ability to create a pregnancy and produce a full god without the need of an immortal mate.

      But it’s a long, complicated, uncommon ritual that is carried out over many months with a wide margin for error. If the king and queen have been spending as much time together as Kaia’s spies claim, then it would be an impossible thing for her to hide from my brother.

      Unless she completed the ritual when they were still distant and then seduced my brother to make the story of her pregnancy plausible. It sounds far-fetched, but not altogether out of the realm of possibility where Zanirah is concerned. She’s plotted and schemed much worse to keep my brother by her side.

      “It would be a dangerously stupid thing for her to do if it’s true.”

      “Yes,” Kaia agrees.

      “And my brother would likely be unpredictable if he found out the baby wasn’t his.”

      “Yes.”

      “And it changes nothing about what the oracle said about the baby at the party.”

      She sighs. “Yes.”

      “But”—I hold up the invitation between two fingers—“you’re going to go and see if you can determine what the hell the queen is up to even if you don’t like the answers.”

      It’s a long moment before she answers, but her eyes slowly drift to mine, and she leans forward to take the invitation from my hand.

      “Yes,” she replies softly.
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      The weather never changes in the Shadow Realm. The air always feels like fall on the cusp of winter, briskly chill with an icy breeze. But today it’s warm. Or maybe it just feels that way after a good ride with Meera.

      I haven’t spent nearly as much time with her as I did before my entire life changed and I threw myself into finding out who was attacking the realm. And she never fails to remind me of my neglect whenever I make it down to the barn to see her.

      Today she refused to make eye contact until I fed her two fat apples, chewing them slowly as if to tell me she would forgive me when she was good and ready.

      When she finally let me saddle and mount her, she seemed content to let me open her up to a fast gallop. The glacial breeze washed over me, making me shiver.

      I miss the sun and the rain and the snow less than I did when I first arrived here. Though I wonder if that’s because I have accepted my place as part of the Shadow Realm or if it’s knowing I have the freedom to seek it out whenever I want.

      Meera huffs out a breath, pawing at the grass, and I lean over to rub a hand down the side of her neck. Below us is the barn on the little farmstead that has housed Meera since Thieran brought her from Acaria, since he made it possible for me to have one of the only creatures I’ve ever loved nearby. Stretched out behind us is the field where we often take our ride.

      The wards Thieran put up to keep me in are gone. They’re unnecessary now that I can shift anywhere I want inside the realm or out. And he’s no longer keeping me close enough to watch even if I couldn’t. I’ve made my choice where he is concerned. If only he would respect the other choices I’ve made.

      I sense his growing frustration every time he sees me shift or conjure or dispel. Words on the edge of his tongue about how I need to learn to do more, how I’m wasting what lives inside me by not learning to harness it. But the more I push back, the more the words tumble free. Incessant and irritating.

      We have come to a silent agreement not to talk about it in the dark. To talk only of other things or to not talk at all. And that arrangement suits me fine. Because I don’t want to examine why the more he pushes, the more reluctant I am.

      It isn’t as if refusing to use my powers somehow makes me less of a god. There is nothing to undo that reality. In truth, I don’t want to undo it. I want as much time with Thieran as the Fates will allow. And they have given us forever.

      But why does that mean I cannot have time to come to terms with it all? To slip slowly into who I am over months or years instead of days? Every other god in existence has known who they were since birth. It seems unfair he would expect me to acclimate in a matter of weeks.

      With a last look over my shoulder at the open field, I nudge Meera toward the barn and hop down to lead her inside. While we were gone, someone replaced the hay and water in her stall with fresh, and she gives a little nicker of approval.

      To keep my hands busy and my mind occupied, I take the time to give her a good brushing. She’ll need a bath soon, and while she’ll hate it with a passion, it has to be done. And that will be its own kind of distraction.

      I feel Thieran join me, his presence heavy at the front entrance to the barn. I know before even turning around that he’s leaning a shoulder against the doorframe, muscled arms crossed over a broad chest, his dark hair swinging to his shoulders and fluttering in the realm’s ever-present breeze.

      His mouth ticks up at one corner when I turn, and his gaze bores into me. I can tell he means to distract me even before he shoves away from the opening and stalks toward me. It’s in the set of his jaw and the quirk of his brow and the teasing glint in his eye.

      He waits for me to step out of Meera’s stall, and then he cages me back against the closed door, leaning down to capture my lips. The kiss is slow and unhurried, a methodical assault on my mouth and my senses.

      He doesn’t touch me, his hands gripping the stall door, our lips the only place where our bodies connect. When I sigh, he deepens the kiss by degrees, canting his head and sweeping his tongue over my bottom lip. He teases me with his tongue and his teeth until Meera gives a disgruntled whinny, and he breaks away with a chuckle.

      “Did you have a nice ride?”

      “I did,” I say, and he grins at the breathy sound of my voice.

      “Good. Perhaps you’d like to ride something else later.”

      Need washes through me, heating me from the inside out, and I raise a brow. “Later?”

      “Mmm. I wanted to show you something.”

      Taking my hand, he shifts us to the top of the rise behind the barn but facing away toward the tree line. The one where I breached his wards with herbal magick and escaped with Meera to the veil.

      “You wanted to show me the trees?”

      “No. I wanted to show you what you can do.”

      I look at him over my shoulder. “Do about what?”

      He holds his hand out in front of us, palm up, and a whirling black ball with a bright blue center appears. It flickers and snaps and heats like fire.

      He flicks his wrist, and the ball soars toward the tree, the trunk bursting into flames where the ball makes contact. It isn’t long before the tree is consumed, flames gone angry red and orange, dancing into the sky. After a few more moments, Thieran waves his hand, and the tree is whole again, completely unmarred by the usual ravages of fire.

      “That’s very impressive,” I say. “What does that have to do with me?”

      Sliding his hand down my arm, he captures my wrist and guides it out in front of us, palm to the sky.

      “Every god can do this,” he says, breath tickling my cheek. “It’s a physical manifestation of your power.”

      His voice is low, monotonous, like a teacher giving a history lesson or a stable master talking to a horse easily spooked. Each word wells anger deep inside me.

      “The color varies for each of us. Kaia’s is an iridescent blue. Iluna’s is ruby red. My brother’s is white.” He pauses, his fingers caressing my wrist. “I think yours might be green.”

      Stuck somewhere between my rising fury and curiosity, I grit out, “Why?”

      “Because the vines your power grew along the veil are such a beautiful shade of green. Now, you’ll want to find where your pow—”

      “Stop it, Thieran.”

      I wrench my arm free from his grasp and put space between us. His brows are raised, but his expression is neutral when I whirl to face him. He could at least have the decency to look somewhat remorseful for continuing to do the one fucking thing I have asked him not to do.

      “You need to learn,” he says for the thousandth time.

      “Have I not told you I will learn when I’m ready?”

      “You have,” he replies, his brows drawing together. “What I don’t understand is why you are avoiding it at all.”

      “Of course you don’t.” I swing my arm wildly at his answering scowl. “How could you possibly understand why this might be an adjustment for someone who lived their entire life as a mortal? Scorned and mistreated by the very thing you want me to embrace!”

      “Thing,” he echoes, voice cold. “Right. I forgot how distasteful you find me and those like me.”

      “Don’t twist my words,” I snap. “That is not what I said.”

      “You have always made your feelings on the gods abundantly clear. But I cannot undo the truth about you any more than you can.”

      “Unfortunately.”

      He jerks like I’ve slapped him, and guilt twists sharply in my stomach. I didn’t mean it. I want to tell him so. But he speaks before I can.

      “Some days I wonder if you’d actually prefer to be dead. If you would rather the veil had sucked the life out of you and left you nothing but an empty shell. A martyr for the ages.”

      “Fuck you, Thieran. You don’t know anything about me!”

      “And whose fault is that?” he shouts. “You won’t tell me who you were. You won’t embrace who you are. What do you want, Elora?”

      “I want you to let it be!”

      I feel my power rising, but I force it back down even as it builds like a storm inside me.

      “I want time to embrace who and what I am on my own terms. I don’t need you following behind me every step of the way, forcing me to be who you want me to be when you want me to be it.”

      “Because who you are is so fucking terrible,” he says through gritted teeth.

      “I didn’t say that!” I scream, throwing my hands out.

      Thieran’s angry reply is silenced by the sound of the barn exploding into flames, shattering glass and splintering wood. Meera’s desperate, frightened whinny reaches my ears a scant second later, and I sprint around Thieran toward the barn.

      But he hooks his arm around my waist, yanking me back against his chest and holding me tight even as I thrash and fight against him.

      “Get off!” My voice shudders with fear, my entire body rippling with it. “I have to get her. I can’t let her die.”

      “You won’t.” Thieran’s voice, so incensed only moments before, is calm and soft in my ear. “Your power did that. You can put it out.”

      “I don’t know how,” I remind him, choking back tears. “Thieran, let go. Let me save her.”

      “You know where the center of your power is. You know how to call it up when you shift. Where does it come from, Elora? Here?” He presses a hand to my heart, and I shake my head. “Here?”

      When he lays a hand over my stomach, I nod.

      “Your center,” he says, voice even and measured. “Reach for it. Tell it what you want it to do.”

      “I can’t,” I whisper through my tears, trying to pry his arm from around my waist as the flames eat across the roof and Meera gives another terrified call. “Thieran, please.”

      “You can, Elora. Do it. Now. Or she dies.”

      His words snap steel into my spine, and I squeeze my eyes against the insistent flames, drown out the sound of Meera’s frightened bugles, and focus on the seat of my power.

      It comes up from the belly, always spreading through me from my center and then down my arms and legs, up into my chest and head until I feel as if I’m alight from the inside out. It’s how it feels when I shift, when I conjure. And what are those things if not intention, a reaching, a coalescing of will into a single action?

      “Douse the flames, make the barn whole. Douse the flames, make the barn whole. As if it never happened.”

      Thieran chants it in my ear over and over, his arm tight around my waist even as my center heats, the power radiating up and out while I picture the barn whole, undamaged, and Meera safely grazing within.

      I don’t know how long we stand there, how long it takes for me to undo what I did, only that by the time Thieran loosens his hold on me, tears and sweat are streaming down my face.

      “There,” he says, voice all smug satisfaction, “you did quite well.”

      My eyes shoot open, and I nearly sob with relief when the barn is unharmed, as if the last few minutes were all a dream. Immediately, I shift inside. I need to see for myself that Meera is well and safe.

      When I appear beside her stall, she looks up at me as if nothing happened. There is no fear in her eyes, no sheen of sweat on her coat from the heat of the fire.

      Thieran appears beside me, and I round on him, planting my hands on his chest and shoving him back a full step.

      “She could have died!”

      “I would not have let her die. But you needed to learn you could do it, and Meera’s life was proper motivation.”

      “So you used her as a pawn? To manipulate me into doing the one thing I’m not ready to do?”

      He rolls his eyes, and I give him another shove, making him scowl.

      “It’s not as if I could predict your tantrum would set the barn on fire.”

      I stalk forward, prepared to push him again, but he grabs my wrists and hauls me up against his chest.

      “You have so much more inside you than you even realize. It’s time you use it.”

      “After what just happened, you think I really want to unearth more of this? Gods forbid I kill someone with it.” My eyes dart to Meera, watching us with a curious gaze while she munches hay. “Or some thing.”

      “Yes, I think you do.”

      “And what,” I demand, jaw clenched, “makes you think that?”

      He leans close enough that I can feel his breath on my lips. “Because power is not control. And what happened just now will continue to happen until you learn that.”

      Wrenching my wrists from his grasp, I take several steps away, crossing my arms over my chest. He’s right, and I hate that he is.

      “Fine,” I say, voice tight.

      “Wonderful.” He grins, rocking back on his heels at finally gaining the upper hand. The asshole. “We can begin tomorrow after breakfast.”

      “No.”

      Sighing, he takes a step forward, stopping when I jerk away. “You just said—”

      “I know what I said. And I will learn. But not from you.”

      A muscle flexes in his jaw, and his eyes darken.

      “Kaia offered to teach me.”

      “When?” he snaps.

      “Shortly after I woke. I’m sure she’d still be willing.”

      “Fine,” he agrees, though I can tell by his tone it isn’t fine at all.

      But I don’t care to deal with Thieran and his hurt feelings just now. He pushed me into this. If he had only left me to decide the when for myself, I would have gladly let him teach me how to use my powers.

      Because even with all the fear thrumming through my body, the experience with him on the hill, his voice gentle and insistent in my ear that I could do this, was a warm and welcome thing. It felt right, natural.

      But he took that choice from me, and I’m just angry enough to punish him for it.
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      “I decided letting him slowly drown in his own blood was the best punishment.”

      Elora stares at me as if I haven’t just spoken. Then her eyes drop to the thick slice of bread in her hand, and she takes painstaking care to slather it with fresh butter before taking a big bite.

      I’ve been talking to myself where she is concerned for days, and I am beginning to tire of her dark mood. She can be angry about the way I goaded her powers from her on the hill all she wants. But I have long since abandoned the notion that I will not do whatever it takes to keep her safe. Even if she doesn’t like my methods.

      Elora learning to use her powers is part of that. Because if my brother is interpreting the oracle’s prophecy about his child the way I expect him to—and I am certain he is—then we could have more problems than who has been attacking the Shadow Realm on our hands.

      And while I haven’t shared any of my concerns with Elora, I need her prepared nonetheless. If using her love for Meera was the only way to do it, then so be it.

      Not that she’s kept up her end of the bargain she made with me. I know from Kaia that they have not trained together in the days since she set the barn aflame and put it out again. But she will. If I have to tie her to a fucking chair and make her do it, she’ll learn and learn well.

      Popping the last bite of bread into her mouth, Elora reaches for a rasher of bacon on the silver platter in front of her. Light sparks where her fingers brush against mine, and she sighs before catching herself, sucking her bottom lip between her teeth and biting down hard.

      She tears into the bacon and chews methodically.

      Her stubbornness might well be the death of us all. I wish I didn’t find it so fucking attractive.

      Her eyebrows wing up when she catches me staring, but she holds my gaze. Her own eyes go dark, and she drags them down my torso to where it disappears beneath the table.

      We have shared our bed but not our bodies over the last few days, and I find that an irritation as well. Even though I often discover Elora molded to my side when I wake, curled around me like the vines that wind through the mark on her wrist, she rolls away from me as soon as she stirs, scooting to the far side of the bed and giving the illusion that she doesn’t miss the feel of me as much as I miss her.

      I’ll be relieving her of that notion as well. And soon. I’m tempted to shift her away from breakfast and tease her until she’s begging for me, but I’ll give her a day or two more yet to have her anger and her pout. Then I’ll remind her what we are to each other. What she is to me.

      Until then, I have some more digging into Pela to do. I didn’t get much from Harlon to go on. More a corroboration that Pela was upset about something seemingly around the time of Elora’s birth, but hardly proof she’s Elora’s mother.

      I’m confident Pela would not be a danger to her. Especially now that I know from Elora’s parents how careful Pela was to leave her in the care of good people, to watch over her for so long. But what I know isn’t even close enough to a confirmation.

      And I can’t approach Pela until I’m sure Elora is her daughter. Revealing Elora’s existence, her godhood, to the wrong person would accomplish the exact opposite of what I’m trying to do here.

      As soon as the servants begin to clear the breakfast dishes, Elora pushes back from the table and wanders out, leaving me to stare after her long after she’s gone. I have to remind myself her strength and her stubbornness are two of the most appealing things about her. It’s the only thing keeping me from going after her and pinning her up against the nearest surface.

      Leaving the servants to their task, I shift to the grove outside Pela’s temple. The leaves are bare this time of year even though the weather is much warmer here than in the dark court territories, the sun shining, the ground free of snow. But the trunks are thick enough to hide me from anyone who might wander past on the narrow road leading up from the village to the temple gates.

      Harlon’s small cottage isn’t far, puffing smoke into the bright blue sky, and I run my hands over my face and down my chest to set my glamour. Let’s see if his offer to work in the stables still stands.

      I hear the heavy clunk of boots on wood when I knock and force myself to look eager and hopeful when he opens the door. He squints at me, trying to place my face in his mind. It hasn’t been quite a week since he met me, but he was very drunk that night.

      His expression smooths, recognition in his eyes, and the tension in his shoulders at finding a stranger knocking on his cottage door eases.

      “The man who likes too much ale and wild rides.”

      I grin. “As I recall, only one of us needed to be carried home.”

      Harlon scoffs but shakes his head with a sly grin. “I’m afraid it’s too early for a drink.”

      “I’m not here for ale. I was wondering if your offer for work at the stables still stands. I’ve tried at the smithy and the big farm on the outskirts, and no one is looking for help.”

      Harlon pins me with a shrewd gaze, measuring me up in the light of day, and gives a small nod.

      “I know they’re still looking for a man. Come, I’m just about to head to the temple anyway. I’ll introduce you to the stable master, and he can decide.”

      I duck my head in gratitude and fall into step beside him up the short stretch of road between his cottage and the temple gate flung open to visitors. It’s busier than I expect as we near the temple, mortals milling about both in regular garb and Pela’s priestess robes.

      Everyone sports her symbol, either on chains about their neck like the man in the tavern or embroidered on the back of their silver robes. That curved bow that could pass for a crescent moon with the arrow nocked at the center.

      We skirt the perimeter of the temple, Harlon gruffly acknowledging people who greet him by name or title. Captain. Though he commands no men, isn’t old enough to have seen the battle waged between his father and aunt and my own dark court.

      Granted, there aren’t any demigods still alive who remember the war. They live longer than mortals, but only by about eight hundred years or so. The Fates did not grant them the immortality or healing power of gods.

      I smell the stables before we reach them—hay and manure and the musk of horses. Pela has a sizable collection of mares for riding and stallions for stud. She’s known to disappear into the woods with a large hunting party and not return for several hours.

      And every spring, she breeds her animals and sells them across Acaria. A rather lucrative business, though she hardly needs the money.

      The stables sit beyond the rear temple wall, stretching over a vast area cleared of trees and leaving the temple itself to barely peek over the towering expanse of stone.

      A long barn big enough to fit a dozen horses at least dominates with a pasture to the left where horses graze and a smaller training ring to the right where a short, wiry man encourages a horse on a lead to gallop around in an endless circle.

      “Lor!” Harlon calls as we near the wide open doorway of the barn, the sound of horses drifting out to greet us.

      The man who saunters out is tall and lanky. There isn’t much to him, and though he has a reputation for being one of the best horsemen in Acaria, I can’t imagine a man as rail thin as he is could keep his seat on a bucking stallion intent on throwing him off.

      “Does Lady Pela fancy another ride already?” Lor asks, wiping his palms against each other and bracing them on his hips. “She just left Andora not too long ago and went up for morning prayers.”

      I peer over my shoulder at what little I can see of the temple at this distance. I will eventually have to confront Pela for answers. And won’t that be a fun conversation. But I need more proof first.

      “No, this isn’t about Lady Pela. Are you still looking for a stable hand to help with spring foaling?”

      Harlon gestures to me, and Lor finally takes my measure, his gaze lingering on the scar carved through my face.

      “Not very pretty, are you?” he says bluntly, but I don’t respond. “Well, it’s early for foaling yet, but I’ve just lost a man to Lord Jorreign and his hounds, so you’ll do. You ever worked with horses?”

      “Yes,” I lie since I have no intention of doing any actual work. “Mucking stalls and cleaning tack, mostly.”

      “Good, as that’s what we’ll need. Plus help with birthing when the time comes. But that isn’t for a few months. Come with me. I’ll show you around.”

      Clapping me on the shoulder, Harlon gives me a grin and says, “Good luck.” Then he wanders back the way we came, slipping through the gate in the temple’s rear wall.

      Lor leads me into the stables, reaching out to pet the noses of the horses who stick their heads out of the stalls. In much the same way Meera does, they give me appraising looks, a few of them snorting at my presence, and I wonder if they can sense my godhood despite my glamour.

      “Hay gets delivered out here. Fresh every day because Lady Pela expects the best for her horses. We muck all the stalls twice a day and haul the manure out to that pile there.” He points to a spot on the edge of the trees. “Farmers come to pick up whatever they need to feed their crops so it doesn’t get too out of hand.”

      We head back inside the stable, and he leads me to a large room with leather straps, bridles, saddles, and more hanging on the walls and laid over stands.

      “Everything in this room is to be kept in perfect working order. No cracked leather or dirty metal. Understand? Good,” he replies to my answering nod. “You need a place to stay?”

      When I nod again, he leads me down a long hallway that dumps into a large open area. Above it is a loft padded down with hay.

      “Most of the hands sleep up there if they don’t have anywhere else to go. You can get a blanket cheap in the village, or sometimes one of the serving girls will bring one down from the temple if they’ve a mind to.” He takes in my face again. “Might be too afraid of you to bother, though.”

      As if summoned, a young woman with wide hips and small breasts steps through the door. Her hair is gathered at the nape of her neck, and her dress is loosely fitted everywhere except her bodice, where her breasts swell against the neckline. Her quick smile flashes a gap between her front teeth and anything but fear.

      Lor grunts beside me as the woman props the basket she carries on her hip and makes her way toward us.

      “Here are your saddle pads, laundered and folded,” she says, her voice deeper than I expected, with a smoky quality to it. “Did you replace old Egen already?” she wonders, eyes traveling over me from head to toe.

      “Yeah. Try to keep away from this one.” He tells her before turning to me. “You can start with the evening mucking.”

      He wanders off in the direction we came, leaving me alone with the woman who won’t stop staring at me. She’s clearly one partial to wild rides. And I intend to take advantage of that.

      I reach for the basket, taking it from her hands and setting it on a nearby bench. Without the burden of her load, she steps forward, resting her hand on my bicep and giving it a light squeeze.

      “You look strong enough. You tell Lor I said he has to be nice to you.”

      “Will that actually work?”

      She grins. “It might do. Depends on the day.”

      “I’ll be sure to try my luck then,” I tell her, though I don’t bother to ask her name. “You worked here long?”

      She lifts a casual shoulder, but my interest has her angling her body closer, her breasts brushing my arm.

      “Near to all my life. Like my mama and granny before me.”

      I give her a flirty grin, and she makes a show of blushing, a smile flashing across her lips.

      “So you must know all the secrets of this place.”

      She leans in even closer, her eyes tracking the length of my scar before settling on my mouth. “You have no idea.”

      “What’s the best one?” I ask, mirroring her pose.

      “How do I know you won’t get me in trouble with it?”

      I raise a brow, cocking my head. “Why would I want to do that? I intend to get a lot more out of you than secrets.”

      Her cheeks flush bright red, and she tightens her hold on my arm. “Those are big words for someone who just arrived.”

      “Do you doubt me?”

      Eyes darting to my scar again, she shakes her head. “It’s a secret you want, is it?”

      “Only if it’s a good one.”

      She seems to think on it a moment, wetting her lips. Her eyes light up when she settles on which secret to share.

      “I heard the captain has been sleeping with one of the temple maids.”

      “Why’s that a secret?”

      “Because he’s engaged to Lady Pela’s favorite lady-in-waiting.”

      Her secret is disappointing. I have no use for who’s fucking who in Pela’s temple.

      “Perhaps your source is wrong.”

      “Oh, Fiona is never wrong,” she assures me.

      “Then I imagine he’s just getting it out of his system before he’s wed.”

      “He could be.” She leans into me harder, pressing her breasts against my arm. “Do you have anything you need to get out of your system?”

      I grin. “I don’t think you could handle me.”

      Her cheeks flush, but she boldly says, “I’m sure I’d surprise you. You should—”

      A bell tolls in the distance, and she quickly steps away, turning toward the sound.

      “I have to go, or I’m going to be late. I’ll be certain to come visit again. But don’t hesitate to find me in the temple if you have the time. We can share fresh secrets and maybe a bit more.”

      My only answer is a grin, but she seems to accept it, returning it and quickly scurrying through the door and up the wide path. I watch her until she disappears around the bend.

      Her secret isn’t quite what I was looking for, but it does serve as evidence that I might be able to find better information about Pela working inside the temple rather than the stables. If Fiona is as good with secrets as this woman says she is, she might be able to give me more of what I’m after.

      It isn’t fresh information. I’m still left only with Harlon’s drunken confession and my own suspicions. But it does give me another place to look, another person to get information from. Someone who seems to delight in sharing secrets.

      Stepping into the shadows, I shift back to my study and begin to plan my next visit to Pela’s temple.
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      I trudge down the stairs and around the corner, through the maze of passageways and past rooms tightly sealed. Climbing the last set of wide stairs carpeted in deep red, I make my way to the familiar hallway and stop in front of Kaia’s door.

      Like all the other doors in the palace, it’s hewn from black Shadow Realm trees, and her symbol is carved into the wood with sprigs of lavender and rosemary on either side. I can smell the herbs even with the door closed. Their scent is comforting and grounding, just like Kaia’s presence often is.

      But I don’t lift my fist to knock. No amount of calming lavender and cleansing rosemary could ease the nerves eating away at my insides. I do not want to be here even though I gave Thieran and Kaia my word that I would learn to harness my powers.

      I keep my word when I give it, but I did not agree to a timeframe. Something I reminded Thieran of just last night when he asked me when I would finally do what I promised and meet with Kaia. A quarter to never. But he wouldn’t like that answer.

      I could be using this time to wander the streets outside the temple of the God of Sleep, see what I might be able to glean about his connection to Iluna. Or I could do some more digging on Sabiya. There’s quite a lot of history attributed to her, a goddess of both wisdom and war.

      She’s popular among the Acarian people, something that has often irritated Jorreign, the God of War. To put it mildly. Apparently they nearly laid waste to the Borroka river basin during one of their many squabbles a few years before I was born.

      Sabiya may be wise, but she still rules over war and wages it when it suits her. She could very well be attacking the Shadow Realm and using her relationship with Iluna—and Iluna’s jealousy over Thieran—to do it.

      But I’m not off doing any of that. I’m standing here in front of Kaia’s rooms, too nervous to knock because Kaia asked me at breakfast if I was available to practice with her today, and I couldn’t come up with a good excuse fast enough. Not with Thieran staring at me like he was daring me to say no.

      We have been at odds with each other since our encounter on the hill, and though I have expected him to push me away in his impatience over my stalling and my own willful temper, he has not. He is a constant surprise to me, always doing the last thing I expect and throwing me off balance. I should be used to it by now.

      I consider leaving, turning around and coming back later. Maybe taking Meera for a ride first to clear my head, remind myself she is well and happy. Then I can come back and let Kaia put me through my own paces.

      But I’m stopped in my cowardly retreat by the sound of Kaia’s door opening behind me.

      “Oh,” she says, voice soft and full of surprise. “I didn’t hear you knock.”

      “I hadn’t yet,” I admit, trying not to sound guilty. “Are you free now?”

      “Of course,” she insists, stepping back and gesturing me in.

      I glance past her to her sitting room, richly decorated in deep greens and purples with touches of gold. I don’t see her familiar, but I imagine he’s in there somewhere. In the path of my wild, untamed power. Power that almost killed Meera.

      “You want to meet in there? Isn’t there somewhere…safer?”

      Kaia’s smile is kind. “It’s plenty safe in here, I assure you.”

      I hesitate again, but she opens the door wider, and I relent with a sigh. If she says it’s safe, I have to believe that. I know she would never put her familiar in harm’s way. Just like I know Thieran wouldn’t have let anything happen to Meera if I hadn’t been able to undo my own destruction.

      Not that I ever plan to admit such a thing to him.

      “We’re going to start with something simple today,” she informs me, flicking a hand at the windows and closing the curtains, bathing the room in darkness save for the flames dancing in the hearth.

      Her familiar is curled up in his cat form on one end of the couch, and he peeks at me out of one eye as I claim one of the overstuffed chairs opposite. Once I’ve settled, he jumps down and lowers his head to the floor in a fluid stretch before sauntering over to me and laying one paw against my knee.

      I lean forward and scratch his ears until he abruptly wanders off and curls up on a small pillow in front of the fire, tucking his tail against his body.

      “We’re going to start where all gods do, though not nearly enough maintain the practice, and work on centering.”

      “And you’re sure he should be here for this?”

      She follows my gaze to the cat and smiles. “Don’t worry about Heks.” Taking the spot her familiar vacated on the couch, she fluffs out her skirts and folds her hands in her lap. “He can take care of himself.”

      “All right.” I drag my gaze away from the sleeping cat to see her staring at me. “How does centering work? Is it like drawing my power up?”

      “Is that where yours comes from?”

      I nod. “That’s where I always feel it build when I use them. For shifting or conjuring or…”

      She gives a knowing nod, and I don’t feel compelled to finish my explanation.

      “Good. It’s better to know where your power gathers. But that has nothing to do with what we’re going to practice today. Power requires control,” she adds, ignoring my snort at her use of Thieran’s words. “Without control, it is a wild thing. And wild things are unpredictable.”

      The sound of Meera’s terrified trumpeting rings in my ears, and I shake my head to clear it.

      “So how do I control it?”

      “You have to be mindful of it, center yourself. Eventually this will be as natural as breathing, but it does take some practice. Close your eyes.”

      I give her a dubious look, but she only stares back at me, a serene smile on her face, until my eyes drift closed and the scent of lavender and rosemary slowly rises.

      “Take a deep breath in. Your power is ever-present inside you. Always available to you, always ready to answer your call.”

      “That’s precisely the problem,” I mutter.

      “It’s so much a part of you, it can be hard to decipher from all the rest,” she continues as if I hadn’t spoken. “Your task today is to master mindfulness, centering yourself around that ball of power in your middle. This is who you are.”

      Her tone is soothing, but her words put me on edge. Thieran is constantly reminding me this is who I am. But I was perfectly content with who I was before. I didn’t need to be something else, someone else. I knew myself and my place and my purpose.

      Now nothing is the way it was. And I don’t know who to be. I feel lost, adrift, uncentered for all that Kaia is telling me I shouldn’t be. I don’t know what to do with this new thing inside me, and I only seem to be disappointing the people around me while I figure it out.

      “Focus.” Kaia’s soft voice penetrates my thoughts. “Breathe in. And out. Find your power. It glows like a gentle light inside you. Where is it?”

      “Here.”

      I press a hand to my belly button and feel the subtle heat of my skin, but warmer than it should be. Or is that my mind playing tricks on me?

      “Find it. Focus on it. See it. It’s there inside you. It’s yours.”

      Mine. My eyes are still closed, but it’s as if I’m standing beside Kaia, watching myself. The room around me is hazy, but my figure is clear. Seated in the plush chair, back straight, hand flat against my stomach. And around my fingers glows a green light.

      “Thieran was right.” I jerk myself out of my vision and back into my body with my words, eyes flying open. “Don’t tell him I said that,” I mumble.

      Kaia barely suppresses a grin. “Your secret is safe with me. Now, close your eyes again. Breathe deep. Go back to that light.”

      I squirm in my seat until Kaia clears her throat and finally settle again, relaxing back against the soft, cool fabric of the chair. It takes me longer to find it, that steady beat of power.

      It’s small, no bigger than a rock, but it glows bright green.

      “Have you found it?” Kaia’s voice sounds dreamy and far away.

      “Mmm,” I murmur in agreement, turning the power over and around inside me.

      It feels right, natural. Like a piece of me I didn’t know was missing before I wandered into the Shadow Realm. And I wonder what my life would have been like if I had never found out about my godhood. Would I have always felt so apart from everyone else? Always on the outside looking in and never belonging anywhere or to anyone?

      The power swells at the idea, the glow of green getting brighter, the ball of light getting bigger. For as confused as I feel, as untethered as being a goddess has made me, I am not alone as I was before. I have Thieran to anchor me and Kaia to guide me. People who mean something to me as I mean something to them.

      “Can you see this candle?” Kaia asks.

      My eyes are still closed, but I clearly see a single unlit candle sitting in front of me. It spears up out of a gold holder, symbols carved into the curved handle.

      “Yes,” I whisper, unable to make my voice louder.

      “Light it.”

      Almost before the words leave her lips, the candle flames, hot and bright, the wick bursting to light before the flame settles and flickers gently, and I feel heat gather under my hand before cooling again.

      “Good,” Kaia says. “Can you see these?”

      The lit candle is replaced by an ornate candelabra, three black candles standing unlit on the branches. I nod.

      “Light them.”

      As before, they light instantly, their flames burning black instead of white, and this time, the warmth in my stomach spreads through my whole body from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. On Kaia’s startled gasp, I open my eyes.

      Every surface in her sitting room is covered in black candles. Rising from candelabras or balanced in squat candle holders. Some seem to simply hover in midair. Thick ones, thin ones, tall ones, short ones. Dozens and dozens of candles glowing bright.

      Heks is sitting up in front of the fire, staring at me with big blue eyes.

      “What happened?” I wonder.

      “You lit my candles,” Kaia says with a smile, indicating the candelabra I saw behind my closed eyes with a wave of her hand. “And added a few of your own.”

      “Sorry, I…” I reach to extinguish the ones closest to me, but she moves them out of reach with a flick of her fingers.

      “Not like that. With your power. You called them forth, you can send them back. Find your center. Feel it. The candles were here, and now they’re not.”

      I reach down deep, finding that center, that glowing light, telling the candles to disappear, to leave no trace, and watch as every candle in the room vanishes save for the three black and one white Kaia asked me to light while we practiced.

      “Very good.” She beams, clasping her hands under her chin. “You did quite well for your first lesson.”

      “That’s it?” I ask as she moves the candles to the side and conjures tea on the table between us. “I already knew how to conjure and dispel things.”

      “That wasn’t conjuring. You added the conjuring on your own,” she reminds me, pouring tea into each cup and handing one to me. “That was finding your center. You have to be able to intentionally call it up from the same place every time rather than risk it rising with your emotions. It has to become second nature to you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because”—she twists her wrist and throws a ball of blue flame into the hearth where it explodes in a shower of sparks—“sometimes you will have to act before you’re able to think about it. On instinct. And you will have to be intimately acquainted with your power to do it.”

      Something in her words makes me shiver, like she’s preparing me for an inevitable future I will not be able to escape from.

      I add a cube of sugar to my tea, a splash of milk.

      And as I stir it through, I wonder if, no matter what path my life took, it would have always led me here. To Thieran and this power I’ve tried so hard to ignore.

      They have, after all, always been a part of who I am. Just something else in a long list of things people have tried to keep from me. Perhaps it’s high time I reclaim it for myself instead of fighting so adamantly against it.
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      A wagon trundles past me up the road, the horse’s snorts riding on the early morning air in thin white puffs. Hay bales piled high rock and shudder with the movement, a few errant straws floating to the ground in its wake.

      I’ve returned to Pela’s territory four times in the last five days and under a different glamour to avoid detection by the stable master for being a lazy, good-for-nothing liar. Lor was not pleased when I left before evening mucking.

      Managing to work my way inside the temple and even closer to Pela’s circle was easier than it should have been, and I marvel at how Pela has managed to keep this secret for so long without detection, considering how negligent her security is.

      Aside from Harlon and a handful of other guards, she is surrounded mostly by her ladies. Demigoddesses, along with a few mortal daughters from prominent families. I wonder if she knows how easy it is to infiltrate her temple and her people, the secrets those close to her are willing to share for a bit of coin and a promise of a sweaty romp behind the stables.

      Not that these tidbits have given me what I really need. Confirmation. Anyone who’s served here long enough to remember the time around Elora’s birth confirms Pela was not herself then. But each timeline is different, each person adding or rescinding their own details until the stories have a common theme but not a common telling.

      It’s maddening. All the little bits and pieces I’ve collected could be constructed to reveal Pela as Elora’s mother, but the only way to know for sure is to ask the Goddess of the Hunt herself. And I am not prepared to do that.

      I cannot do that. Not until I have more proof. Until I know for certain. And that day might never come. An outcome that will leave Elora caged in the Shadow Realm, hidden from the rest of the gods and the world. Unable to claim her birthright, her true identity, her rightful place by my side as queen.

      I am not willing to give up on that just yet, but I am growing more restless with my lack of progress by the day. Turning on my heel, I stalk away from the path leading to the stables and pad down the wide stone walkway ringing the temple proper.

      The balcony is supported by fat columns hewn from the same white stone as the high wall standing guard between the temple and the village below. Long shadows are cast on the green grass by the morning sun, and drops of dew sparkle in the wide beams.

      My glamour today is that of a young servant girl, the homespun clothes itchy against my skin. I turn too sharply to avoid a man who barely seems to notice me, and the structure of the corset digs into my ribs until I grunt.

      I find myself with a new appreciation of Elora for willingly putting on one of these torture devices every single day. How the fuck does she breathe?

      I’d much prefer a basic tunic and breeches, but being a serving boy didn’t gain me nearly as much access as when I tried it as a girl. And I’ve been working my way deeper into Pela’s inner circle. So deep I was actually standing in her sitting room yesterday.

      Rearranging the stack of blankets in my arms, I drop an unsteady bob to one of Harlon’s men as he passes, gritting my teeth when he slyly reaches out to grope my breast and squeeze my ass.

      He did the same to me yesterday and at least two other maidservants I saw. I’d like to give him a slow, painful death and an inventive eternal torture. I have no doubt he’s bound for Síra.

      But the goal is to move about unnoticed. And I don’t wish to start this ruse over with a different glamour. I’ve spent enough time with mortals in the last few weeks to last me an eternity.

      No one stops me when I round the corner to Pela’s private rooms. No one bids me turn around and go back the way I came when I push into her sitting room. She’s out hunting, so the room is empty, sunlight dappling the carpet.

      I set the blankets on a nearby table and quickly cross the room to the ornately carved door leading to Pela’s bedroom. The woodland scene is set in gold. A doe standing at the edge of a wood, trees spearing up tall and thick behind the animal. On the doe’s flank is a curved bow with an arrow in the center.

      The sight of it has me pushing into the room.

      Like the sitting room, it is empty and similarly bathed in bright morning sunlight. The large bed is neatly made, piled with pillows in earthy shades of greens and browns.

      The fireplace is unlit, as are the candles standing on the mantel and gracing the side tables and the torches on the wall. No need for artificial light when the sun is so readily available.

      Easing the door closed behind me to delay my discovery, I cross to the tidy table set between two windows, a mirror attached to the back. I ignore my reflection in favor of searching through the drawers.

      Yesterday Fiona told me, her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper, that the lady Pela keeps her most precious possessions close. Hidden in the false bottom of an unassuming drawer in her room. How did she know of such a hiding place? Lady Pela neglected to close it all the way once, and she found it while cleaning.

      At least, that was the story she refused to deviate from.

      I test all the bottoms in this table, and none of them give way, so I move to the two drawers under the towering wardrobe in the corner. These are equally as unforgiving.

      I may find nothing, poking about among Pela’s things, but for a goddess so devastated by a loss that so many people took notice, I can’t imagine she wouldn’t keep some kind of token of the daughter she loved but gave up. Even if she had to hide it away for almost thirty years to keep others from discovering her secret.

      Shoving away from the wardrobe, I stalk to the little table beside the bed. There are only two drawers left in this room. I could always try the sitting room drawers, in case the maid was mistaken, but Pela won’t hunt forever, and as soon as she returns, she and her ladies will descend on this room, and my search will be over.

      The top drawer doesn’t give, and I curse under my breath, shoving it closed with a snap and yanking open the bottom one. There better be something in here, or I swear to the gods…

      The drawer is nearly empty, with only a few blank pieces of parchment organized in a neat stack and secured under a small, smooth river stone. Unassuming. I press my fingers around the edges of the drawer’s bottom, tracing the shape of it until I feel the slightest give.

      Pressing harder, I grin when the bottom gives way and tilts up. Carefully, I use my fingernail to pry the edge up and away, my heartbeat kicking into a gallop as it bends back like a lid on a hinge. But beneath it is nothing. Nothing but cobwebs and the curled, dried husk of a dead beetle.

      “All the gods be damned!”

      I slam the false bottom back in place and ram the drawer closed so hard the table legs scrape across the floor. I’m just preparing to shift back to the Shadow Realm, maybe work out some of my frustration at walking away empty-handed on an unredeemable in Síra when the door to Pela’s sitting room flies open.

      The soldier who leered at me in the hallway is framed in the open space, a scowl drawing his eyebrows into deep slashes over dark eyes.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing in here?” he demands, resting his hand on the hilt of his sword.

      I open my mouth to make an excuse, but I don’t care enough to keep up the charade. Instead I drop my glamour and shift to stand in front of him. His eyes go wide in recognition, and his mouth falls open. But I don’t let him get a word in before I’m gripping him by the throat and shifting us both to the edge of a ravine along the border between Pela’s territory and her brother’s to the north.

      The wind whips my robes around my body, and his feet dangle over the open air beneath him. He claws at my hand, but he isn’t strong enough. He’ll never be strong enough to match me.

      “What a shame for you to stumble into the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “M-my lord. Please,” he rasps around my grip on his throat. “I won’t tell a soul what I saw.”

      I tilt my head, watching as his lips turn blue. Setting him gently on the ground, I release my hold. But before he can thank me, I shove my hand into his chest and close it around his still-beating heart.

      His gaze darts from my wrist, where it disappears into his body, to my face, his eyes glassy with pain, his skin bathed in sweat.

      “I know you won’t,” I tell him, wrenching his heart from his chest and shoving him backward off the cliff with my foot. “Because dead men don’t speak.”

      I watch until his heart beats for the last time, toss it over after him, and shift back to the palace.

      Elora is in my sitting room when I arrive, reclined on the couch, reading a book. She gets up when she notices me and heads for the door. But I’m tired of not having what I want anymore. No good information on whether Pela is really her mother. No updates from Kaia’s spies. No Elora in my bed.

      When I move to block her path, she looks up at me, one eyebrow raised. But she must see something in the look on my face because her gaze instantly drops to my mouth, and she wets her lips with her tongue.

      It’s all the invitation I need, and my hand darts out to wrap around her throat, twisting and shoving her back against the waist-high table next to the door. She doesn’t protest, doesn’t squirm away, doesn’t shift out of my grasp.

      Instead she fists her hands in the front of my robes and tugs, tilting her head up for my kiss as my mouth descends onto hers. I nip her bottom lip roughly, eliciting a groan from low in her throat, her muscles contracting when I tighten my grip. The flutter of her pulse beats like hummingbird wings under my fingers.

      “You’re an asshole,” she tells me, finally breaking her silence.

      Her voice is the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard. Even when she’s insulting me. Though, she isn’t wrong.

      “I am,” I agree. “With blood on my hands and darkness in my soul.”

      “Strangely enough—”

      She gasps when I work my hand inside her breeches and shove two fingers roughly inside her.

      “Strangely enough?” I ask, grinding into her, my palm applying steady, even pressure to her clit.

      “I like the blood on your hands.”

      I curl my fingers up and tap them against that sensitive spot inside her until her knees wobble and her knuckles turn white against the black of my robes.

      “And the…darkness in your soul.”

      She whimpers, and the sound is music to my ears. But I don’t relent in my pace, my frenzied roughness. She can be angry at me all she wants; she can despise my methods and my reasoning and my pushing, but she cannot deny how she responds to my touch.

      “You want more?” I ask her when she begins to shudder.

      She nods, rocking against my hand, the urgent thrusting of her hips making the table bang against the wall in sharp slaps. But she doesn’t seem to notice. The only thing she can chase is the beginning tremors of the orgasm building inside her.

      I see it in her eyes, feel it in the beat of her pulse. I push her higher, harder, faster. And watch. Watch her green eyes shimmer with power, watch her begin to glow with it. Smell the sandalwood and jasmine surrounding us.

      Her body goes taut, her back bowing until she’s bent over the table. The only thing holding her upright is my hand on her throat. And when her pussy clamps down on my fingers, I shove them deep inside her, grinding my palm ruthlessly against her clit until she goes limp against me.

      It takes her only seconds to recover, her hands parting my robes and shoving them off my shoulders, her fingers quickly releasing the tie on my breeches and shoving them down my thighs.

      When she grips my cock, she gives it a rough squeeze before dragging her hand up my length. I groan, and she gives me a triumphant smile. She likes what she does to me, how much I want her. And I can hardly say I mind it myself.

      Stripping her breeches down to her knees, I slap her hand away and spin her around, driving my cock inside her from behind. She grips the edge of the table with a groan and rocks her ass into me. Wrapping her braid around my hand, I draw her back against my chest, grinding my cock inside her as I whisper into her ear.

      “This pussy is mine. You are mine.”

      She whimpers but doesn’t speak, her fingers flexing on the smooth, polished surface of the table.

      “Yes,” she finally whispers. “Forever.”

      I bend her in half again, her breasts pressed flat against the table as I fuck her brutally. But she doesn’t complain. She rocks her hips back in a silent plea for more. And I give it to her.

      Every solid inch of my length fills her until we’re both trembling from it, and I sense another orgasm building in her from the way her pussy flutters on my cock and her breathing goes rough and ragged.

      “Do you want my cum inside you?”

      She groans and tries to drop her forehead to the surface of the table, but I yank her braid, pulling her head back and exposing the long line of her neck. Her throat bobs when she swallows.

      “Yes,” she pants. “Come inside me, Thieran.”

      “Good girl. Rub your clit.”

      I fuck into her roughly, but she doesn’t hesitate to slide her hand between her thighs and rub her clit in fast circles. I know she’s close, her pussy clenching around me. And when she screams my name, I follow her into oblivion.

      Elora collapses under me, and I loosen my hold on her braid, tracing my fingers down the length of her spine until she relaxes even further.

      Leaning over her, I whisper in her ear. “This stalemate between us is over. I’m no longer willing to share our bed but not our bodies.”

      She peeks at me over her shoulder. Flicking her wrist and dispelling what’s left of our clothes, she grips my hand and shifts us both to the center of the bed.

      “Do you have anywhere to be?” she asks, pushing me onto my back and crawling up my body to straddle my hips.

      “I don’t. No.”

      Grinning, she slams herself down on my cock in one fluid motion and cups her breasts in her hands.

      “Good. We have a lot of time to make up for.”
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      I stand at the edge of the forest, the mist lapping at my ankles. The shouts and squeals of children playing fill the stretch of empty field between the forest and the closest cottage.

      Despite the clouds, the weather is warmer today than it was the last time I visited Acaria, and it hints vaguely of spring. Snow still pools in the shadows, but the land itself is mostly clear.

      Like Rhagana, the God of Sleep’s capital city is nestled up against the forest. Buffeted to the east by the sea, crashing against imposing cliffs and ringing over the furthermost edge of the territory, and to the west by Learia’s lands.

      The landscape here is altogether different from the northern coasts. It’s moody and dark, the wind biting colder than it does in the high court territories, even with the subtle warmth of winter fading slowly into spring.

      The sea churns, murky gray with foam-capped waves, against the sheer rock face. In the north, the land fades into soft sandy beaches bleached white by the ever-present sun. The water laps gently at the shore and invites you to swim, lounge, or fish.

      In the south, it’s sheared off in dramatic cliffs, as if this part of Acaria was cleaved from a larger landmass and set adrift to float among the waves and the creatures. The only way to swim in it is to dive to your death, dashed on the rocks that spear up at the base of the cliffs, guarding the coast like a fortress.

      The people here do not make their life from the sea as they do in the north. Instead they farm, and they trade with high and dark court territories alike for what they cannot grow or produce. It’s like that in most of the territories. Mortals largely unaware of the divide between the gods that has existed long since before they were born and will likely continue long after they are bones in the ground and souls beyond the veil.

      But Thieran remembers, and I suspect that is why he will not answer any of the deeper, more probing questions I’ve asked about the gods. For all his talk of wanting me to get to know my own history, he will not fill in the biggest gaps, the darkest holes, the ugliest stories.

      There are pieces of his past locked up as tightly as mine are. And as much as I want to push and to pry, I cannot. Because then he would ask the same of me, and there are things about me I am not ready for Thieran to know.

      Things I have endured, people I have survived, places I have escaped from. A past that left scars not just on my body, but deep inside me. Scars I am not yet ready to reveal.

      So I leave Thieran to his secrets, and he, in turn, leaves me to mine. For now. I suspect there will come a day when we cannot afford secrets between us.

      I’m not sure why that foreboding feeling hangs over me. Only that every time I practice with Kaia, I cannot shake the notion she is preparing me for something more than simply becoming one with my powers. But we don’t speak of that either.

      So I’m here, standing on the outskirts of Loaren, wondering what exactly I might be able to learn about the God of Sleep and his supposed relationship with the Goddess of Night. Not that I don’t trust Nevon or his sources. But gossip is only speculation until I can confirm it with my own eyes.

      This would perhaps be easier, faster, if I didn’t have to hide my godhood. The more I connect with my powers, the less I want to hide away in the dark, concealing who and what I am.

      It’s a switch I thought Thieran would appreciate, but I was wrong. Even the light insinuation that we might reveal my godhood to more members of his court than just Kaia and the judges was met with a stern warning not to reveal anything to anyone unless we trusted them implicitly.

      There was something he and Kaia communicated in the look they shared that sent a shiver down my spine. More secrets between us, more unanswered questions.

      But he’s right. As much as I hate to keep saying it. With Iluna potentially consorting with Lucidas and Sabiya to attack or maybe even destroy the Shadow Realm, we don’t know who we can trust. Even with Thieran assuring me Iluna cannot be involved in a plot against him or the realm.

      But demigods and mortals close to Orella seem to think Iluna might be more dissatisfied than Thieran believes. And even though it’s gossip, it’s enough to pull me away from the safety of the realm and into the easternmost territory on Acaria’s southern border.

      Pulling the edges of my sleeves down over my palms and gripping my cloak tighter around me as an extra shield against revealing my godmark, I step out of the forest and make my way toward the edge of the village.

      Children race around in an empty field chasing a pair of scruffy brown dogs who bark whenever the children shriek in excitement, and I smile. I finally caught Kaia’s Heks in his dog form playing with the children in Videva. It was sweet and heartbreaking in equal measure.

      There were so many of them. Little ones too young to have been taken so soon, before their life had really begun. And many of them without their parents. Dania assured me they are taken in, cared for, loved. And that many of them reincarnate for another chance at a life that hopefully won’t be cut too short by the Fates a second time.

      The grass of the field gives way to a dirt path, and I step around the shallow pools of mud created by the melting snow. Salted air carries on the breeze and reminds me of my time in Tura. Where I knew a boy with golden hair and dark brown eyes. A boy who betrayed me like all the rest.

      I allow myself to wonder briefly how his life diverged from mine after he branded me a liar and a whore. If he’s married now, if his wife regrets ever meeting him as I did. If she’s been kept safe from his lecherous brother.

      But those are questions I will likely never have answers for. I have avoided Tura for over a decade, and I have other, more important things to think about now.

      The distance between the scattering of homes set on wide swaths of land gradually narrows the closer I draw to the village, until they are arranged in neat rows lining tidy streets. Each cottage is adorned with poppies in some fashion, with their bright red petals and dark centers. The God of Sleep’s symbol here is a living, breathing thing.

      Homes give way to shops and then open up to a large village proper that is busier than I expect it to be. It doesn’t look like any market day I’ve ever seen. No stalls set up around the perimeter of the square, no goods lined up on tables for appraising buyers. But people are selling things nonetheless.

      A boy no more than ten has a large wooden box jutting out from his middle and secured around his neck with a thick leather strap. The box is piled high with breads and rolls, and he shouts out his wares for interested passersby. A young girl does the same, but with a collection of jars she explains are filled with jam and preserves.

      Most people wander past, paying them no mind, but occasionally someone will stop, make a selection, slip their purchase into their own basket, and drop coin into outstretched hands. When I go to skirt past them, the girl moves closer to me, turning so the array of small jars is on better display.

      “Jams or preserves, miss?”

      Her face is round, but her eyes are empty. She can’t be more than twelve, and I know that look on her face. The desperate desire to flee but the constant feeling of being trapped with nowhere to go.

      I have the sudden urge to help her escape, but life beyond her current walls can be just as hard as it is inside them.

      “What is your favorite?” I ask her.

      She smiles, though it doesn’t quite reach her eyes, and plucks a short, wide jar from the center of her box, holding it out to me.

      “Peach, miss. It’s perfect on a slice of warm bread with a little cinnamon sprinkled over.”

      I take the jar from her, the thoughts in her head surfacing in mine when our fingers brush.

      She can’t be from here. She’s too pretty to have grown up in this place. I wish I could go wherever she came from. I’d never come back.

      I move as if to dig coin out of my pocket, angling my body closer to hers.

      “Do you want to leave Loaren?”

      She looks at me, mouth agape, her eyes darting to the boy standing a short distance away selling bread. Slowly, she nods.

      I conjure a coin purse, fat and heavy with more money than she has probably ever seen, behind the safety of my cloak and reveal it to her. Her eyes drop to it and then back to my face. Her look of surprise morphs into one of suspicion.

      “You can go,” I tell her. “And never come back. But you have to trust me.”

      She swallows. Nods.

      “This will be more than enough to get you north. To Sef, in the territory of the Goddess of Love and Lust.” I pretend to poke through the rest of the jars, picking them up and studying them even as I continue to whisper instructions. “When you get there, ask for Muriem. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, miss,” she says. “The blueberry is good too.”

      I push the purse into her hand and give her a pointed look until she hides it in the pocket of her dress.

      “Keep that safe, hidden. Don’t ever let anyone know you have that much money. Even if you think you can trust them. Travel by night and stay off the main roads.”

      I make a show of dropping the right coins into her palm in exchange for the jams and take a step back, but her hand darts out to grip my wrist.

      Her thoughts are loud. Scared, amazed, grateful, unsure.

      “Who are you?”

      “Just someone who wishes I had a stranger to help me once. Be well, Eila.”

      She gasps when I use her name. I don’t know where the knowledge comes from. Not from her thoughts. But I know it belongs to her like I know she needs her freedom. When she releases me, tears in her eyes, I quickly fade into the crowd and pray to all the gods she’s able to find her way to Muriem and that the woman who once helped me can help Eila too.

      I tuck the jam jars into one of the inner pockets in my cloak and make my way down the winding street, closer to the temple on the far side of the village. It’s made of gray stone, a black banner flying over the vaulted archway with a bright red poppy in the center.

      Only the king can use the color red for his priests, so the God of Sleep dresses his in black, his red flower embroidered onto their backs. They stand in clusters on the wide steps leading up to the temple entrance, and none of them glance my way as I climb. Afternoon offerings will begin soon, and I look like just another penitent come to beg for favors.

      I hesitate at the top of the stairs. Fears over whether I will be revealed if I cross the threshold of another god’s temple have kept me from Learia’s temple in Dremen for weeks. But when I mentioned this in passing to Kaia the other day, her light laugh told me this idea was absurd. And yet, standing here, I feel exposed, unsure of myself.

      Someone jostles me from behind, and I’m forced to step over the threshold. Nothing happens. There’s no invisible shield keeping me from entering; nothing picks me up and heaves me out again. No one even seems to notice me, the anonymity of my unrevealed godhood shielding me from prying eyes.

      I don’t precisely know what I’m looking for. Some clue the Goddess of Night does indeed spend time here, a sign I’m looking in the right direction and not wasting my time.

      The receiving hall is open all on all sides, leaving a gallery lined with an intricately carved balustrade where people can watch offerings or pack in tightly for prayers. A high priest stands to the right of an ornate chair fashioned to look like a throne, talking with an older couple, hands waving about in the air.

      I haven’t spent much time in temples, but Kaia told me most of them are constructed in the same way. A receiving area in the center, rooms lining the corridors either for libraries or parlors or studies or—as she does in her temple—rooms for weary travelers to rest.

      A god’s suite of rooms is usually located on the second floor at the back of the temple. Not as easily accessible as the rooms on the first floor, but not altogether impossible to get to. Unless they have guards stationed to keep people out.

      Lucidas doesn’t seem to. The stairs leading up sit at the back of the hall, a set on each side of the receiving room, and no guards flank the banisters, stopping people from going up.

      I watch a woman carrying a basket overflowing with colorful fabric and a young girl climb. No one stops them; no one even seems to notice. And while they could work here, something tells me the upstairs is open. I might not be able to get into the God of Sleep’s living quarters, but I could at least attempt to poke around.

      Trailing along the wall, keeping to the shadows and out of the way of the crowds, I jerk to a stop when I notice a familiar figure coming not down the stairs but from behind them. Her black dress clings to her voluptuous curves, her pouty mouth is painted deep red, and a tiara glittering with purple gems is fastened to her crown.

      In order to avoid being spotted, I duck behind a column. Iluna draws closer, the scent of pine and ash reaching my nose just before she does.

      “I don’t care if he doesn’t want to see me,” she hisses to the woman dressed in deep purple robes hurrying to keep up. “He doesn’t have much of a choice if he wants me to continue guarding his secrets.”

      “What would you have me do, my lady?”

      Iluna jerks to a stop just on the other side of my column, and I feel the rapid beat of my heart knocking against my ribs. I grip the gray stone until my hands ache, my held breath burning in my lungs.

      “We’re going to play him at his own game,” she says softly, malice in her tone. “See how the God of Sleep likes it when the tables are turned.”

      I don’t hear the renewed sound of footsteps across the floor, don’t see them appear on the other side of the column, but the scent of pine and ash grows stronger before abruptly dissipating. The Goddess of Night and her priestess shifted, presumably back to her territory. Or wherever she thought it best to carry out her revenge against Lucidas.

      If they were lovers once, it doesn’t sound like they are anymore. And the vindictive Goddess of Night is ready for revenge. For what, I don’t know. But I won’t stop digging until I find out.
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      Appearing in my study, I pick up the nearest object and hurl it into the fireplace. The glass decanter shatters, the alcohol causing the flames to shoot up, roaring and snapping before they return to normal.

      The only thing my latest trip to Pela’s temple has taught me is the guard I killed isn’t missed. According to a conversation I overheard between Harlon and one of his men, they hope he never resurfaces so they don’t have to deal with his attitude or his tardiness or his ineptitude again.

      It would appear I did them all a favor. And yet I cannot wring the information I want from any of them. Not from the serving girls or the demigoddesses or the guards tasked with watching over her.

      Pela’s secrets are still her own, and so Elora remains stuck in this in-between place. Finally learning and embracing who she really is, yet unable to exist in the open. Her safety lies only in the Shadow Realm, hidden from the rest of the gods.

      I feel the weight of every unanswered question like a noose around my neck, tightening with each passing day. A small part of me wants to abandon this quest and keep Elora for myself so she’ll never have to decide between her mother and me.

      But we are facing too much, and I cannot keep her hidden forever. I do not want to. Not only do I want her by my side, I need her there.

      Dropping into a chair, I conjure a new decanter and a cut-crystal glass and fill it with liquor.

      A great many things were far less complicated before Elora crossed the veil, healing the Shadow Realm and me with it. Whatever is coming, I know I want her by my side for it. For all of Acaria to see.

      Downing the drink in one swallow, my gaze is drawn to the window as I toss it back.

      Two figures face each other on a flat stretch of land just beyond the palace. One figure conjures blue fire, lobbing it toward the other while they shoot thin green sparks from their fingers to try and divert or douse the flame.

      Elora and Kaia usually practice in the morning. They’ve done so every day since I challenged Elora to finally seek Kaia out for her first lesson. But it is nearly midday, and they are still at it. Or perhaps just starting. It’s difficult to tell.

      I know from Kaia that Elora has made good progress in so short a time. Elora shares very little of what she’s learning, holding me at arm’s length as part of my ongoing punishment. But I don’t care as long as she’s learning. Or I don’t care much.

      To sate my curiosity about their later-than-usual training session, I shift from my study to the field. The air is thick with the scent of their combined powers, the steady hum of it.

      It reminds me of a time long ago when we would all practice together. Newly formed in our powers and drunk on them. Those times are ancient, lost to us now when we examine what we have become.

      Elora jumps in surprise at my sudden appearance on the edge of their unofficial training ground. Distracted, Kaia’s blue flame ignites the patch of grass and dirt in front of her and spins up into a thin column of fire.

      “Put it out,” Kaia calls as the column thickens, and Elora’s brows pinch together in concentration.

      She thinks about it for a beat before her hand moves to her stomach, and instead of more sparks, I see a swirl of hazy green smoke wind around her torso and then flow out and over the column, cutting it off from the air around it until it slowly withers and dies.

      My eyebrows shoot up. I’ve never seen another god’s power manifest as smoke before. Only mine. It makes sense, all things considered, and I rub my mark through my sleeve. Not that Elora would know that, as I haven’t shared why our marks are nearly identical with her, and she hasn’t asked me again since waking.

      “The smoke was new,” Elora says. “But effective.”

      Kaia trudges across the open ground, waving her hand over the scorched earth to make it whole again.

      “You’re still thinking too much,” she says, hands on her hips. “You need to react faster. On instinct.”

      “I am reacting faster. That would have taken me five times as long a few days ago.”

      Kaia’s answering huff signals the truth in Elora’s statement, but I know she shares my concerns. That the day we will need Elora to know more than she does is coming too soon. That I will not be able to protect her forever.

      “A quick study, then,” I say, drawing Elora’s gaze but not before I glimpse Kaia’s unspoken message of not quick enough.

      “I think so,” Elora replies. “Why do I get the sense you’re preparing me for battle?”

      Kaia smiles, but it’s forced around the edges. “Your powers have all manner of uses.”

      “Can all the gods do the same things?”

      “Some things are constant between us all,” I say. “Like with fire.” A black ball of flame appears in my palm. “And shifting.”

      “And conjuring or dispelling,” Kaia adds. “Glamours.”

      “But then only Thieran can hear the thoughts of the dead.”

      “See them,” I correct. “I can see their lives play out, sense when they’re lying or telling the truth. And only you can hear the thoughts of the living.”

      “That we know of,” Elora replies.

      “I think if any of the other gods could hear mortal thoughts, I’d know about it. Someone would have boasted or complained about it, or both, over the centuries.”

      Smiling, she reaches out to brush a hand down my arm. She seems to be forgiving me by degrees. Irritated with me for pushing so hard to have her train, but pleased with her own progress.

      It’s a delight to watch her come into her own, to watch her unlock what has lain dormant inside her for so long. Even though I wish it were me teasing her power out of her, showing her what she’s capable of.

      “I learned to do this just this morning,” she says.

      I watch her twirl her finger in a circle, stirring the air until it forms a ball the size of her fist. Flicking her finger out, she sends the ball careening toward a tree, and the branches shudder and shake when it makes contact.

      I frown, staring at the tree even after it goes still. Something vaguely familiar tugs at the back of my mind, but I can’t place it, can’t draw it out and make sense of it.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks, worry in her eyes when I turn to face her again.

      “Nothing,” I say, shaking off the looming feeling and giving her a smile. “That was very good. It took Kaia ages to learn to do simple demonstrations like that.”

      Kaia rolls her eyes as I expect her to. “You’re one to talk. The first time you conjured fire, you nearly leveled an entire village.”

      “I was quite young,” I remind her over Elora’s snort of laughter.

      “As were we all once.”

      “How does it work?” Elora asks.

      “Conjuring fire?”

      She shakes her head at Kaia, gaze darting between us. “When you have your powers from birth. How do you…” She captures her lip between her teeth, considers her question, then decides to ask it anyway. “How do you learn to control them?”

      The sadness in her tone tears at me, reminding me just how much has been taken from her. Kaia’s voice is soft and kind when she responds, and she chooses her words with a gentle hand.

      “Truthfully, most gods are bound by their parents at birth. At least a little. As a precaution. We’re not after burning villages to the ground with a tantrum.”

      “It wasn’t a tantrum,” I insist, indignant. “It was an accident.”

      “Mmm.” Kaia turns back to Elora. “I didn’t believe him then, and I don’t believe him now,” she says in a loud whisper, making Elora laugh.

      “I honestly can’t say I’m surprised Thieran would do such a thing. His temper can run away with him.”

      “And you are the picture of serene and agreeable?”

      She gives me a cheeky smile, turning away when Kaia claps her hands.

      “All right,” Kaia says. “Break’s over. Elora, let’s try blocking again.”

      Elora groans, widening her stance and squaring her shoulders. “I’m terrible at blocking.”

      “That’s why we practice.”

      Kaia calls up her most potent power, shadow forms, tossing them at Elora one after the other while Elora sends them skittering away with invisible shields.

      She has her palms held out in front of her, a look of concentration on her face. One day, she will be able to do that with a mere thought—while holding a conversation.

      But today, she is still learning, which is why for every one shadow form she sends bouncing off her shield, two more slip through, grazing across her skin and leaving tiny burns behind.

      Kaia’s shadow forms can bring a man to his knees, screaming in pain and begging for relief while the flesh melts from his bones. I watched her bring down more than one demigod fighting on the side of the high court during the war. The little hurt she’s inflicting on Elora with these is more a lesson than a punishment.

      A large form slips past Elora’s barrier and razes across her stomach. Sucking in a sharp breath, she drops her shield completely and rips the bottom of her tunic up to inspect the already healing burn.

      “Ow,” she says simply, even as the burn disappears from her skin. “That one hurt.”

      “They’re not meant to feel good. Again.”

      Kaia doesn’t give her much time to recover before she sends more shadow forms careening across the space between them. The more Elora blocks, the more Kaia sends, battering against her barrier over and over.

      Then, out of nowhere, she switches to balls of fire. Elora holds them, brow furrowed, arms shaking while she struggles to maintain the shield against Kaia’s onslaught. At first, the fire dissolves against the barrier in puffs of smoke, but the more Kaia pitches against it, the more Elora struggles to hold them.

      Until one drops to the ground and ignites the grass underfoot, spreading quickly toward the distant tree line. Immediately, Elora drops her shield, but before Kaia can intervene and put it out, Elora reaches one hand up to the sky, grasping something invisible in her fist and tugging it downward.

      When she flicks her hand toward the flames still eating up the ground, a shower of rain, like the sudden burst of a storm, kills the flames in an instant, soaking into the earth and healing it so not even a singed blade of grass remains.

      “Wow,” Elora breathes, staring down at the unmarred ground. “What was that?”

      “That was…” Kaia meets my gaze over Elora’s head, a knowing look in her eyes. “Instinctual. You’re good with the elements. We’ll work with them next time. How about we eat?”

      “Sounds good. I’m starving.”

      Elora shifts to the palace, leaving Kaia and me alone in the field, staring at the unblemished grass. Ever so slowly, like it did when she fed it her blood, vines sprout up from the ground and curl around each other as if seeking comfort.

      “I’ve only ever seen one god command the elements like that. Earth.” Kaia gestures toward the vines. “Air. Water.”

      “And fire?” I ask around the lump in my throat.

      “A natural. And you were right. It’s green.”

      I nod, crouching to brush my fingers over the stubby vines. They lean toward me like a cat preening under petting fingers.

      “And the smoke. Like me.”

      “A bit of her origins,” Kaia says. “And a bit of her fate. You know what this means, right?”

      I nod. “The Goddess of the Harvest has been keeping secrets.”
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      Thieran is distracted today, staring into the distance, tapping his fingers against the table’s edge. I dislike getting a taste of my own aloofness, although I’m not entirely sure that’s what this is. Something seems to have been bothering him since yesterday, when he watched my practice session with Kaia.

      I don’t know how I called the rain or how I knew I could do it. Only that I did. Kaia said it was instinct. She’s been talking about using mine since we started, constantly pushing me to stop thinking and just do what comes naturally.

      But it’s been difficult to let go enough to reach for what is inside of me without thinking through every step first. At least not until I needed to put out that unchecked fire yesterday. Reaching up to the sky and drawing down the rain was as second nature to me as breathing.

      And I can’t tell if Thieran’s mood last night and his distracted silence this morning are cause for worry. Did he recognize something in me he didn’t wish to see? The idea that he may be reconsidering this thing between us, reconsidering me and my place here in the Shadow Realm, grips my heart and squeezes painfully.

      “Thieran,” I say, drawing his gaze, my voice thick with worry. “I wish you would tell me what’s bothering you.”

      His expression softens, and he crosses the room, reaching down to pull me from my seat. He frames my face in his large hands and kisses me gently on the forehead.

      “It’s nothing, little one.”

      “It doesn’t seem like nothing.”

      I wrap my fingers loosely around his wrists, holding him in place. I want to be angry over his reaction to the way I used my powers. But I cannot reach my anger beneath the fear that someone else I love might reject me for something far beyond my control.

      I want to yell at him, remind him he is supposed to love me for exactly who I am, the person—the goddess—he keeps pushing me to discover.

      But all that makes it past my lips is, “I won’t call the rain again.”

      He frowns, then his brow quickly smooths, and he gathers me up in his arms, wrapping them tight around my shoulders and pressing his cheek against the crown of my head.

      “It’s not that. Never that. Don’t apologize to me or anyone else for who you are and what you can do.”

      I sag against him with relief, gripping the back of his robes to keep my fingers from trembling. I don’t need his approval. I don’t. But his words dissipate the pressure in my chest and slow the rapid beat of my heart.

      “If not that, then what? You haven’t been yourself since yesterday. You’ve been…distant.”

      He takes a deep breath, squeezing me tighter before releasing me and taking a step back. Reaching up to tuck a stray strand of hair behind my ear, he draws his finger down the length of my jaw and tips my chin up until our eyes meet.

      “You are perfect to me. In every way. No matter what. There is nothing you could say or do or decide that would ever make me love you or want you any less. Do you understand?”

      I nod, and he leans down to kiss me again, lingering over it. But I feel the interruption shimmer over me as he does, sighing against my lips before straightening.

      “If only the damned could wait to die at a more convenient time.”

      Smiling, I push onto my tiptoes and brush a quick kiss across his lips. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Thieran’s smile falters before he disappears, leaving a chill against my skin. Something is bothering him about yesterday, and he won’t tell me what. The anxiety of the knowing climbs my spine and wraps around my throat.

      But in his absence, my irritation rushes forth, quickly replacing my vulnerability at Thieran’s potential rejection. I do not need a man or a god to tell me I am worthy. I will not apologize for being who and what I am. Even if I find myself more confused by what that is or should be with each passing day.

      If Thieran wants to add another secret to his pile and hoard them like treasure, then so be it.

      Stalking out of the room, I nearly run headlong into Kaia pacing back and forth in the hallway. She jumps back, but she isn’t fast enough in forcing a too-wide smile on her face. She’s nervous about something too. And I’ve never known Kaia to be nervous about anything.

      Fuck’s sake, why is everyone insisting on setting me on edge today?

      “Are you all twisted up like Thieran as well?” I ask.

      “What?” She wrings her hands, fingers gripping each other tightly.

      “Something is bothering you.” I take in her cloak, fastened at the neck with a pretty jeweled brooch over a gown of deep violet. “Going somewhere?”

      Her hands fly to her middle, smoothing the bodice of her gown. “I…ah…yes. I have a luncheon.”

      I tilt my head to study her, the hard set of her jaw, the deep crease in her forehead, the way her worried gaze darts from thing to thing without settling. All of it serves to make me uneasy simply because Kaia is usually so steady.

      “I think maybe you should skip it. You don’t look in any condition to socialize.”

      “I can’t.” She sighs. “My presence is required.”

      “Required where?”

      She hesitates, and I wonder if Thieran has asked her not to tell me. Or commanded her not to. It sparks new irritation behind my ribs.

      “The queen is having a luncheon to…celebrate.” Kaia forces the word out and then gives me a sharp smile. “She’s summoned all the goddesses from both courts to attend.”

      All of the goddesses in one place, Iluna and Sabiya included. A much more intimate setting than the winter ball. A much better place to overhear information. About what Iluna may be up to, what secret she’s keeping for the God of Sleep, and who she might be consorting with to do it.

      “And what will happen if you don’t go?”

      “I…” She frowns, drawing her bottom lip between her teeth. “Nothing, I’m sure. But I have to go,” she adds, resigned.

      “I could go with you.”

      Her laugh is quick and unsteady, wobbling in the air between us. When I don’t join her, she sobers, clutching her hands in front of her again.

      “Thieran would kill me.”

      I flash her what I hope is a reassuring smile. “Good thing you can’t die.”

      She blows out a breath and looks me up and down, taking in my messy braid and wrinkled tunic.

      “I won’t go as myself,” I assure her. “But you look like you could use some moral support. I could go as one of your ladies.”

      Kaia studies me again, her shrewd gaze traveling over me from head to toe and back. She’s silent for so long I’m certain she’s going to refuse, but even as I’m thinking up a better excuse for why I should go with her to the last place I should be, she reaches up to rest her hands lightly on my shoulders.

      It’s an odd sensation to glamour; you are yourself but not. Different on the outside but the same on the inside. Inhabiting a body that is not your own while your mind races to catch up.

      My brown braid transforms to loose copper waves, and the angle of Kaia’s body changes in front of me as I lose two inches of height. The tops of my feet chill as my sturdy leather boots are replaced by delicate slippers, and goosebumps dot my chest as my tunic gives way to a low-cut teal gown.

      “Don’t tell Thieran about this,” she says, flicking her wrist to my shoulders and conjuring a cloak lined with fur. “Or it’ll be both our heads.”

      I give her a cheeky grin, running my fingers over the soft pelt of the white hare. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”

      “He always seems to find out in the end.” She sighs, reaching out to grip my elbow.

      I’ve never shifted with Kaia before, but her power is crisp and cool, like the early bite to autumn, and it tingles over me.

      We arrive beside a pale yellow wall, an elaborate garden stretching out behind us to a dense tree line. I imagine the gardens are magnificent in full bloom and the forest is lush and full of life in the spring and summer months. For now, both are barren, waiting for new life to emerge.

      “This was a mistake,” Kaia says, fluttering her hands over me. If it’s possible, she’s more nervous than she was before we left the Shadow Realm. She slides her hand down my arm and captures my wrist where my godmark sits beneath the glamour. “Let me take you back before anyone sees you—”

      “Kaia,” says a voice from behind us. “I didn’t expect you to be here so early.”

      Kaia visibly relaxes before she turns, and I take that as a good sign.

      “I’m early for everything.” She glances at the building behind us. “And eager to know what this is really about. And you? I’ve never known you to be on time for anything, Learia.”

      The Goddess of Nightmares laughs, the bright sound echoing across the dormant garden.

      “Not if I can help it. But I am as eager as you are to find out what she really wants.” Learia’s eyes drift over me, and I drop into a quick curtsy because it feels like the right thing to do. “I should have brought one of my ladies as well. I imagine most of the high court has.”

      “I’ve always found it best to have a witness where the queen is concerned.”

      Learia snorts in what sounds like agreement. “Well, let’s get this over with, shall we?”

      Learia doesn’t wait for Kaia to reply or follow, rounding the corner and disappearing from sight.

      “Where are we?” I ask, taking two steps back from Kaia and craning my neck to look up at the towering wall of yellow stone dotted every few feet by two rows of fat windows.

      The top of the wall is lined with a carved balustrade, and I imagine the roof to be a flat surface where those who own everything can sit and take it all in at their leisure. Something flashes at the edge of my vision, followed by the sound of displaced gravel as more goddesses arrive, some alone, some with their ladies.

      All of them carry an air of power that is unmistakable.

      “This is the southern palace,” Kaia replies, adjusting her hair with nervous hands. “We used to spend our summers here, Thieran, the king, and I. It was…”

      Her words trail off, but the pain in them is impossible to ignore, and I capture her hand in mine, only to find it trembling. When I give it a gentle squeeze, Kaia stops fiddling and blows out a breath, offering me a small smile before squaring her shoulders.

      I don’t know her history with the king, only that she seems to have one and doesn’t ever talk about it. I realize now why she is so unsettled at being here. Whatever her history with the king, it must also intersect with the queen. The queen who is now pregnant with the king’s baby.

      “I’m sorry, Kaia.”

      She opens her mouth as if to brush me off, assure me it’s nothing, but then her expression changes, and she squeezes my hand back.

      “Thank you.” Taking a deep breath, she turns to face the gravel drive and the low hum of voices as people continue to arrive and mingle. “As Learia said, let’s get this over with.”
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      “What’s my name?” I whisper as I follow her a step behind.

      “No one will ask you your name,” she assures me.

      I want to argue, but I know she’s right as soon as we round the corner of the palace. Though they at least acknowledge Kaia’s presence with a nod, a smile, or a greeting, not a single person, goddess or accompanying lady alike, makes eye contact with me.

      It will be easier this way, being invisible, but the anonymity of being a nobody doesn’t feel as comforting as it did weeks ago.

      The goddesses gather in their respective courts, barely acknowledging a new arrival before slipping back into conversation with their own again. It’s an interesting dynamic to watch, how they keep themselves apart.

      And if I thought better of the queen, I might assume she was holding this luncheon to inspire unity under the promise of another generation of immortals. But I’ve heard too many stories to think she has anything but selfish intentions.

      Movement on the balcony above us draws my gaze, light glinting off the doors as they open. A moment later, the queen strolls out in a white gown embroidered with silver threads, tiny jewels glinting in the afternoon sun.

      “Thank you all for being here today,” she says, her voice clear and carrying. “I am so grateful we could come together to celebrate.”

      As it did at the winter ball, her hand moves to her stomach, gently caressing, and the Goddess of Retribution murmurs a derisive curse behind me.

      “Come, join me. And we’ll break bread as one.”

      The group moves forward together, the high court splitting off to climb the curving staircase to the left as the dark court climbs the one on the right. I wonder if they intentionally split themselves down the middle whenever they can or if it’s just an ancient habit no one notices anymore. A callous grown over an old wound no one pays any mind to.

      The queen waits for everyone to reach the balcony, her eyes skipping right over me as everyone else’s have but lingering on Kaia for a beat longer than anyone else. I might have thought I imagined the subtle smirk on the queen’s lips if Kaia didn’t stiffen beside me.

      Everyone drops into a deep curtsy, and as we rise, I brush my fingertips over Kaia’s arm, giving her a reassuring nod when she glances at me. She smiles, but it isn’t genuine, and as much as I want to see what I can overhear about Illuna, I wish I’d spent more time convincing Kaia not to come instead.

      The queen leads us through the balcony doors and down a long stretch of hallway carpeted in burgundy. Paintings depicting battle scenes grace the walls, and the more we pass, the more the goddesses of the dark court murmur to each other.

      The last painting before the vaulted archway, which reveals a polished table laden with porcelain plates and gleaming crystal glasses, is a particularly bloody one, with bodies piled on the left as tall as a man. I instantly recognize the outline of Kaia’s temple in the distance, the way it looms over the charred shells of cottages, smoke rising into the bright blue sky.

      I don’t know of a battle that took place in Rhagana, but the history of the war is old, and I haven’t bothered studying it much. The Goddess of Chaos jerks, lurching forward before two sets of hands grip her arms and yank her back again.

      “The entire hallway,” she spits, gesturing behind us. “Vivid paintings of battles we lost. As if they suffered none.”

      I peer at the now empty hallway, seeing it through new eyes. This isn’t about unity for the queen; this is a display of power, a reminder for the dark court goddesses lest they forget who sits on the throne and rules over the gods.

      Anger sparks in my belly, and I have to force it back down, breathing through the surge of my power until it settles, writhing like a beast in a cage. It would seem the queen has forgotten she sits on the throne by Thieran’s good graces, his demand for a truce.

      “This is neither the time nor the place,” Learia murmurs. “Breathe, Aeris. Before you start another war.”

      Shaking off the hands still holding her, Aeris smooths her bright red curls, light sparking from her fingertips as she takes deep breaths.

      “You cannot expect calm from me forever. It is not in my nature,” Aeris reminds the Goddess of Nightmares before stalking into the dining room and taking a seat.

      Iluna follows, claiming the spot to Aeris’s left, and one by one, the dark court goddesses and their accompanying ladies file in and fill up the empty places. The table is as divided as everything else. High court on one side, staring back at the dark court on the other. Facing off.

      An army of servants enters through a door in the far corner and lays the first course, a steaming soup that smells of sage and pumpkin. I wait for Kaia’s lead on everything, not eating or drinking until she does.

      She makes a good show of participating in conversation with the Goddess of Retribution on her right, but I feel the tension in her body, hear it in her voice. That last painting shook her. And I hate the queen all the more for it.

      For her part in our act, Kaia largely ignores me, occasionally catching my eye and lifting a brow as if to ask if I am all right. I reply with a subtle nod, and that’s all the interaction we have while the next course is served—roasted lamb with herbed potatoes and some green vegetable that isn’t familiar but tastes vaguely of onions.

      Learia speaks in short, staccato sentences to Aeris on her left, but Aeris seems more interested in whatever Iluna has to say, their heads bent together as the main course is removed and plates of fruit and cheese take their place.

      The air in the room is thick with everything left unsaid, awkward with the glaring separation between light and dark. The queen sits at the head of it all, watching like a hawk.

      Throughout the entire meal, she observes more than she eats, her hand resting on her stomach, her gaze cutting and invasive. I can’t look at her for too long without my anger rising and my power with it, both unbidden and dangerous in this setting, around these people.

      After a time, the queen suddenly stands, clapping her hands together as everyone else rushes to do the same.

      “I’ve arranged tea in the east drawing room,” she says. “You’re all welcome to join me.”

      Her words give the illusion of choice. Her tone does not.

      I glance behind me at the way we came, already dreading walking back down the hall filled with the perceived failures of the dark court gods. I am not one of them, not technically. I’m not sure what it would take to be named to Thieran’s court or how any of that would even work, with the courts having been decided so long ago.

      But whether through my connection to Thieran or to the Shadow Realm itself, I feel as a part of them as if I had been born to walk among them all those centuries ago. As if they were always meant to be mine and I theirs.

      “Should we go?” I ask Kaia, my words surprising me since I wanted to come so I could find out more about the Goddess of Night and her secrets.

      Iluna and Aeris move around the table, and even as her head is bent to listen to whatever Aeris is saying, Iluna’s eyes find Sabiya ahead, swathed in bright red, a line of buttons marching down her back. I could probably uncover more secrets in the drawing room, with more freedom to wander about and eavesdrop on conversations. But not at Kaia’s expense.

      “A few minutes more,” Kaia replies, drawing my gaze and waving away my frown. “Some tea and cake to calm my nerves.”

      I raise a brow. “We have tea and cake at home.”

      She smiles, giving my arm a pat. “I’ll be fine. Besides, I imagine your reasons for insisting on accompanying me weren’t altogether selfless.”

      Tipping her chin toward Iluna before she disappears through the far door, Kaia gives me a knowing look.

      “How did you know I’m interested in that?” I wonder, following her as we trail behind the last of the goddesses.

      “Because you’ve been asking anyone in the Shadow Realm who knows anything about her for information. But it isn’t about jealousy, is it?”

      Kaia has been paying attention. Maybe a little too closely.

      “No. It’s not about jealousy. Do you think…” I pause, chewing my lip, wondering how much I should reveal outside the safety of the Shadow Realm.

      “She could be responsible for the weakening?” she finishes.

      I cut a look at her, and she lifts a shoulder.

      “Well? Do you?”

      Kaia takes a deep breath, eyes boring into Iluna’s back before sweeping over me. “It’s not an impossible idea, I suppose. She’s been known to make rash decisions when her heart is involved.”

      I look between Iluna and Sabiya. The way Iluna’s gaze keeps finding the Goddess of Wisdom and War and the way Sabiya is pointedly ignoring her. Only one of them knows how to play this game of secrets, and Iluna seems to be losing.

      “If that’s true,” I whisper. “Then someone on the high court was attacking us.”

      May well still be.

      Kaia nods, and I realize this isn’t new information for her. Either she’s considered it on her own or Thieran has and has brought it to her. I’ve realized he tells Kaia almost everything. That knowledge pinches uncomfortably between my shoulder blades. That Thieran would have so many secrets from me and so few from Kaia.

      But I have secrets too. Eventually we will have to unleash them on each other and hope they don’t leave irreparable dents and scars in their wake.

      If Thieran suspects one of the high court gods might have been attacking the Shadow Realm, why has he refused to do anything about it? Refused to answer my questions or help me search? Perhaps he doesn’t know. Perhaps I’ve assumed too much.

      “What are Thieran’s suspicions?”

      Another uncomfortable pinch because I should know what he’s thinking, what he suspects, without having to ask another. Shouldn’t I?

      “I think he sees the merit in your speculation.”

      “Then why isn’t he doing anything about it?”

      We make the last turn for the east drawing room, and Kaia puts her hand on my arm before we enter, leaving us alone in the empty hallway.

      “Because he has other things he considers more important at the moment. Eventually,” she adds before I can ask what those other things are, “you will both have to sit down and be honest with each other.”

      She leaves me staring after her, her words echoing my thoughts and ringing in my ears. I know she speaks the truth, but the confirmation of it so plainly stated settles uneasily around me, tight and constricting.

      Shaking it off, I push into the room and again find the goddesses in their corners, perched on elegant chairs and plush padded benches, tea steaming in pretty porcelain cups. Tiered platters of mini cakes and tarts and cookies grace each table.

      The chatter is low and amiable enough, but the energy is heavy, challenging, and when I move to pour myself a cup of tea from a nearby sideboard, I see why.

      There are more paintings in this room, not of battles but of the aftermath. And all of them depict the high court gods seemingly rebuilding dark court territories like benevolent rulers fixing what was laid to waste by their own hand.

      Aeris’s mouth is pressed into a hard line, her spoon clinking loudly against the edge of her cup as she stares at the painting across from where she sits. I follow her gaze and see a scene depicted of her iconic temple, sharp black turrets arranged in a circle spearing up into a cloudy sky. I’ve always thought her temple looked like a crown discarded on the earth.

      In this painting, half the temple is in ruins, and she appears to be kneeling in the center of it, head in her hands, weeping with the way her shoulders are hunched. The God of Fire stands in the gap, chest bare, muscles rippling, while he works his magick to knit her temple back together again.

      The clinking of Aeris’s spoon gets louder the longer she looks at the painting, and conversation around her begins to soften while people glance between the two. Finally, Iluna sits beside her, leaning over to whisper in her ear, and only then does Aeris lift the spoon from her cup and set it down on the saucer with a gentle clink.

      Conversation slowly resumes, and I see the queen’s self-satisfied grin from across the room. Knowing the Goddess of Chaos’s penchant for her namesake, it strikes me that the queen must be very brave or very foolish to provoke her this way. I don’t imagine it’s an insult Aeris will soon forget.

      I spy Kaia talking to Learia in the corner, her gaze occasionally traveling to the queen, and I slowly make my way behind where Iluna and Aeris are seated, murmuring in low voices. No need to prolong Kaia’s torture. I only want to find out enough to make Thieran actually talk to me about my theory about Iluna and the Shadow Realm and be done with it.

      “He seems to think I am at his beck and call and not the other way around,” Iluna scoffs.

      “He wouldn’t even see you?”

      “His priest said he was away for the evening attending to urgent business.” Iluna snorts. “As if I can’t tell when Lucidas is and isn’t in residence.”

      “You’ve quarreled before,” Aeris points out. “I’m sure he’ll come around eventually. Like all the other times.”

      “This is different. Lucidas is in over his head. And if he expects me to continue helping him, then he needs to show a little respect for the secrets I’m keeping.”

      Aeris tilts her head, eyebrows lifting as she taps a fingernail on the side of her cup. “What kind of secrets?”

      There’s a glint in her eye, and Iluna must miss it because she shares information with the Goddess of Chaos I would never dare were she to look at me that way, hungry for gossip she can use to sow the turmoil she loves so much.

      “Secrets about who he allows through his borders and the things going on in his forest he turns a blind eye to.”

      I jerk at her words. Didn’t one of Garrick’s reports Thieran left on the table in the sitting room mention something about the eastern border? Is that where the attack originated in the first place?

      Right along the border between the Shadow Realm and the territory of the God of Sleep.

      Kaia catches my eye, her face full of concern at the look on mine. When she meets me in the middle of the room, I grip her arm, and she peeks over my shoulder at Iluna.

      “What is it?”

      “We should go.”

      She nods, squeezing my arm before turning to stiffly offer her thanks to the queen. We both dip into deep curtsies, and then Kaia follows me into the hall and back down to the gravel drive. I wait for her to take my arm and shift us back to the palace.

      As soon as we arrive, she dispels my glamour, and I take a deep, steadying breath. I finally feel at home again. In more ways than one.

      “What happened? What did you hear?”

      I wrap my arms tight around my middle and answer her questions with one of my own. “Why would Lucidas want to attack the God of Death?”
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      The Goddess of the Harvest’s temple is modest, all things considered. A simple square surrounding a large courtyard filled with gardens overflowing with flowers, plants, and herbs. Rich farmland dominates her territory, and the people who work it supply all of Acaria with its wheat and grain.

      Melena’s command of the seasons and the elements means the growing cycles are always perfect—never too hot or too cold, too rainy or too dry. Although now that I stand here across the street from the moss-green stone structure, I seem to remember an uncharacteristically bad year for her. And if I’ve done the figures correctly, it would have coincided with the year of Elora’s birth.

      I haven’t glamoured myself for today’s visit. I want Melena to know I’m coming. We were friends once, before the war, and though she sits on my brother’s court, I know her well enough to know she will not trade my knowledge about Elora for her own personal gain.

      I wait for a cart to amble past before making my way to the front entrance of Melena’s temple. The ornate wooden door is carved with a bundle of wheat crossed with a scythe. Neither looks like a crescent moon, but Melena has covered her tracks well these many years. I wouldn’t put it above her to impersonate another god and their symbols to keep her secret.

      The door opens with a groan, and no one stops me from entering. It’s early yet. Far too early for afternoon offerings, though I know Melena rarely attends them herself. And the front hall is empty.

      Like most gods, Melena’s suite of rooms is at the back of the temple on the second floor. But when I round the corner, I see her speaking with a group of her priestesses. When she spots me, her eyes widen and then narrow.

      She dismisses her priestesses with a flick of her wrist and meets me halfway down the hall, arms crossed over her chest.

      “What are you doing here?” she demands.

      “Is that any way to greet an old friend?” I wonder, smothering a laugh when she rolls her eyes.

      “We haven’t been friends for quite a long time.”

      “Yes,” I agree. “And whose fault is that?”

      Her eyes flash with something akin to regret before she closes them and shakes her head. When she looks at me again, they’re devoid of any emotion at all, giving nothing away.

      “I made my bed centuries ago. I’m attempting to lie in it. What do you want?”

      “I need to speak to you.” I drop my voice and take a step closer. “I wouldn’t have come if it wasn’t important.”

      Her lips part, and when she draws the bottom one between her teeth, I’m struck by how Elora does the same when she’s debating what to do.

      Dropping her arms to her sides, Melena huffs out a breath.

      “All right then. But you’ll have to make it quick.”

      She spins on her heel, and I follow, silently trailing behind her and ignoring the surprised looks of her priestesses and servants as we pass. Climbing the stairs carpeted in green, she turns right down the hallway and through a simple wooden door carved with a wheat field ready for harvest, her wheat and scythe crowning the scene.

      Her sitting room is smaller than I would have expected and sparsely furnished. Hardly up to her usual standards for the lavish parties and celebrations she used to throw. I wonder how long the Goddess of the Harvest has been intentionally isolating herself from others.

      “Did you enjoy the queen’s luncheon yesterday?” I ask once she closes the door and locks it.

      “Your important business is to inquire about court gossip? I would have thought you’d ask Kaia for such a thing.”

      “I haven’t spoken to Kaia about the luncheon yet. I’m sure she’ll have plenty to share.”

      “I’m sure she will,” Melena agrees. “But I know that’s not why you’re here. Out with it, Thieran. I’m busy.”

      She places her hands on her hips, raised eyebrows slashing down into a scowl when I don’t immediately explain. It has been almost six decades since I last saw her outside of a mandatory high court function.

      She is not the goddess I remember. All her softness is replaced with hard edges, her teasing smile gone in favor of pursed lips and a tiredness that radiates from her bones.

      “Thieran,” she says, biting off the word.

      “Months ago, a mortal woman managed to cross the veil into the Shadow Realm. Alive, but wounded.”

      “How is that possible?” As if she regrets her curiosity, she curls her hands into fists and lets them hang at her sides. “What does this have to do with me?”

      “She brought something unexpected to the realm. I couldn’t account for it,” I continue, choosing to keep the weaknesses of my realm to myself for now. “And then…”

      “And then?” she asks, irritation laced with interest.

      “Her blood spilled on the parched earth, and vines sprouted up. No one but me has ever been able to create life in the Shadow Realm before. And truly, I don’t create it as much as I shield it from death.”

      “This is all very fascinating, Thieran,” she says drily. “And I’m happy you’ve managed to learn something new after all this time. But I still don’t—”

      “As it turns out, she wasn’t a mortal at all.”

      “A demigoddess then. One of your bastards with enough power to be recognized by the veil.”

      I shake my head, clasping my hands loosely behind my back. “I don’t have any children, demigod or otherwise. I never cared for anyone enough to make that mistake. But you…”

      The implication hangs in the air between us, and I watch her face carefully for a reaction. After a moment, her jaw hardens, a muscle thrumming a frantic rhythm, and her eyes darken, darting away from my face to stare at a point over my shoulder.

      “I have no children,” she insists. “Certainly not ones that could cross the veil uninvited. High court gods are not permitted to cross without permission. As you know.”

      “I am aware of that.”

      It was one of my stipulations. I wanted to be sure my brother and his court could never drop in without my knowing. Or attack me without warning.

      “And yet she exists.”

      Melena’s gaze flicks to my face and back over my shoulder again. “Who?”

      “The goddess who didn’t know she was a goddess.”

      She says nothing, but her body gives her away, the subtle twitch of her shoulders, the loosening of her fists, the unsettled look in her eyes.

      “You’re speaking in riddles now, Thieran. How can a goddess not know she’s a goddess?”

      “That’s the question, isn’t it?” I move over to one of the overstuffed chairs facing the door and slowly lower myself, taking my time to adjust my robes before folding my hands in my lap. “I’ve heard of a god’s powers being bound before, but only for a few years and never completely. As children, like with Pramis and Pela. But this was altogether different.”

      Melena crosses her arms over her chest again, still refusing to meet my gaze.

      “She was bound so completely she lived life for nearly three decades, not even knowing her godhood existed. Eight and twenty and no idea who she really is. Well, nine and twenty now, as she’s just had a birthday I had no idea about.”

      Flinching at the mention of Elora’s age, tears fill Melena’s eyes before she blinks them back rapidly.

      “I don’t want to hear about any of this.” Her voice cracks, and she clears her throat, taking a deep breath and blowing it out through pursed lips. “It’s a ridiculous notion. What could possibly make you think this goddess is my daughter?”

      “Because she can command the elements. And, I suspect, the seasons. Because she created life from the earth where there is none while still bound. Because her parents”—Melena winces at the use of the word—“said she has a natural affinity for animals and growing things, for the land. That’s what.”

      Shaking her head, Melena retreats a step, arms cinched tight around her. “You are mistaken. This has nothing to do with me.”

      “We both know that isn’t true.”

      It takes her a long moment to drag her eyes from the fixed spot on the wall and look at me, but when she does, they are full of anguish. An anguish she is fighting to hide but losing.

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “I want to know if it’s true.”

      She laughs, but it’s a sad, hollow sound, and when a tear slips down her cheek, she knuckles it away.

      “Fine, Thieran. You caught me. Many years ago, I had a child I didn’t want. So I gave her away. Happy now? Are you satisfied to have pried so deeply into something that doesn’t concern you?”

      “Everything about her concerns me.”

      Melena scoffs, then her brow slowly furrows as my words take root, and she moves closer to me. “Why?”

      “Because she is mine. Marked with a skull that is identical to the one I wear.” I pull back the sleeve of my robes to reveal the inky black of my godmark, and her gaze drops to it. “And right now she cannot truly be who she is outside of my realm because something tells me she is not safe on the wrong side of the veil.”

      Head whipping up, Melena pins me with a searching stare. “She’s in the Shadow Realm? With full use of her powers?”

      I nod, watching the emotions run over her face. Pride, fear, worry, grief.

      “She is.”

      At my confirmation, Melena rushes forward, perching on the edge of the table in front of my chair and leaning close. “You have to keep her there.”

      “So she is yours.”

      Inhaling slow and deep, she nods. “She’s mine. But I let her go to protect her. I had to. I failed, it would seem.”

      Melena’s words kick my heart into a fast gallop. So I was right. Elora is in danger. I hate that I was and what this might mean for her.

      “Protect her from what?”

      Sucking her bottom lip between her teeth, she shakes her head. “From those who would mean her harm. You have to do what I cannot, Thieran. You have to keep her safe. You could try and bind her again.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      “Binding is a complicated ritual. But it can be done.”

      “It’s meant for children and was never intended to be used the way you did. She’s marked now. Her power would fight it. You know that. And I wouldn’t do it without her consent.”

      It isn’t an option I would present to Elora, knowing what we’re facing anyway. But Melena doesn’t need to know that. She shoves to her feet and paces in front of the unlit fireplace.

      “You’ll have to convince her. It’s better if she’s bound. If no one knows. It would have been better if she’d never found out. She could have lived a normal life in peace.”

      “She never would have had a normal life,” I tell her. “The binding ritual contained only her powers. Not her immortality. She might have aged, but she wouldn’t have died.”

      “You don’t know that for certain!” Melena snaps, jerking to a stop and hiding her face in her hands. Her next words are forced out through tears. “It might have worked. I needed it to work.”

      Rising, I cross to stand in front of Melena and grip her shoulders to keep her still. “Tell me what you were protecting her from.”

      “From enemies. As any good parent would.”

      “You’ll have to be more specific.”

      Wrenching herself from my grasp, she crosses to the window, staring out at the long stretch of barren winter fields. Soon, as the weather continues to warm and winter fades into spring, the winter wheat will sprout and flower.

      “I can’t,” she finally says. “For all of our sakes. You’ll just have to trust me.”

      “You need to do better than that. I cannot keep her safe if I don’t know what I’m keeping her safe from.”

      “Keep her hidden. That will keep her safe.”

      Sucking my teeth, I force my anger back down. I will not get answers if things become hostile. But I am losing my patience.

      “I will not keep my future queen locked in the Shadow Realm for an eternity, Melena. You have to give me something.”

      She faces me, head tilted. “You love her?”

      “With everything I am,” I say, the words resonating deep in my soul.

      She nods, crossing to stand in front of me and laying her hands on my arms.

      “You are not the partner I would have chosen for her.” Her lips twitch in a barely contained smile when I raise a sardonic brow. “But I know you well enough to know you will be the protector she needs. You must keep her safe. And to do that, you will have to keep her hidden.”

      “I can’t do—”

      With a rough thrust, Melena forces me into a shift, and I land in a heap on the ground just beyond the veil. It has been ages since any god had the nerve to touch me in such a way, let alone shift me without my permission.

      “Fuck!” I scream, pounding the ground with my fists before shoving to my feet.

      I have half a mind to reappear in Melena’s sitting room and force her to answer my questions. Because I’m left with nothing more than a confirmation of what I already knew.

      I still don’t know what kind of threat looms, only that there is one. And that is a far cry from the information I need to make Elora mine before all the gods. To make them recognize her as my queen.

      Melena can keep her secrets for now. But one way or another, The Goddess of the Harvest will answer to me and the daughter she abandoned. Because I will do whatever it takes to keep Elora out of harm’s way, even if it means razing the whole of Acaria to the ground.
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      Standing at the threshold of Amara’s bare cottage, I knock for the third time. She said Iluna and Aeris were close, but after seeing it for myself at the luncheon the other day, I want to see what else the ancient priestess might know about the Goddess of Night and her secrets.

      I think I hear the vague scrape of a chair across wood, but no one comes to open the door. Not even the curtain twitches in the window. Either Amara is not here, or she does not wish to speak to me. Both options leave me disappointed.

      As I debate knocking a third time, a woman with a basket propped on her hip exits the cottage next door. She has a brightly colored shawl wrapped loosely around her shoulders, and her blond hair is bundled on top of her head.

      “Are you in search of Amara, my lady?”

      I try not to cringe at the title. I’m almost getting used to it. Almost.

      “I am. Do you know where I might find her?”

      “Not here, I’m afraid. Every year, for Lady Aeris’s feast days, she disappears to carry out her own rituals and mark her own celebrations.”

      “Where does she go?”

      The woman smiles and shakes her head. “A little ways into the trees over there.”

      She gestures with a tilt of her chin beyond the edge of the village where the tree line snakes around, encouraging souls to stay close. Too far in that direction, and they’ll eventually run into the River Grense.

      “Do you know when she’ll be back?”

      “Not for another two days, my lady. I’m sorry.”

      I picture Amara sleeping on the ground, communing with the Goddess of Chaos, even if just in spirit. I try to imagine the kind of devotion required to be so loyal to someone for so long. Especially someone like Aeris, who enjoys creating trouble for the sake of it.

      “No. Don’t be. Thank you for telling me.”

      She pauses at the edge of the dirt road leading to the village, and I fall into step beside her.

      “Forgive me if it’s too forward of me, my lady, but we’re all grateful to have you.”

      Frowning, I peek at her out of the corner of my eye. Her head is dipped, a slight blush coloring her cheeks.

      “Have me? For what?”

      “Here. In the Shadow Realm. We never thought to have a queen.”

      “Oh, but I’m not—”

      My protest is cut off by the bustle of the town square. The woman, oblivious to my discomfort, gives a quick curtsy and scurries off into the crowd. She isn't the first soul to say or insinuate such a thing to me. Even Kaia has hinted as much.

      But what they all fail to realize is Thieran has said nothing about it at all. And if he wanted me for his queen, he would ask me. And since he hasn’t, I won’t think about things that may or may not be true or what I might say to an offer like that.

      I am barely equipped to deal with my life as it is now, still new with my powers, with so many questions left unanswered in every direction. I cannot think about hypothetical what-ifs. Not if I want to remain sane and focused.

      Dania spots me through the crisscrossing souls and lifts her arm in greeting, waving me over to the narrow table she’s set up in front of her cottage on the skirts of the square. It’s filled with colorful boiled sweets and chewy pulled candies.

      “It’s so lovely to see you on market day, my lady,” Dania says, her cheeks pink.

      I smile, guilt creeping down my spine because I had forgotten today was market day, and if not for my attempt to speak with Amara, I would not be here at all.

      “Market day in any city or town is always my favorite,” I assure her. A truth, even if my presence today is by accident. “These are new.”

      She picks up the fluffy square dusted in fine white powder and breaks off a piece, handing it to me.

      “A new soul who arrived last week brought the recipe with her. She said her mother taught it to her as her grandmother taught it to her. Food for the gods,” Dania adds with a cheeky grin. “You’ll have to tell me if she has the right of it.”

      I eye Dania with curiosity. I haven’t told any of the souls of my godhood, and neither has Thieran, as far as I’m aware. But they all seem to sense it nonetheless. I’m not sure what to make of that.

      With Dania still watching me, I take a testing bite of the confection in my hand, the treat both chewy in texture at the same time it melts on my tongue. It’s sweet, with the subtle flavor of lemon and rosewater, and the sugary grip of it leaves my fingers sticky.

      “That is amazing,” I tell her, licking the fine sugar from my fingers. “Kaia and Hayle and certainly Basal would love it. Would your new friend be willing to share the recipe with the kitchen staff?”

      “I think she could be persuaded, my lady,” Dania assures me with a proud smile. “Though, if you wouldn’t mind putting in a good word for her, she’d be a wonderful addition in the kitchens, I think. Rowan has such a way about her. Especially when it comes to sweets.”

      “You know those are my weakness. I’ll speak to Ygris and see if she can make room for someone new.”

      “You’re a treasure to us, my lady. We’re grateful to have you,” she says, echoing the words from the woman I met outside Amara’s cottage.

      “You are too kind. While I’m here, I’ll take some of your boiled sweets.”

      “I thought you might say that,” she replies, producing a small sack of pink and purple candies already tied with a ribbon. “I made your favorite just in case.”

      I conjure the soap she favors in the safety of my cloak and press it into her palm even as she insists she doesn’t require payment.

      “I cannot take these without a trade,” I insist. “If there’s something else you’d like, you have only to ask.”

      Her smile is soft and indulgent, like one a parent might give a child, and I find myself comforted by it, by her. There is a reason I have always gravitated toward Dania since my first visit to the village. She reminds me so much of my mother.

      Grief hits me like an arrow piercing flesh, sharp and sudden, the pain diffusing over my body. It’s been so long. A lifetime with many more to come. And still, the grief over what I lost and longing for what I will never have can crash over me in an instant, as if it were all still fresh.

      Dania turns to speak to someone else interested in her new treat, and I hold up the bag, mouthing my thanks before stepping back into the crowd. As with any other market day across Acaria, there are tables dragged out from cottages or long pieces of wood laid over barrels or chairs, all of them piled with the things the souls in Videva like to trade for.

      No money changes hands; they have no use for it. But Dania will trade her sweets for yarn for the shawls and blankets she likes to knit for the children. The man who bakes the most amazing bread will trade for fabric for his wife, who likes to sew. The young girl who paints like a dream will trade her art for a fresh pie.

      And on and on it goes. Thieran would see to all of their needs; they only need to ask, but this bit of normalcy is something they crave. Something that makes their lives beyond the veil bearable and comfortable.

      Months ago, it served only to confuse me, but after so long in the Shadow Realm, I finally understand what it means to crave the life you knew. However good or bad it may have been.

      The old woman selling jewelry waves at me as I approach, her front tooth missing, wrinkles crinkling across her forehead and bracketing her mouth when she smiles.

      “I have just the thing for you, my lady,” she says when I stop in front of a display of pretty necklaces.

      She bends over, clutching the edge of the table for balance, and plucks a small pouch from the basket at her feet. She hands it to me, turning to help the soul who stops beside me, and I undo the drawstring and dump the contents into my palm.

      It’s a ring fashioned from silver, a series of thick lines twisting over and around each other to form a band, and every so often, it is dotted with tiny emeralds. The closer I look, the more it resembles vines, like the wall my power erected along the edge of the veil.

      When I look up at the woman, she is smiling at me again.

      “I thought it would suit you. I made it especially for you.”

      I can’t say why her words bring tears to my eyes, but they do.

      “Thank you.” I slip the ring onto my middle finger. A perfect fit. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Nothing to say, my lady. A token of my appreciation.”

      She doesn’t say for what, and I’m afraid to ask, so I simply conjure one of the lemon tarts she loves from the kitchens and set it next to her on the table. Looking up at me with a twinkle in her eye, she takes a big bite, and I can’t help but laugh.

      Turning away from the table, I jerk to a stop when two small children dart in front of me, Kaia’s Heks not far behind, barking and giving chase. Shaking my head with a smile, I turn toward the near end of the village and freeze.

      It’s only for a moment. My glimpse of her. And it’s so fast I’m not entirely sure it was real. The woman with tanned skin and black hair braided down her back. My mother.

      The sight of her face, the shape of it, punches me back to my childhood. Her kind smile looming over me when she tucked me into bed. The way her lips tilted up a little higher on the left than the right and her dark eyes scrunched at the corners.

      But like it always does, the happy memory fades into an anguished one. And it isn’t my mother’s kind smiling face I see anymore. It’s her lifeless one. Body discarded on the side of the road and leeching blood into the soil.

      The sounds of the busy market day fade away, and I’m nothing but a tiny child, just past four, crawling on my hands and knees toward my parents’ bodies, begging them to wake up, to take me home. I spent hours trying to rouse them, pleading and crying until my uncle appeared from nowhere.

      He scooped me up and took me to his farm. And I never saw my home again.

      The sounds of the market suddenly rush back, and with them, my name. I see Dania making her way through the throng of people, concern etched into the lines on her face. But I cannot face her. I cannot face any questions about what is wrong or if I am all right. Without thinking, I shift away from the village and appear atop the grassy knoll overlooking Meera’s barn.

      Sinking to my knees, I drop my head into my hands and let the tears come for the first time in years. Sobs rack my body until my shoulders heave and my chest aches.

      I liked it better when I felt nothing, when I blocked everything out so I could function. When I didn’t have to remember how much and how senselessly I’ve suffered.

      I feel Thieran appear beside me, the comforting smell of his power enveloping me and easing some of the pressure in my chest. He immediately drops to the ground, his hands roaming over my back and sides as if checking for injuries.

      “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      “Nothing.” I suck in a shuddering breath, blow it out again. “I’m fine.”

      “Clearly not. Someone hurt you. Who was it?”

      His question is a threat. Like he’s prepared to kill anyone who might dare to look at me sideways. And I imagine he is. I would do the same for him. But he cannot rid me of this particular enemy. The soul-crushing weight of my own painful past.

      “When I was a child, before I knew what such a thing even meant, I used to wish my mother hadn’t hidden me away in the cart when they attacked us. That the man who killed my parents killed me too.”

      His surprise is a puff of air against my shoulder. “And when you were old enough to understand?”

      I laugh, short and bitter. “I was angry at my mother. For abandoning me. For leaving me alive to suffer the life I lived. As I’m angry at the one who birthed me for doing the same. There were more times than I can count in my life I thought about ending it.”

      I pull my sleeve back and stare down at my godmark as Thieran sinks to the ground behind me, gathering me in his arms and pulling me against his chest. He rests his cheek on the top of my head and sighs, his hold tightening.

      “But you didn’t end it,” he reminds me softly.

      “No. I didn’t.” I tug my sleeve back down. “I was a coward. I suppose it wouldn’t have worked anyway. Given what I know now. But there were many times when the nothingness of death seemed better than the agony of life.”

      “It is not cowardice to choose life, Elora.”

      “Did I choose life, or did I choose suffering? Or are they the same?”

      “There is strength in the choice you made to survive,” he says, kissing the lobe of my ear and whispering, “You are the strongest, bravest person I know.”

      Scoffing, I wriggle in his grip, but he holds me fast.

      “It is not brave to live in agony,” I mutter.

      “It is brave to endure pain and loss and disappointment and keep going,” he insists. “It is brave to choose yourself over and over again every day. It is brave to fight for others who have less than you.”

      “I never wanted to be brave,” I murmur, fresh tears stinging my eyes and tightening my throat.

      “I know,” he murmurs back. “What happened?”

      “I…I can’t, Thieran.” Turning in his arms, I grip the back of his neck and pull him in for a kiss, rough and urgent. “I’ve remembered enough already. Don’t ask me for more.”

      “Elora—”

      “Please,” I plead, voice cracking. “I just want to forget again. For a time. Help me forget.”

      He hesitates, and I brace myself for his refusal, but his hands slowly trace the length of my back and the curve of my shoulders until he cups my face in his hands. He brushes his thumbs through the tears on my cheeks, and slowly, so slowly, he leans down to kiss me.

      It’s not the violent kiss I tried to claim from him before, the easiest way I’ve been able to forget the pain in the past. Take a willing man to my bed and work out our frustrations on each other until we’re sweaty and sated and maybe a bit bruised.

      But Thieran’s kiss is none of that. It’s soft and pliant, understanding and kind. It threads through me until it wraps around my heart and heals a little piece of me. I feel seen, and the seeing doesn’t leave me exposed and vulnerable. Instead I’m lighter, softer, like a feather floating on air.

      Thieran moves his hands down over my breasts, untying the laces of my corset until it’s loose enough to pull over my head. When I’m free of it, he gently tugs my tunic up and off, then eases me onto my back.

      He takes his time touching me, feathering kisses over my collarbone and down the valley of my breasts. He traces circles around my belly button with his tongue as his fingers work open my breeches. All it takes is a tap of his fingertips against my hip to have me lifting them so he can slide my breeches and boots off.

      Skimming his hands up my calves and over my thighs, he presses a kiss to the inside of my knee, his eyes traveling up my stomach to my face.

      “I love you,” he says softly, and my throat constricts.

      There’s sincerity in every syllable. An unspoken promise that the words will never be untrue or belong to another. They are for me and me alone, and he has waited lifetimes to say them.

      “I love you too,” I reply, trailing my fingertips along his shoulders and dispelling his clothes with a thought.

      He covers my body with his and slips inside me in one smooth, steady motion. Instantly, my power rises to meet his, my legs cinching around his waist and drawing him in deeper.

      He grinds against me, and I shudder, digging my fingernails into the smooth skin of his back. He stays buried deep as he leans down to claim my mouth, his tongue sliding lazily out to toy with mine.

      I rock my hips up to meet his, and he hisses against my lips, pulling back until he’s nearly all the way out of me and slamming back in. A smile ghosts his mouth when the groan tears from my throat, and he leans down to kiss me there, nipping my pulse with his teeth.

      “You are not broken,” he tells me. “You are not a coward. You are everything to me.”

      He slides out and back in again, murmuring against my lips as he slowly increases his pace, his pelvis dragging against my clit with each purposeful thrust of his hips.

      “The Fates gave you to me,” he says, lacing our fingers together and pressing his godmark to mine. “And whatever you decide, you will always be mine.”

      Decide. The way he says the word is heavy with meaning. As if I haven’t already decided my place is here with him. That it always was. Long before I even knew it was an option.

      “I’m yours, Thieran.” I slide my hands into his hair, gripping it tightly as he moves faster, hips slamming relentlessly into mine and sending tingles up and down my spine. “I always have been. I always will be.”

      He doesn’t respond, simply ducks his head and takes my nipple into his mouth, rolling his tongue around it in teasing circles before closing his teeth against it and biting down. He slowly increases the pressure of his teeth with the speed of his hips until he’s giving me exactly what I thought I wanted from the start.

      But it’s more now. With Thieran above me, inside me, a part of me. Almost as if I can’t tell where I end and he begins.

      Pulling back, he thrusts into me brutally, making me cry out, my back arching under him. We’re climbing now, with each punishing punch of his hips and rough bite of his teeth on my skin. He’s close. I can sense it in the rise of his power, his breath ragged in my ear.

      The closer he gets, the harder he pushes me, and I am molten beneath him, my body, my heart, my soul at his mercy.

      “Elora,” he growls, fingers tightening on mine.

      “Yes,” I whimper, writhing under him as he pins me to the ground with his body, battering into me until every inch of me is on fire. “Thieran.”

      “That’s it, little one. I’m going to make this pussy come all over me. And then I’m going to fill you up. And then we’re going to do it all over again.”

      Fingernails digging into the backs of his hands, I arch underneath him as my orgasm crashes over me, the drag of his chest against my nipples causing me to shudder, squeezing his cock inside me until he follows me over the edge, my name falling from his lips on a groan.

      He collapses against me, barely supporting his weight on his forearms. I draw lazy circles over his back with my fingernails.

      “Thieran?”

      “Hmm?” he murmurs, his face buried against the side of my neck.

      “What did you mean when you said ‘whatever I decide’?”

      “Later,” he promises, kissing my throat and pulling back to look down at me. “I’ll tell you all about it later.”

      I consider arguing, but I am raw from my own trip into my past and the way Thieran touched me, so I decide against it. Playing with the ends of his hair, twisting them around my fingertips, I smile up at him.

      “I think you mentioned something about doing that all over again?”

      He laughs, capturing my lips in a quick kiss. Then he rolls, and as he does, we’re shifting, appearing in the middle of our bed, my body straddling his.

      “And over and over again,” he assures me, lifting his hips and sliding his cock inside me again.

      I drop my head back with a groan, cupping my breasts as he finds my clit with his fingers. And I let Thieran and the things only he can do to me carry me away.
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      I watch Elora lead Meera from the barn and lean over her neck. Whatever she says to the horse has Meera whinnying with glee, the sound of it carrying across the field. I’m late for a meeting with Kaia, one she requested over breakfast. But Elora has been quiet, not entirely herself since I found her on the very rise where she now kicks Meera into a gallop and flies toward the trees.

      I haven’t been able to sense her so strongly since before she woke with her godhood fully restored, but her agony sliced through me, sharp as a blade, and I shifted to her side in an instant. I couldn’t help her, though. Not in any real sense. There was nothing to vanquish except her own memories, even if she won’t tell me what they are.

      Based on what she did tell me, I assume it had something to do with her parents. But she won’t say, and she goes quiet every time I ask. It isn’t stubbornness that keeps her from revealing her secrets to me. Not this time.

      This time it feels more like the unbearable weight of grief. I don’t know how to make her see I am willing to bear it with her. That I would take it from her completely if I could.

      Elora and Meera disappear beyond the tree line. When she takes that route, she could be gone for hours, exploring the realm or sitting by the River Loret in silence, thinking or talking to Meera as she often does.

      Turning from the now empty field, I shift to the hallway outside Kaia’s rooms and raise my fist to knock. The door swings in silently, revealing Kaia seated on her little couch, her familiar curled up on her lap and Railan standing just inside the door, gripping the knob, his shoulders tense.

      I look from Railan to Kaia and back again. I haven’t seen Railan for more than the brief moment it takes to pass each other in the hall in weeks. While his brothers attend dinner every night, Railan has been absent since our confrontation at the lake.

      He meets my gaze, but his eyes quickly dart away again. I don’t have the energy to deal with this. Not now with everything I’m already balancing on a blade’s edge.

      “You have guests,” I say to Kaia. “I’ll come back.”

      “You’ll not,” Kaia replies, halting my retreat. “We have things to discuss and deal with. This thing between the two of you being one of them. Come in, Thieran,” she adds when I hesitate. “I don’t have all day.”

      Railan gives me a wide berth when I enter, then closes the door behind me. He moves to stand behind Kaia while I take the chair opposite her. We stare at each other without speaking until Kaia finally sighs and rolls her eyes.

      “This stalemate needs to be finished. Do whatever you need to do to work it out between you. Hit each other, scream, engage in a series of petty and meaningless competitions. I don’t care. But this ends. Today,” she finishes with a lift of her brow.

      My gaze travels to Railan again as his does to me. Elora is of the same mind on this. She’s hinted at my forgiving Railan more than once over the last few weeks. She holds no ill will toward him, and I shouldn’t either. Yet all I still see when I look at him is Elora’s lifeless body in my arms.

      Railan put the realm first. As I should have done. But I put Elora first. And I know I will continue to make that choice, to choose her over everything else, for as long as there is a choice to be made.

      I suppose I should be grateful for him and his unerring sense of right and wrong. It is the very reason I bargained with the Fates for him and his brothers. But I know him as a liability for Elora now.

      How do I know I can trust him when he would sacrifice her to save the realm, to spare Acaria, and I would sacrifice both, would give over the very breath in my lungs to save Elora?

      “I will always do everything in my power to convince you to do right by the realm and the souls within it,” Railan says, voice low, gaze intent on mine. “But I would never betray you. I would follow you into every battle, sword at the ready.”

      I nod slowly. I believe him, even if I’m not entirely sure he understands how my priorities have shifted. I would unleash the depths of Síra itself on Acaria if it meant keeping Elora from harm. I suppose we’ll see how fast to his oath Railan clings if that day were to ever come.

      “Good. Now that you’ve settled that,” Kaia says cheerfully. “Thieran, were you able to speak to Melena?”

      “Melena?” Railan wonders. “What did Melena do?”

      “You haven’t been updating him?” I ask Kaia, who pins me with a dry stare.

      “I was anticipating this masculine airing of grievances to sort everything out. Or whatever we’re going to call that.” She gestures between the two of us. “And now you can tell him yourself.”

      I indicate Railan should sit and wait for him to take the last remaining chair.

      “Melena is Elora’s mother.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because Melena confirmed it when I went to see her. And because Elora can command the elements. She called rain from the sky without pause.”

      “And snow yesterday,” Kaia adds. “A tiny pile of it in the palm of her hand to soothe a burn.”

      “The elements and the seasons.” Railan nods. “Melena would make sense. And what did she have to say about it? About why she hid her daughter away for so long?”

      “That she did it to keep Elora safe.”

      I sigh, rubbing my brow. The answer is no more satisfactory to me today than it was when I first heard it.

      “Safe from what?”

      “From those who would wish her harm,” I reply to Kaia’s question.

      “That’s…ominous,” Railan finishes. “And that’s it? Nothing else that might be useful?”

      “No.” I shove a hand through my hair, gripping it tight before releasing it. “Nothing else. In fact, she was so insistent on not giving me straight answers she told me she wouldn’t choose me for her daughter and then forced me into a shift.”

      I rub the heel of my hand over the spot on my arm where she shoved me.

      “I see her in Elora,” Kaia says softly. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen Melena, I thought I was making it up. But some of their mannerisms are the same.”

      “Yes.” I nod. “I thought the same when I met with her. But I have no more information than I did before. Only a confirmation of what I already suspected. That revealing Elora’s godhood could put her in danger.”

      Railan shifts uncomfortably in his chair beside me, but I ignore him. I don’t have time to worry about his guilt over Elora’s godhood being revealed in the way it was or when. It would have been eventually. Of that, I am certain.

      “Does she want to see Elora?”

      I frown at Kaia’s question. I didn’t offer, but Melena didn’t ask. As soon as I mentioned Elora, she was desperate to get rid of me.

      “She does not.”

      Kaia’s look turns sympathetic, and my chest tightens. I know what she’s going to say before the words pass her lips.

      “Even still, Elora is going to have to choose—as we all did—whose side she’s on. She may be connected to the Shadow Realm and to you.” Her eyes drop to my wrist and the visible edge of my godmark. “But she is born of a high court goddess. And she will have to decide.”

      “I know that,” I reply, my voice weary.

      It’s not a conversation I’m looking forward to having with Elora. Though it may come sooner than I’d like it to.

      “And you shouldn’t delay.”

      Something in Kaia’s tone draws my gaze, and I sit forward in my chair, elbows braced on my knees.

      “Something happened at the luncheon. What was it?”

      She hesitates, looking everywhere but at my face. Running her hand down her familiar’s back until he makes eye contact, she lifts a brow, and he transforms into a raven, perching on her arm while she pets his breast with her finger.

      Rising, she carries him to the stand in the far corner of the room, feeding him a worm and giving him a shiny bauble when he hops off. Once he titters his thanks, she turns back to us again, clasping her hands in front of her and taking a deep breath.

      “I think something is brewing among the high court.” Her words are steady, but her voice is strained. “I think the luncheon was a ploy. To see how the dark court would react.”

      “React to what?” Railan wondered.

      “Whatever the luncheon was for, it wasn’t for the baby or for unity. The queen was goading us. Lining the hallways with paintings from the war. Battles we lost, many of them because of high court treachery.” She pauses, her gaze drifting out the window. “Like when Jorreign burned my temple and killed all the innocent mortals seeking refuge inside.”

      I swear under my breath, and Kaia refocuses on us. “Aeris didn’t appreciate being made to look like a helpless, powerless victim sobbing on the ground while Xarin benevolently fixed her temple either. The very one he laid waste to as a distraction.”

      “And you think the queen was hoping to prod the dark court goddesses into what? An altercation?”

      “I’m not entirely sure she wanted an outright attack from us. Do you remember the banquet we had?” she asks me. “To celebrate his feast days?”

      “I do.”

      He’d started to purposefully separate us even then. Those who had routinely taken up for me when my brother and I argued and those who stood with my brother more often than not were seated accordingly. I thought it strange at the time, though not necessarily alarming.

      But I was preoccupied with finding the last two Ancients who kept slipping from our grasp to concern myself with my brother and his need for attention. As always, I was perfectly content to let my brother have the spotlight if it meant I could remain in the shadows.

      Looking back at it now, I can see it for what it was. A declaration.

      “It felt like that,” Kaia says. “From the moment we arrived, we kept to our own groups in conversation. The queen did nothing to bridge any type of divide. Just having everyone there made us all uneasy and suspicious. It was as if she was reminding us we are not in this together. Not anymore. If we ever were,” she adds softly.

      “I can’t imagine they’re hoping for another war,” Railan says, looking between us. “Not after the first one nearly wiped out all of Acaria.”

      “I might have agreed with you,” Kaia replies. “Before the winter ball. But this baby, that prophecy. It changes everything.”

      She looks to me, and I nod. “Legacy of gods.”

      “One who inspires all to fall to their knees and destroys the divided courts.” She drops onto the couch again, leaning back with a huff. “The oracle’s prophecy is not exactly a subtle one.”

      I push out of my chair and cross to the window, unlatching it for Heks when he lands on the sill and pecks at it with his beak. He wheels out on the breeze, giving a screeching call. In response, laughter drifts up, and I see Elora making her way up the wide path connecting the palace to the village.

      Her hair is tousled from her ride, her cheeks a rosy pink, her cloak tossed back over her shoulders revealing the long, lean lines of her. Whatever my brother is up to, I would shield her from it.

      “You have to be honest with her, Thieran,” Kaia says at my elbow. “About everything.”

      “Nothing’s happened yet. I can—”

      “Do you mean to have her as queen?”

      I watch Elora until she disappears around the side of the palace.

      “I do.”

      “Then you need to tell her the truth. The pair of you are keeping entirely too many secrets from each other. And we are facing too much to be weakened by secrets and distrust.”

      I know Kaia is right, even if I’m dreading it. I’ve spent weeks doing the one thing Elora asked me not to do. And even after betraying her trust, I don’t have anything but a name. I certainly don’t have freedom to offer her.

      But if my brother and his queen really are up to something, I need to make sure Elora is as prepared for that as I can make her. And Kaia is right about something else. Elora will have to choose.

      And I desperately want her to choose me.
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      The quill scratches across the parchment in the silence of Thieran’s sitting room. Completely at a loss on where to go next and in need of a distraction from my own painful past, I decided while on my ride with Meera to sit down and make a comprehensive list of everything I know so far. See if anything jumps out at me, another thread to tug or a new lead to follow.

      I feel as if I know so little, forced to collect crumbs in the shadows to maintain the secret of my godhood. Perhaps if I could tell people who I am, I could learn more. But it’s just as likely to make me enemies as allies.

      I’m as torn on the matter as Thieran seems to be. Stuck somewhere between being sick of hiding who I am and unwilling to be a bug under glass. Or worse.

      The air shimmers seconds before Thieran appears across from me, and I scramble to cover up my notes, smearing ink over the parchment in the process. Huffing out a breath, I toss the stack on the table. I’ll have to start over again later. Hopefully I can make out enough of what I’ve already written to not have set myself too far behind.

      Thieran’s eyes are trained on the parchment in a haphazard pile. I know he was going to meet with Kaia this morning. She asked to speak with him at breakfast. By the pained look on his face, I’m assuming she told him about taking me to the luncheon.

      “I can explain,” I say, and he finally looks at me, his brows drawing together.

      “Explain what?”

      “Why Kaia took me to the luncheon.”

      He stops short on his way to me, body jerking. “She what?”

      Fuck. Not what that look was about, then.

      “Well. I…” I can’t come up with an excuse fast enough, my mind spinning in all different directions. “I made her take me.”

      He snorts. The lie is thin. It would be difficult, if not impossible, to get Kaia to do anything she didn’t want to do.

      “She needed moral support, Thieran. She was a mess when I saw her in the hallway, and…”

      The truth that almost tumbled free constricts my throat and makes it hard to breathe. I know Thieran does not approve of my diving deep into what was causing the weakness in the realm. He is constantly reminding me he will look into it when he’s ready. Only he won’t tell me what he’s been busy doing instead.

      “Nothing happened,” I tell him. “I was in a room full of goddesses from both courts, fully glamoured, and nothing happened. No one recognized me for who and what I am. It was fine.”

      He watches me as he finishes crossing the room, as he takes a seat in the chair across from mine, as he flicks a hand at the fireplace and sends fresh flames roaring up.

      “We need to talk.”

      It isn’t the words themselves that have dread lancing through me so much as the way he says them. They’re heavy, impossibly so, and his brow is creased with deep slashes, his blue eyes worried.

      “All right.”

      I force the words out, hands gripped tight in my lap. Deep beneath the fear, I search for my anger while he rolls around what he wants to say on his tongue. Anger will make whatever this is easier to deal with—less painful too.

      “We need the truth between us,” he says. “We’ve gone far too long without it.”

      There are so many things we’re still keeping from each other that it’s impossible to know which truths he’s asking for. What I’ve been doing these many weeks? What he’s deemed more important? My past? His? The possibilities are endless.

      “I have ruled this realm alone for so long. I never thought to rule it with anyone else. I didn’t know I wanted to.” He tilts his head ever so slightly, a lock of dark hair falling across his forehead. “Not until I met you.”

      I swallow around the pressure in my throat. Kaia has hinted at this, at Thieran wanting a queen by his side. The souls in Videva have all but placed a crown on my head for the way they talk about my place here.

      “And now?” I whisper.

      “Now I want nothing more than to make you my queen. To be bonded more than we already are, to have you by my side, ruling this realm and death together.”

      Bonded more than we are. I peel my sleeve back to reveal my godmark, so close a match to his. Weeks ago, Kaia said something about it having a deeper meaning. So much has happened, I’d forgotten to ask him about it. But now, with his talk of queens and ruling together…

      “Why are our marks so similar?”

      His eyes don’t leave mine, but he pulls his sleeve up to reveal his mark. The skulls are exact, perfect copies. The only difference is the thick vines that weave through the mouth and eyes of the skull on my wrist.

      “It’s so rare,” he says. “I only know of it happening two other times. Between Orella and Xarin and…”

      “And?”

      “It doesn’t matter. It means we are connected by the Fates. Our powers, our lives entwined. Forever.”

      “Is that why you can sense me?”

      “Yes. Even before your powers were unbound, I could sense you without effort. Your heart beating next to mine. I imagine you could sense me too, if you honed that particular skill.”

      I dance my fingertips over my chest. Sometimes I think I can sense him. His presence when he walks into a room, his mood before he speaks. I’ve always written it off as my skill at reading people, an ability honed by need and survival. Maybe with Thieran, it’s always been something more.

      “Forever.”

      He smiles softly. “Yes. Forever. No matter what you decide. We will always be entwined this way.”

      There’s that word again. Decide. He spoke it when we were together on the hill. After he found me through our…connection. It still feels weighted with meaning, and I’m almost afraid to ask what it means. But my curiosity wins out.

      “Decide about what?”

      He slides his sleeve back into place and rests his hands on his knees, inhaling slowly before blowing out the breath hard enough to flutter the ends of his hair.

      “I know who your mother is.”

      It isn’t what I expect him to say, and the words snap steel into my spine. The anger I tried so hard to find earlier bubbles instantly to the surface without effort.

      “My mother?”

      He nods slowly. “The goddess who bore you.”

      “How could you do that?” I demand, shoving to my feet. “I told you I didn’t want to know about her. About whoever created and then abandoned me. You swore you wouldn’t search for her!”

      “I didn’t, actually.”

      His cool, even tone makes me want to punch him in the face, but I replay the conversation in my mind. Asking him to stop, telling him he would if he loved me. And then disappearing when he didn’t respond. He’s right. He never explicitly agreed to leave the secret of my parentage untouched. But it feels like a betrayal all the same.

      “Why was this so important to you? More important than what was happening to the realm that required my sacrifice in the first place.”

      He leans forward, stopping when I take a step away. Sighing, he sits back again.

      “I needed to know why.”

      “What does it matter?” I shout, throwing my hands up and forcing down the sudden rise of my power. “What does it matter who they were or why they discarded me like trash? Why do you care more about the knowing than my suffering because of it?”

      “I care about you being free. Gods do not leave their children in baskets in the middle of fields, hoping mortals will take them in. The fact that you were abandoned is unheard of. I needed to know why to make sure you were safe. And so I could free you.”

      “Free me?” I snap. “From what? My own peace? Forgive me, but I don’t want your help with that. I was content in my ignorance.”

      “Free you from living life as a secret.”

      His voice is low, his anger barely leashed as he tries to explain. But mine is snapping like a rabid dog at my heels.

      “Maybe I was content with being a nobody. Maybe I liked being invisible.”

      “Maybe I am not,” he snarls. “How am I to make you queen if you cannot be who you are because no one can know you exist? How am I to protect you if you were hidden for your own safety?”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      His laugh is edged with bitterness. “I know. You never fail to remind me how little you need me.”

      I flinch at his words. At his statement that feels like an accusation.

      “It isn’t about needing you, Thieran. It’s about wanting you. Wanting you is a choice. Why is that worse than needing you?”

      He rises from the chair, moving to stand in front of me and laying his hands on my shoulders. I try to jerk away, but he doesn’t let me retreat, drawing his fingers slowly down my arms. He captures my hands in his and holds them fast.

      “It isn’t worse. It’s the whole point. But you cannot really be who you are if you are tethered to the Shadow Realm forever. If you can only leave here in a glamour with your godhood concealed. Your mother shrouded you in secrets. I want so much more for you. I had hoped you wanted that for yourself.”

      I haven’t thought much beyond the next few steps in so long. When you have nothing and no one, your life is consumed by filling the next immediate need. Food to eat, a safe place to lay your head, money for necessities. There is no future in surviving, only the here and the now.

      I can’t imagine what it would be like to be Thieran’s queen. To be a goddess in my own right. I never thought to want anything so real, so permanent. I never thought I deserved so much. But Thieran makes it all seem so easily within my grasp.

      “How did you find her?”

      He leans down and brushes a kiss to my forehead. “I wasted some time looking in the wrong direction. Your parents…”

      He winces, his hands tightening on mine, and I lean into him, swallowing back tears. Of course he talked to my parents. Who better to give him information on how I came to be with them?

      “What did they say?” I ask softly.

      Wrapping his arms around my shoulders, he squeezes tight before continuing.

      “They found you in a basket, just after the winter solstice. And once they’d taken you in, they said a doe would come to watch over you.”

      “The goddess who bore me watched me?”

      He nods against the top of my head. “For a year. They said she disappeared after your first birthday, and they never saw her again.”

      She watched over me. The revelation surprises me. I wish it were enough to overcome the anger I have for her for abandoning me in the first place.

      “Who is she, then? A doe must mean the Goddess of the Hunt?”

      It wouldn’t explain the vines on my mark, but it would explain the connection I’ve always had to animals.

      “That’s what I assumed. I tried to confirm and couldn’t. Then I saw you practicing with Kaia on the hill. And I knew. Not Pela. Melena. The Goddess of the Harvest. Your elemental powers are the same. She’s the only other god who can call the elements like you do.”

      I take a step back and stare down at my palms. “The rain. The air. The vines.”

      He nods. “She can control the seasons too. For the harvest. Kaia said you created snow.”

      “I did. I didn’t think. I had a burn that needed soothing. The next thing I know, there’s snow cupped in my palm.”

      He takes my hand and brings it to his lips, kissing the heel.

      “So is that it? She knows about me, and now we are free to do whatever?”

      “Not exactly.” He sighs. “She won’t say why she hid you. Only that it was to keep you safe, and you should remain hidden.”

      Frowning, I look up at him. “That’s not very helpful.”

      “No. It isn’t. But I think one thing might sway her.”

      The tone in his voice sets me on edge, but I ask the obvious question anyway. “What thing is that?”

      “Meeting you.”

      I stumble back, shaking my head. “No. Isn’t this enough? Why can’t the knowing be enough?”

      He follows me, cupping my face in his hands and forcing me to meet his gaze when I try to pull away.

      “It will never be enough until I know you’re safe. I will do whatever it takes to ensure you’re protected from harm, Elora. I will sacrifice whatever and whoever I need to sacrifice for you. No questions, no exceptions. You are the only thing that matters to me.”

      I fist my hands in his robes and pull him closer. “Then I should stay hidden.”

      “That’s not safety. It merely prolongs the inevitable. Think about it,” he adds, reading my hesitation. “You don’t have to decide right now.”

      “But I will have to decide eventually. And not just about this. Right?”

      He begins to move away, but I tighten my grip, and he sighs.

      “No. Not just about this. Your mother is of the high court. You are fated to the God of Death. And you will have to choose where your loyalties lie.”
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      The dining room echoes with noise when I enter. Elora looks up from her conversation with Hayle and smiles at me as I cross to the head of the table. But it’s an empty gesture, simply for show.

      She’s been like this since I told her about Melena. Present with me, yet not herself. Stuck inside her own mind with her thoughts. I’ve tried to reach her, but I’m not sure I can. Not until she lets me.

      I pause behind her chair and tug her braid until she tilts her face up to me. Leaning down, I brush a kiss over her lips, once, twice, a third time. When I pull back, her dreamy smile is genuine, her green eyes soft, and she gives a subtle nod. Reassurance for me—or for herself—that she’s all right. Or both, perhaps.

      “Is she well?” Kaia asks once I take my seat, keeping her voice low, her eyes locked on Elora.

      “She’s…”

      I sigh, my gaze traveling over Elora’s face, her brow gently furrowed as she listens intently to Hayle’s story, his hands waving back and forth over his plate as he tells it.

      I’m not sure how to answer Kaia’s question. I expected more anger from Elora than she’s shown these last few days. At me for keeping my search from her. At her mother for abandoning her and then refusing to answer any questions or offer any explanation.

      I would welcome Elora’s anger, her ire, her demands to know the truth over this quiet, aching sorrow. Instead she moves silently through the palace, lost in thought. She’s been to see Meera but hasn’t actually taken her out for a ride, according to Corrine. She merely sits in the barn, talking or thinking or doing nothing at all.

      I don’t know what she’s feeling, what she’s thinking, what she’s planning. And I know she’s planning something. I know her too well to assume otherwise. I only wish I knew what. I might be able to help. But she is as closed off to me as ever.

      Lost behind her own complicated emotions and memories of her past. Unreachable.

      I had hoped my honesty would inspire her own. But it has not. She has offered up nothing about the queen’s luncheon or why she really insisted on accompanying Kaia.

      And Kaia won’t tell me either, insisting it is Elora’s information to share. When she is ready. Whenever that may be. These secrets between us feel so heavy, and I tire of them.

      “She’s still taking it all in, I think,” I tell Kaia after she brushes my arm with her fingertips to refocus my attention. “It’s a lot to make sense of. Her past is…complicated.”

      Kaia nods, but her mouth is pinched with worry. “She asked to delay our practice sessions a few days.”

      “Understandable,” I murmur.

      Concerning, but understandable.

      “It is,” Kaia agrees, but there’s hesitation in her voice.

      “Say what you’re thinking,” I reply. “There’s no point in dancing around it now.”

      Fidgeting in her seat, Kaia smooths the edge of the tablecloth and takes a deep breath before speaking.

      “You told her she would have to choose? Between…”

      “Us and them? Yes. I told her.”

      Her gaze darts from Elora’s face to mine. “And has she?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “She hasn’t. It’s still new. It’s only been two days.”

      I am as unsettled by Elora’s delay as Kaia seems to be, her fingers worrying the edge of the napkin draped across her lap. But I cannot rush Elora on this decision, as important as it is. And whenever or whatever she declares, it doesn’t alleviate the looming problem.

      Elora’s godhood must remain a secret, and therefore she must remain a secret. And I still do not know why.

      I’ve been back to visit Melena twice. The first time, she barely let me get a word in, reiterating it’s best Elora continue to live in hiding before forcing me to leave. The second time, she refused to see me at all.

      She’s afraid of something, and I want to know what the fuck it is. I want to know what I have to keep Elora safe from. And since only Melena can tell me, I need to give her a compelling reason for honesty.

      I’m certain she wouldn’t be so keen to hedge and deflect if Elora was the one demanding answers. If she was faced with her own daughter, the one she gave up to supposedly keep safe.

      It won’t be easy for either of them, for Elora especially. But I believe it’s the only way to get the answers we need. The answers I need to bring Elora into the light so I can keep her for the dark.

      But getting the two of them in the same room is nearly impossible when neither one of them will speak to me, when neither will show me the truth under their silence.

      I’ll give Elora a few days more, and then we’ll need to speak about it again, come to a conclusion, decide what steps to take next. Because the information from Kaia’s spies in the capital concerns me.

      My brother and the queen have withdrawn even more, meeting behind closed doors with no one else present. And it’s not the secrecy that worries me as much as the timing of it. My brother is high on this new baby, another generation, another god to add to his side. Even if the whelp won’t be of age for a few years, numbers are numbers.

      And the oracle’s prophecy doesn’t help. Legacy of gods. One who inspires all to fall to their knees. These words are a balm to my brother’s thirst for power. He will hold them close, wrap himself in them, use them as justification for whatever he’s planning to do next.

      I feel a sense of urgency brewing. And I know Kaia feels it too. The worry of it has been etched onto her face since she returned from the luncheon. It deepens each time she receives more information from her spies. They sometimes send multiple letters a day.

      Every bit of information is a piece fitted to a larger puzzle, but none of it brings the picture into clear focus. So neither of us know what to make of it yet. I only hope we figure it out before it’s too late.

      Someone clears their throat from the doorway, and I see Railan framed in it. He has his hands gripped behind his back, his chin tilted up as he meets my gaze. I see the hard set of his jaw, the determined square of his shoulders, the unspoken question in his eyes.

      The room has gone silent, gazes traveling between us as they take our measure and watch. He has long been absent from our dinners, and now he appears to be asking permission to join us again. Although I never expressly forbade him from dining with us in the first place.

      Elora reaches over and lays a hand on my forearm. When I turn my hand palm up, she laces her fingers with mine and gives them a squeeze.

      She’s said enough without saying anything at all. It is time for me to end this thing between us. We are stronger together. And we may need that strength very soon.

      I gesture at Railan’s usual spot with a nod of my head, and he crosses the room to take the chair that’s sat empty for too long. The tension eases, and the rear doors of the dining room open on the servants ready to set the first course.

      Elora brushes her thumb over the back of my hand, and I bring her knuckles to my lips before releasing her.

      “It’s good to have you dine with us again, Railan,” Elora says with all the grace of the lady of the manor as a servant sets a shallow bowl in front of her. “We’ve missed you.”

      Railan sends a furtive glance my way before smiling at Elora. “It is good to be welcomed again. I wanted to extend my apologies.”

      Elora dismisses his words with a shake of her head. “An apology isn’t necessary.”

      “I believe it is.” Railan’s gaze dances over my face again. “I shouldn’t have—”

      “You should have,” she insists. “Thieran needs voices of reason. Even if he doesn’t like them. Or listen to them.”

      Kaia laughs softly and then clears her throat, taking a sip of wine. “She isn’t wrong,” she says when she sees my raised brow.

      “I cannot fault you for doing your duty, Railan.” Elora gives me a pointed look. “None of us can.”

      I purse my lips, and Railan inclines his head, gratitude and relief evident on his face.

      “You are too kind, my la—”

      Nevon loudly coughs, and Elora chuckles.

      “Elora is fine,” she tells Railan.

      Railan opens his mouth to speak, but Nevon interrupts. “She’ll cut off your dick, brother. Best not to chance it.”

      I sputter around my mouthful of wine while Kaia’s eyes go wide.

      “You’ll what?” I demand.

      Elora laughs, and it’s the first time I’ve heard it in days. I’ve missed that sound.

      “It’s no less than what you threatened to do to Nevon should he ever touch me. Which is ridiculous, by the way.”

      “Hardly ridiculous,” I counter. “Since I seem to recall you once were planning on letting him do just that.”

      “A great many things have changed since that night.” She pins me with a cool stare, brow raised in challenge. “Have they not?”

      “They have.” I shake my head, a wry grin stretching across my lips. “Much to my good luck.”

      “It’s hardly about luck, I think.” She watches me as she spoons up a bite of wild rice. “More like a choice.”

      “A choice, is it?”

      She wraps her lips around the spoon and chews slowly, thoughtfully. “It is. One I seem to be making over and over again.” Elora takes a deep breath and reaches for her wine glass. “One I will continue to make. For as long as I need to make it.”

      It’s not a formal declaration. Although I would very much like to see her dressed in full regalia with a crown perched on her head to make one. But it is enough for me, enough for now.

      “To making choices,” Kaia says with a wide smile, raising her glass for a toast while I pull Elora in for another kiss.

      “You’re sure?” I ask her softly as everyone toasts around us.

      “It’s the only thing I’m really sure of right now.”

      “We’ll have to talk about all the rest of it,” I say, smoothing a hand down her braid.

      “I know,” she replies, and the sadness in her voice tugs at me.

      I brush a kiss across her forehead, lingering over it. “Later,” I tell her.

      She smiles softly, her eyes slowly opening to meet mine.

      “Later,” she agrees.
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      It smells of spring here, the sun reaching through the clouds to paint the ground. It seems too early for it, the rich scent of damp earth, wet from a light rain that brings both growth and sunlight. The first teasing delicate shoots of green poking up from the ground.

      It will be weeks yet before temperatures like these reach the southern territories, before the sun banishes the clouds and promises growing things and longer days. Is the bright, warm weather because we are further north than the lands the dark court gods call home? Or because the Goddess of the Harvest wills it to be so?

      I shouldn’t be here. I’ve been trying to talk myself out of it since Thieran told me the truth, but I can no sooner strip myself of my incessant curiosity than I could my godhood. I would have been eager to be rid of both once.

      Melena’s capital city is just waking at this hour. Shopkeepers throwing open their windows and propping their doors wide with wedges of wood dug into the dirt. Carts lumber past, pulled by moseying donkeys and strong horses.

      Colleita supplies all of Acaria with its wheat and grain, and the merchants in the city make use of it for themselves, producing some of the finest breads and cakes using flours milled by local millers from wheat grown barely fifty paces outside the city walls.

      It’s said the Fontossian palace’s own bakers come from Colleita, and I know Ygris and at least a few others in Thieran’s palace kitchens hail from this region rich in farmland.

      I’ve only ever passed through this territory on my way north. I’ve never had much use for fields and crops in my work. And the sights and sounds of harvest or tending have always sent a soul-deep ache through me. Memories rising unbidden to claw at my throat and choke me.

      So I stayed away, giving this land as wide a berth or as little of my time as I could. Now, as I watch a young girl chase a cat across the cobbled stones, I wonder if a part of me was always wary of this territory for another reason.

      I have spent hours upon hours trying to make sense of Thieran’s revelation. Trying to decipher the whys of Melena’s abandonment. I have no more insight now than I did a few days ago. Than I did weeks or months or years ago. Time has not brought any of this into sharper focus.

      Thieran believes a meeting between us will force Melena to open up, but I’m not sure I can go through with it. What would I say to the goddess who kept me from who I am and consigned me to a life of misery in the process? A goddess who won’t even be honest now when presented with the inconvenient truth of my existence.

      Besides, I have made my choice, as I said to Thieran at dinner. What would a meeting with the goddess who bore me and left me behind do now? I am for Thieran and his dark court. And I do not care if I must remain hidden for eternity.

      That lie itches and chafes even as I think it. I might have been content to live in the shadow of anonymity once, sneaking around where others could not see me. I was no one for a long time. Until Thieran.

      He sees me. He wants me to be seen. And the more I think about standing by his side—as his queen—the more I want it. I cannot deny the wanting of it.

      He whispered it to me again last night. Trailing the words over my skin until they wrapped around me and settled into my bones.

      I am his, and he is mine, and I want nothing more than to rule the Shadow Realm together. Whatever it means. Whatever comes. But I still don’t know if I am capable of doing what needs to be done to make that a reality.

      Am I capable of carving open my chest and laying myself bare for the answers we require? The truth? Every painful morsel of it I’ve so carefully packed away will be dragged out into the light. Examined, prodded, exposed.

      I am not sure I have the strength.

      I would sooner fight for my survival and that of the realm than dig into my past and confront what waits for me there. My mother’s smiling face replaced by her lifeless one. My father’s strong hands holding me fast on his shoulders replaced by his blood-spattered ones. Our tidy farmhouse with its big hearth and soft beds replaced by the cold loft and threadbare pallet on the floor of my uncle’s.

      Every memory I have is mired in pain and sadness and grief. That was my fate when Melena made her choice. I could not escape it then. Why should I willingly go back to it now?

      The girl and her cat circle closer to me, jarring me from my thoughts. Her high-pitched squeal of delight rings out over the growing bustle of the square as people emerge to buy their bread and cakes, their fabric and yarn, their hats and cloaks.

      Every day is market day in a high court territory, where the populations are thicker and the need for goods greater. As much as I enjoy the commotion of market days, I like the quiet days too. With time to stop for a chat or a cup of tea or one of Dania’s delicious confections.

      The cat darts between my legs, and the girl gives chase again, stopping short and looking up at me with wide eyes.

      “I’m sorry about her,” she says, her lips curving up in a hesitant smile. “Can I have her back?”

      I peek behind me to see the cat sitting pretty as a picture, as if she’s hiding behind my leg. The cat looks up at me with bright green eyes and then stands with a stretch before rubbing her body against my ankle.

      I sink into a crouch and run my hand down the cat’s back, her gray, black, and white striped fur rippling under my touch.

      “She likes you,” the girl says, inching closer. “She doesn’t like many people.”

      I give the cat a scratch behind her ears, and she rewards me with loud purrs that seem to vibrate her whole body. When I rest my hand on my knee, the cat butts her head against it until I pet her again.

      “What’s her name?”

      “Violet,” the girl says, dropping to her knees and trying to entice the cat back to her. “Like the flower.”

      “That is a very pretty name,” I reply, stroking down the cat’s back again. “And what is yours?”

      The girl flushes to the roots of her white-blond hair, suddenly shy. “Belyndre, my lady.”

      My gaze instantly drops to my wrist to confirm my godmark is concealed, but the girl doesn’t seem to notice. She’s too busy trying to lure the cat.

      “Not my lady,” I tell her. “I’m not a goddess.”

      The denial sticks in my throat. An odd thing, since the opposite was true not too long ago. The girl drags sea foam eyes to my face, her lips rounding into a tiny O.

      “I’m sorry, miss,” she says softly, dropping both her hands to her thighs.

      “It’s all right.” I offer her a reassuring smile, and she returns it.

      Unsatisfied with not being the center of attention, Violet climbs onto my thigh, and I stand with her, cradling her in my arms for a moment more before handing her back to the girl.

      When our arms brush, I feel a sizzle over my skin, like water dropped on heated iron. She looks down at where our bodies touch, and if the downward slant of her brows didn’t give away her curiosity, her thoughts certainly do. She’s wondering who I am and why my touch feels like power.

      She knows power. The steady thrum of it, the unpredictability of wielding it, the delight of bending it to your will for the first time. She’s a demigoddess. And she might not know who I am, but she recognizes the thread of power in me as I recognize it in her.

      I’ve never been able to sense that with anyone but Thieran, and when Kaia shifted me to Talvi. I don’t know why I’m sensing it now, only that I can. Another ability no one told me about.

      When she looks at me again, I hold my finger to my lips and she nods slowly, clutching the cat to her chest.

      “Thank you…miss,” she decides before melting back into the crowd.

      It isn’t long before her bright blond hair disappears completely among the throng of people. The square has become much more crowded now than it was even a few minutes ago, people calling out orders and prices and lugging their heavy sacks and baskets over their arms or on their hips.

      Bells toll in the temple on the city’s edge, announcing morning prayers, and my eyes are drawn to it. The soft green walls make it fade into the landscape as if it and the land it sits on are one and the same. It reminds me of Thieran’s palace that way.

      Though, where his is dramatic black turrets and expansive balconies and tall, wide windows, the temple for the Goddess of the Harvest is understated, simple, elegant. If the stories are true, it is built around fertile gardens of flowers and herbs and often used to create poultices and tinctures to heal the sick.

      Kaia’s spoken of some of the remedies shared by Melena’s healers. Plant medicine is strong magick, and earth is an element commanded by the Goddess of the Harvest. And by me.

      The bells ring again, and I move toward the temple without thinking, without knowing what I plan to do once I get there. Weaving through the crowd, I steel myself against the flurry of thoughts pouring through my mind that don’t belong to me.

      I should do more work with Kaia to block them. I can recognize it as a useful skill, reading mortal thoughts, but only if I can control it.

      I step out of the way of two men hauling a barrel between them, and once they’ve passed, they reveal Iluna beyond the far side of the square, half hidden by a cart piled with bundles of wildflowers.

      She’s clearly waiting for someone or something, her head swiveling to the left and right, eyes scanning the crowd. Her usual black gown is covered by a thick shawl of bright green as if color will disguise her raven black hair, bold red lips, and signature tiara crusted with jewels.

      Her eye catches on something, and a smile spreads over her face, but the woman the crowd parts for does not look nearly as eager to see Iluna as Iluna is to see her. Where Iluna smiles, Sabiya scowls.

      The Goddess of Wisdom and War does not look happy to be holding clandestine morning meetings with the Goddess of Night in the middle of a busy city center in neither of their territories. Sabiya grabs Iluna by the elbow and drags her further behind the cart.

      I pick my way around the edge of the crowd, trying to get close enough to hear their conversation. But the city center is too congested, the crush of people moving too quickly. The best I can do is a vantage point alongside a cobbler’s shop that gives me a clear view of their conversation.

      Iluna stands with her arms crossed over her chest, one hip cocked, the fingers on her right hand tapping a furious beat on her left bicep. Sabiya’s hands are waving. Whatever they’re saying to each other, it doesn’t appear to be pleasant.

      Iluna steps forward, snapping back at whatever Sabiya said and getting close enough that their lips are almost touching. They pause, neither of them speaking for a moment. Then Sabiya breaks the spell by taking a step back and thrusting out her hand between them.

      After a brief pause, Iluna reaches into the folds of her dress and pulls out a slip of parchment. She lays it in Sabiya’s hand but does not release it, her jaw tense as she says something to her lover.

      Without warning, two children race in front of a cart fast enough to frighten the horse, who rears and whinnies as much as the harness will allow. When it does, the cart backs into a stack of crates filled with chickens, knocking them to the ground and releasing a few squawking birds to flutter around the square.

      I move out of the way of the commotion, sidestepping a teenage boy as he makes a dive for one of the birds, and when I look back up, Iluna is staring in my direction.

      I can’t tell if she sees me specifically or if she’s just watching the melee, but my heart hammers painfully against my ribs, and my mouth goes dry. Sabiya is still speaking, trying to make a grab for the parchment Iluna still has clutched tight in her fist.

      I do my best to fade into the background, but the scattered chickens have emptied out this part of the crowd, people giving the area a wide berth as now two boys chase after the birds that are much faster and more agile than they should be.

      I lose sight of Iluna when I race for the cover of the alleyway between two shops, and it’s probably for the best. I don’t know if she saw me. Or if she’d recognize me if she did. It’s been months since I ran into her in the palace library. Since she called me Thieran’s mortal pet. The insult still sets my teeth on edge.

      I take a deep breath in the safety of the alley, but the scent of pine and ash fills my nose, and I panic. Just as a shadow darkens the mouth of the alley, cutting off the light, I shift without thinking, squeezing my eyes shut and picturing Thieran’s sitting room.

      When I open them, he is just emerging from the bedroom, dressed only in a black tunic and breeches, his robes slung over one of the chairs. He takes in the look on my face, the breath sawing in and out of my lungs, and he crosses to me, cupping my chin in his hand and tilting it up until I meet his clear blue gaze.

      “Something happened. Tell me.”

      I can’t leave this unsaid. I can’t let this thing hang between us until it takes us by surprise. But I already know Thieran isn’t going to be happy about it. Because in my haste to get away from her, the Goddess of Night might have seen me use my powers.

      And if she really is the one who orchestrated the attack against the Shadow Realm, then I may have made a crucial mistake.
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      Elora’s breathing has slowed slightly, but it’s still faster than it ought to be, and the look on her face concerns me. Like she’s barely outrun something chasing her.

      “Elora.”

      Her eyes clear and focus on me for the first time, her hand coming up to grasp my elbow. A small crease forms between her brows, and she opens her mouth to speak, but no words come out.

      “Did someone hurt you?”

      The idea sends molten rage through me. I will tear whoever touched her limb from fucking limb. Then I will consign them to an eternity of the same.

      Gripping her shoulders, I give her a little shake when she doesn’t answer. Her head twitches from side to side, and she bites into her bottom lip, worrying her teeth over it.

      “I’m not hurt.” She clears her throat. “No one hurt me. But I… I need to tell you something.”

      “All right,” I say carefully, leading her to the couch and pulling her down beside me. “What is it?”

      Her fingers find the hanging edge of one of her laces, rolling it back and forth between them, twisting it around and around and slowly unraveling it again. The corner of her mouth flutters as if she’s rolling the words around on her tongue.

      Finally, she sits up straight, pivoting her body to face mine, and takes a deep breath.

      “You kept looking for my mother when I asked you not to,” she says, and I flinch.

      I don’t regret my decision to uncover her parentage. I only wish it had yielded more answers instead of leaving us in the same position as before. Only this time, with more pain and anger heaped on top.

      “I’m not going to apologize for keeping you safe,” I tell her. “But I should have told you sooner.”

      She smiles softly, warmth flooding her eyes even as she twists and twists and twists the edge of her laces around her finger at a dizzying speed. Then the smile falls away, and she sighs.

      “We both should have been honest about a great many things a long time ago. There’s something I’ve been keeping from you too.” She takes a deep breath and blows it out again. “I didn’t stop looking into who attacked the Shadow Realm after the winter ball.”

      She squirms under my narrowed gaze. I didn’t really expect her to stop looking, but with her limited access to the rest of the gods, I figured she wouldn’t be able to find much. I assumed she’d eventually come up against too many dead ends she couldn’t follow and stop searching.

      But the way she continues to fiddle with her laces, the way her eyes dart around the room, and the nervous flush of her cheeks makes me wonder if she has been putting herself in harm’s way trying to find answers.

      “That’s why you wanted to go to the luncheon.”

      It isn’t a question, but she nods anyway.

      “Yes. Kaia did need the moral support,” she assures me, planting her palms flat on her thighs. “But I wanted to be in a room with all the goddesses. To see what I could learn, what I could overhear.”

      I huff out a breath. “Because you know what it’s like to be invisible. And? Did you learn something?”

      “I did. But… I think I need to start from the beginning.”

      She waits for me to agree, squaring her shoulders when I gesture for her to continue.

      “At the ball, I overheard Orella talking with some mortals and demis. About Iluna. They said they’d heard she was dissatisfied with her place on the dark court, with how it was being run.”

      My eyebrows wing up. If something like that has become high court gossip, it means Iluna has said it often enough to the right people for it to be circulating as a topic of conversation.

      She’s never once said such a thing to me, but our relationship is…complicated. Old and very complicated. I shouldn’t have bedded her during or after the war. A choice I regretted the moment she talked about ruling the Shadow Realm together.

      We wanted different things out of the creation of my realm. I wanted solace, and she wanted a crown. When she didn’t get it, we exchanged some harsh words, and she avoided me for a few decades. But eventually she got over it. Or so I thought.

      Still, I can’t understand why she would go to such lengths to destroy me or the realm. And after all this time.

      “Court gossip is hardly reliable.”

      “I know,” Elora replies, mouth gathered into a frown. “That’s what you said when I asked you about it after the ball.”

      The conversation slowly filters back to me. The two of us in the library, half-dressed and sweaty. I’d worked her clothes the rest of the way off and pulled her into my lap to ride me, but before she obliged, she asked about Iluna.

      Her questions were sprinkled in among others about the gods, but she was focused mostly on Iluna and how she felt about me and the Shadow Realm. I brushed her suspicions off, told her again to leave it be, that I would look into it when I could.

      She didn’t explicitly agree as I didn’t to her own request.

      With a sigh, I rub my fingertips across my temple. Far too many secrets for far too long.

      “But you weren’t satisfied with that, so you kept digging.”

      “Yes,” she admits. “I did as much research as I could in the library, but there wasn’t much. The gods don’t love to have their history recorded, it would seem.”

      My mouth quirks up in a grin at the accusation in her tone. “Depends on who is doing the recording.”

      She chuckles softly, then her tone turns serious again. “One of the servants told me about Amara. Said she might know more about the early years after the war since she was Aeris’s faithful priestess for many years.”

      “And Aeris and Iluna are quite close.”

      “So everyone keeps saying. After Amara told me about you and Iluna.” Elora scowls, closing her eyes and sucking her teeth before continuing. “She said the Goddess of Night is relentless in pursuit of what she wants.”

      “That’s true,” I admit, tracing my fingertip along the length of her forearm and around her godmark through her sleeve. “But you still have nothing to be jealous over.”

      “I’m not jealous,” she insists, flicking my hand away. “I tried to get more information out of Kaia. About who Iluna might be sleeping with.”

      “Determined to make sure she moved on?”

      Elora narrows her eyes. “No,” she says slowly, drawing out the word. “I wanted to know if she might be consorting with anyone who’d do harm to us.”

      Us. She uses the word so casually, so naturally. As if it was only right that she and I were in this together, that she is a part of the realm and of me. That she wants this and the future we could have together as much as I do. If only we could vanquish these obstacles we’re facing.

      “You’re not listening,” she says, nudging my knee.

      “I am,” I assure her, ignoring her raised brow. “You spoke to Kaia, who sent you to Nevon for more gossip.”

      She shifts in her seat, making a noise in the back of her throat. “I did. It took some convincing to get him to talk to me since someone”—she gives me a pointed look—“threatened him if he touched me.”

      I shrug, and she shakes her head. “I said touch, not talk to. He made his own choices there.”

      “You didn’t need to threaten him in the first place. I told you I choose you.”

      I trail my fingertips over her jaw and around to the back of her neck, gripping it tightly and pulling her forward until her breath fans my lips.

      “It was a threat I made long before you even had a choice to make. What did he have to say about Iluna?”

      Her gaze drops to my lips and lingers there even after I release her until she eventually clears her throat and continues on, ignoring my wry grin. As steady as she is, I love the way I can rattle her.

      “Nevon confirmed she was taking lovers. Two of them, if court gossip is correct. Sabiya and Lucidas.”

      “Interesting. Lucidas isn’t usually one for sharing.”

      She huffs out a laugh. “That’s what Nevon said.”

      None of this is groundbreaking. I can’t say I keep up with court gossip enough to know who is sleeping with whom. Such details bore me, but this is exactly the kind of information I expected her to gather. Only I can tell there’s more she has yet to share, potentially more I won’t like, by the way she sucks her bottom lip between her teeth.

      “What else?”

      “Well… After I learned that, I wanted to know more about the gods she was sleeping with.” She fidgets in her chair. “So I went to Loaren.”

      “You what?” I snap, reaching for her and growling when she darts up and dances out of reach.

      “I know, but you wouldn’t tell me anything!” She lifts her chin defiantly. “I tried to ask, and you kept brushing me off. So I had to take matters into my own hands. No one recognized me. And Iluna didn’t see me when—”

      “Iluna was there?”

      She nods, wrapping her arms around her middle. “I was exploring the temple.” She ignores me when I mutter a curse. “And she was coming from the back with one of her priestesses. She said something about Lucidas refusing to see her. And that she knew his secrets, so he needed to be careful about how he treated her.”

      “Sounds like they were just having a lover’s quarrel.”

      “I don’t think so,” she says with a shake of her head, her braid falling over her shoulder. “It sounded like more than that.”

      “So you insisted on accompanying Kaia to the luncheon. Out of the goodness of your heart.”

      Her back straightens even as her cheeks flush. “I was helping a friend and getting more information.”

      “Mmm,” I murmur. “And did you? Get more information?”

      “I did. I overheard Iluna tell Aeris that Lucidas has been keeping secrets about who he allows through his borders and the things going on in his forest he turns a blind eye to.”

      Her eyes are intent on mine when she asks, “Wasn’t the attack the worst on the eastern border?”

      The meaning of her question slams into me. Lucidas’s territory sits at the furthermost edge of Acaria. The border of his territory encompasses the exact spot where the veil was being attacked the hardest. Every weakness radiated out from that point.

      It’s where the forest beast became untethered, traveling the length of the veil from Lucidas’s territory down to Aeris’s and farther still to Kaia’s, where it attacked Elora and drove her into the forest.

      The significance of the location had never occurred to me before now. But why would Lucidas—and Iluna with him—want to attack me? What does the God of Sleep stand to gain if he weakens the veil closest to Meren and not much farther from Síra?

      It would do nothing but unleash destruction and death on his own people before bleeding into the rest of Acaria. And Lucidas might be a quiet, ill-tempered god who keeps to himself more often than not, but he cares for those who worship him and reside in his lands.

      “This was days ago.”

      “What?” Elora asks, clearly expecting me to say something else.

      “The luncheon where you learned this. It was days ago.”

      “Right,” she agrees, brows still drawn together in confusion. “So?”

      “So what happened this morning? You were gone early, and you shifted back here like someone was chasing you.” I push off the couch and move to stand in front of her, running my hands from her shoulders to her elbows and pulling her closer. “You didn’t go see Lucidas, did you? Demand answers or something?”

      She scoffs like my assumption is absurd, and my eyes narrow. “Of course I didn’t.”

      “Don’t say it so casually. Like you haven’t been taking risks with your life and your secret by traipsing around the realm trying to solve this riddle even though I told you I would handle it.”

      Tugging herself out of my hold, she stalks away two steps and then back, shoving her finger into my chest. “How could you handle it? You were too busy going behind my back looking for the mother I don’t care to know. Someone had to care about the future of the realm.”

      “And no one should care about you? About your life?”

      “This is bigger than me,” she insists. “It always has been.”

      “Maybe for you.” She drags her eyes up to meet my gaze. “But you will always come before the Shadow Realm for me. Your life, your safety, your happiness. They’re first. Always.”

      “Thieran…”

      I lift a casual shoulder, but the rapid beat of my pulse belies my calm facade. “I will not lose you, Elora. I came close enough once already. And it will not happen again. Which is why I need your mother to tell me why you’re in danger. So I can eliminate it.”

      “What if you can’t?” Her voice is small, quiet. “What if I must always remain a secret?”

      “I can and I will. Whatever it takes. However long it takes. I will do this for you. And I will have you by my side. As queen.”

      I close the distance between us, using my fingertip to tilt her chin up until her green eyes meet mine.

      “Unless you don’t want that.” My heart pounds, heavy and painful, as I wait for her answer.

      “Of course I want that. I want you, Thieran. All of you. I want what we can build together. But—”

      “No buts.” I lean down to brush a quick kiss over her lips. “It’s ours. However I have to get it for us. Now, what happened this morning?”

      Her gaze drops to my shoulder, and I wait.

      “I went to Colleita. I don’t know why,” she rushes on when my brows shoot up in shock. “I’m still so angry. So very, very angry,” she adds, voice soft and pained. “But I was there, drawn to the temple’s tolling bells. And then I saw her. Iluna. She was meeting Sabiya. They appeared to be arguing.”

      It’s not necessarily odd for Iluna to be meeting with Sabiya if they’re sleeping together. But why in another god’s territory on the other side of Acaria when theirs are so close? Did they purposely choose Colleita to lessen the likelihood of being recognized? Or was there something else to be had in Melena’s lands?

      “What were they doing besides arguing?”

      “It looked like they were exchanging a note. A piece of folded-up parchment. But…that’s not really what concerns me.”

      Something in her tone sets me on edge, but she won’t make eye contact, her gaze fixed on the flames flickering in the hearth.

      “I think Iluna might have seen me use my powers.”

      “What?” The sharp snap of my question makes her flinch. “Why? How?”

      “There was a commotion. Some crates overturned. Chickens.” She takes a deep breath. “I wasn’t sure if Iluna saw me or the chaos around me, so I ducked into an alley. I smelled her powers—pine and ash—right before I shifted to come back here.”

      Elora looks up at me, her voice edged with a thin thread of hope when she asks, “It’s possible she didn’t see me, right?”

      It’s just as possible Iluna did see her, but I nod anyway, and it seems to ease some of the tension from Elora’s shoulders. I wrap my arms around her when she reaches for me, resting my cheek against the top of her head while her hands fist in my tunic.

      I wouldn’t have thought Iluna capable of such sabotage. But if all the pieces Elora has collected are telling the right story, if Iluna really did see Elora use her powers in Colleita, then there’s no telling what she might do next to get what she wants. Whatever that may be.
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      The Shadow Realm’s murky gray light slants across the bed and blankets the room in shadows. In any other place, you might hear the soft call of birdsong beyond the window, but here, the silence is vast, all-encompassing, never-ending.

      It used to unnerve me, the silence that stretches across the realm beyond the borders of Videva. But now it’s the most natural sound to me. The nothingness of it.

      Thieran’s breath warms my shoulder, and I turn my head on the pillow to study him. Since I started sharing a bed with him, it does not matter what position I find myself in, I always wake with him touching me.

      Today I’m on my back with Thieran on his side, his arm slung over my stomach and wrapped possessively around me, holding me as close as he can get me. His large hand is splayed over my torso. If he moved it a scant inch higher, he could brush the underside of my breast with the pad of his thumb.

      The sheet has slipped down to his waist, revealing the defined muscles of his chest and abs. I ghost my finger over the hills and valleys of them, tracing each one without touching him so as not to disturb his sleep. As if he can feel me anyway, his stomach contracts, and his hand tightens over my ribs.

      To my great surprise, we didn’t argue about my revelation yesterday. Much. I expected more of a scolding for poking around what he told me to avoid, for potentially exposing myself to the one goddess who could be trying to bring about his downfall. Our downfall.

      But when Iluna didn’t storm into the palace by nightfall, when Garrick reported the realm was as strong as ever, when neither Thieran nor I felt any sense of the Shadow Realm being under attack, he seemed to ease, and that helped quiet my own racing thoughts. Surely, if Iluna hadn’t descended on the Shadow Realm by now, it must mean she didn’t see me at all, and we were safe.

      I much preferred that idea to the alternative. That she was staying away, holed up somewhere, plotting and planning what she might do next. That possibility was on Thieran’s mind as well. I could see it in the slant of his brows and the way his eyes kept darting to mine during dinner.

      But he kept it from Kaia and the judges, and his silence prompted my own. Perhaps it would be better to sort this out between us first before we involved them. It might be nothing, after all.

      I so want it to be nothing. Because the alternative is—

      “Why aren’t you sleeping?”

      Thieran’s question jolts me out of my thoughts with a squeak.

      “How do you know I’m not sleeping?”

      He cracks one eye open to look at me and raises a brow at the same time. “Your thoughts are loud enough to wake the dead.”

      “Are they?” I roll onto my side, smiling when he adjusts his hand on my lower back and slides it down to my ass, squeezing. “What am I thinking, then?”

      He considers my question, his fingertips kneading my flesh before skimming lower to grab the back of my thigh and hook my leg over his hip.

      “About how much you miss having me inside you?”

      “I just had you inside me last night.” I bite back a smile as I wiggle closer, eager for this distraction. “There’s still evidence of you all over my thighs.”

      With a grin, he rolls me onto my back and covers my body with his. Gripping my wrists, he drags my arms over my head and pins them there with one hand. The movement bows my back off the bed, canting my hips so his cock brushes lightly against my pussy.

      He smiles when I moan softly at the contact.

      “Sounds like you might miss it.”

      Planting one foot flat on the bed, I lift my hips and make contact with his cock again, more forcefully this time, grinding his length against me and eliciting a groan from deep in his chest.

      “Sounds like you miss it too,” I tease.

      “There is nothing I like more than being inside you,” he says, and he proves it by sliding deep in a single thrust, grinding into me. “Every time you scream on my cock is better than the last.”

      I can’t disagree, and I wouldn’t have the words to anyway, not when he rears his hips back and slams into me again. The only sound he wrings from me is a long, needy groan.

      “You are mine,” he tells me with another brutal punch of his hips. “Made for me. I’m going to keep you, Elora.”

      “Forever,” I rasp, finishing it for him.

      The word on my lips unlocks something primal inside him, and he slams into me with a feral growl. He isn’t slow and gentle as he often is in the morning. He claims me with every powerful thrust.

      His fingers hold my wrist in a punishing grip. If I could bruise, he would leave them. Trailing marks all over my skin from head to toe, and I would cherish every single one. A different way to be marked by a man. In love and wanting instead of fear and control.

      He pushes me higher and higher with each urgent thrust of his hips, his pelvis grinding against my clit and making me shudder, stealing my breath until I can only groan and whimper and hold on while he uses me.

      Covering my body with his, he gives me his weight, pinning me to the bed and commanding all my senses. The scent of his power rises and twines with mine, and I feel my orgasm approaching in the surge of heat racing through my veins and pooling in my core.

      His breath is hot in my ear, his hips slapping against mine.

      “Come undone for me, little one,” he commands, lacing our fingers and squeezing.

      I can only whimper in response, completely at his mercy and desperate to give him the release I need, the one he craves.

      He sinks his teeth into the flesh of my earlobe and then along my jaw, the sensation making me shudder and writhe. Close, so close. Then he shifts, his cock slipping deeper inside me and his chest creating friction against my painfully hard nipples.

      The orgasm slams through me, his murmured words of encouragement drowned out by the blood rushing through my ears. When I finally wrench my eyes open, there are stars floating overhead, and then his face fills my vision. His impossibly beautiful face.

      Before I can even catch my breath, he kisses me, his teeth scoring my bottom lip, his tongue lashing against mine. He doesn’t let me come down from the peak, sitting up and hooking his arms under the backs of my thighs to drive his cock deeper, at a different angle.

      His length drags against that sensitive spot inside me every time he withdraws, only for him to do it again, his mouth splitting into a wide grin when I twitch and groan.

      “You take me so well,” he praises, sinking into me again and grinding deep. “Every inch, over and over, nice and deep. You’ll take whatever I give you, won’t you?”

      “Yes.” I arch off the bed and score my nails down his chest when he grinds against my throbbing clit. “More, Thieran,” I plead through panting breaths.

      He doesn’t hesitate to give it to me. And this time, I feel him beginning to lose control in the erratic thrust of his hips, the tightening of his hands on my thighs, the intensity of his gaze as he watches his cock disappear into my pussy.

      “Rub your clit,” he commands, his eyes never leaving where we’re joined.

      When I slip my hand between my thighs, my fingers rubbing quick, frantic circles over my throbbing clit and making me groan long and low, his eyes darken, his hips speed up, his stomach tightens.

      “You’re going to come all over my cock again,” he says, still watching his cock work in and out of me, every inch setting me to flame.

      “And then you’re going to come inside me,” I tell him.

      He finally drags his eyes up to meet mine. “Am I?”

      “You are.”

      I change the angle of my fingers on my clit, brushing against the base of his shaft each time he penetrates me, and his jaw clenches, the muscles in his throat straining with the effort of waiting for me to come undone.

      “Faster, Elora.”

      I oblige him, only because I want to watch him let go for me. I want to feel him claim me in the most intimate way he can. I force myself not to close my eyes as another orgasm tears through me, shuddering like liquid fire over my skin and pooling in my core so my pussy clenches around him, begging him to follow me over the edge.

      When he does, my name is an oath on his lips, how much he loves me, a prayer.

      He rolls onto his back and takes me with him before he collapses on top of me. When I bury my face in the crook of his neck, pressing kisses to his throat, he wraps his arms around my waist and squeezes tight.

      “Have I ever told you how perfect you are?” he asks, squeezing me again.

      “At least once or twice,” I tell him, pulling back and wiggling down his body so I can see his face.

      He grins, leaning up to capture my lips in a sweet kiss. “I should tell you more often, then. Come, let’s have breakfast. And then—”

      “More sex?”

      “Absolutely.” His hands slide down over my ass, and he grips it hard before giving it a stinging slap. “But first I think we need to set up a meeting with Kaia and probably the judges as well. To discuss…everything.”

      Nodding, I sit up and run my fingers through my hair before twisting it into a braid. “No more secrets. Between any of us.”

      He tugs the end once I secure it with a leather tie. “It might be nothing.”

      I hear his unspoken ‘but,’ and I give another nod. It might be nothing. But it could just as easily be something. Something serious. If Iluna saw me yesterday in Colleita, saw me use my powers, then it’s a collision of our two biggest problems in the worst way possible.

      “Don’t worry,” he says, running a finger down my brow to smooth it. “We’ll sort it out. I won’t let any harm come to you.”

      “I know,” I say.

      But I worry about Thieran as much as he worries about me. It doesn’t matter how much longer he’s been on this earth than I have. He is everything to me, and I don’t want to lose him either. I especially don’t want to lose him because he’s so focused on protecting me he forgets to protect himself.

      I leave him watching me in the center of the bed and dress, tugging on a pair of breeches and a tunic, then securing a corset over top. Thieran likes this one, black with a lace pattern embroidered into the silk. The silver hooks gleam in the low light, and the cups accentuate the natural shape of my breasts.

      His eyes travel over me, and I consider stripping it all off again and climbing back into bed with him, but my stomach grumbles softly in protest, and he chuckles, sliding off the edge of the bed and reaching for his tunic.

      Leaving him to dress, I cross into the sitting room and stuff my feet into my boots. A quick breakfast, arranging a meeting, then perhaps I can get him to agree to a romp in the hot springs. We’ve yet to make use of them the way I want to.

      Gripping the knob, I tug open the door. The smell of pine and ash hits my nose, but it’s too late to escape, and my heart punches into my throat. Iluna melts out of the shadows from across the hall, her dark eyes narrowed on my face.

      Yanking my sleeves over my palms to conceal my mark, I clasp my hands behind my back. She advances and I retreat, my back brushing against the doorframe.

      “The pet has been given a bit more freedom, it would seem.”

      She sneers, her lip curling back over her teeth, and I clench my hands into fists and bite my tongue.

      “I am not a pet,” I say, fighting to keep my voice steady.

      “You’re certainly up to something, though. Aren’t you? No one shares a bed with the God of Death without a motive.”

      Her words make me want to claw her eyes out. As if Thieran were nothing but a commodity, a means to an end.

      “Just because Thieran didn’t want you doesn’t mean he is incapable of wanting someone else.” I lift my chin and meet her hard stare head-on. “Someone better suited to him.”

      Iluna takes a halting step forward, and I shrink back against the wall in an effort not to touch her. I don’t want to risk her sensing my power the way the demigoddess in Colleita did when we touched. The doorframe digs into my spine, and I bite down hard on the inside of my cheek.

      “Watch what you say to me, pet. I hold your fate in my hands, and I could end everything dear to you with a finger snap.” She demonstrates in front of my face, satisfied when I jerk. “Thieran will tire of you eventually, or he will know the error of his ways. Whichever comes first, I am patient enough to find out.”

      “It seems as if you’ve waited a long time for nothing.”

      She opens her mouth to no doubt slap me back into place but is cut off when Thieran appears behind me.

      “My lady,” Thieran says, his tone a warning.

      Iluna bristles at the formality of the title, her gaze darting between us before settling on Thieran’s face. She tries for a polite smile, but it’s wild around the edges, and Thieran steps forward, moving to half shield me with his body.

      “Can I help you with something, Lady Iluna?”

      Iluna takes a step back, smoothing her hands down the front of her gown, and smiles again, gentler this time.

      “I didn’t realize we had such formality between us, Thieran. After all this time and everything we’ve shared.”

      Her eyes dart to me, challenge in her gaze, and I bite down hard on the inside of my cheek to keep from hurling back an angry retort. The last thing I want is to be reminded of what they shared. However long ago it might have been.

      “Formality seems warranted when you are insulting the woman sharing my bed.”

      Iluna’s gaze bores into me, her tongue running over her teeth as she calculates her reply.

      “I hope you aren’t making a mistake, Thieran.”

      “What mistake would that be?” he wonders, drawing her angry gaze.

      “I only meant you should be more careful about who you bring into your bed. And what they might be capable of.”

      He studies her with a curious tilt of his head and a knowing lift of his brow. “Clearly.”

      Her teeth grind together so hard I hear the sound even at this distance.

      “Is there something else, my lady?” Thieran asks.

      “No,” she bites off. “Nothing else.”

      “Then you can go. And Iluna?” he adds when she takes a step back. “I do hope you’ll think twice about where your loyalties truly lie before we meet again.”

      She inclines her head but doesn’t speak before disappearing in a shimmer of light. The scent of pine and ash is so strong I nearly choke on it, sputtering around a deep breath.

      Thieran reaches behind him for my hand, and when I lay my fingers in his, he draws me in against his side. I stare at the empty spot where Iluna stood and wet my lips.

      “On a scale of nothing to very bad, how bad was that?” I ask as the strong scent of Iluna’s power slowly fades.

      Thieran sighs, and his answer has dread pooling in my stomach.

      “I’m afraid we might all find out soon enough.”

    

  
OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re going to make everyone nervous if you don’t stop pacing.”

      Elora jerks to a stop then huffs out a breath, crossing to the table and dropping into the chair next to mine.

      “I wasn’t pacing,” she insists. “I was thinking while I walked.”

      “My mistake,” I reply, biting back a grin at her sidelong glance.

      “Want to see what I learned how to do yesterday?” she asks after a beat.

      I sense she needs the distraction, and since she still won’t let me participate in her training, I’m all too eager to see what Kaia has been teaching her.

      I sit up straighter in my chair and nod in encouragement. “Of course.”

      Pressing her fingertip to the table, she spins it in a circle over the surface, faster and faster until air gathers. Once it has, she lifts her finger and draws the swirling air up to create a tiny cyclone.

      Using her finger to guide it, she moves it across the table toward the empty cup and saucer sitting in front of her. With a look of concentration, she swipes the cyclone over the small, engraved spoon, and it instantly disappears.

      She looks up at me with a wide grin, and the cyclone dissolves. Moments later, the spoon falls from the sky, smacking her on the head and clattering onto the table.

      “Ow. Fuck.” Rubbing her head with one hand, she reaches for the spoon with the other, turning it over in her fingers. “I must have done it wrong.”

      “Only a bit.” I hold my hand out for the spoon, and she lays it in my palm. “You used the element to shift another object. Similar to dispelling, but different in that you are intentionally moving it from one place to another rather than simply making it disappear.”

      Closing my fingers around the spoon, it’s gone when I open my hand again. A breath later, it appears in front of her on the table. “Just like shifting, you have to picture where you want the object to end up.”

      “Nothing hit me on the head yesterday,” she mumbles, eyeing the delicate silver.

      I lean across the table and brush a kiss across her temple. “Eventually you’ll be able to force entire people through a shift without having to go with them. Melena can,” I add, remembering the way she shoved me out of her temple and back to the Shadow Realm.

      My comment is meant only to demonstrate to Elora that the skill comes easily to her bloodline, but she twists away from me ever so slightly, her mouth thinning into a hard line.

      We haven’t spoken much about her visit to Colleita yet. We’ve been too focused on our confrontation with Iluna in the hall and what it might mean, how we might need to prepare for the worst.

      And part of being prepared is making sure everyone who needs to have all the facts has them. As Kaia has gone to painstaking lengths to remind me over the last few months, we need to be a united front against whatever is coming.

      I hear voices in the hall moments before Nevon and Railan appear in the doorway. They both look surprised to see Elora seated beside me, but neither one comments on her presence. Those I trust the most haven’t changed in centuries, but now Elora tops the list. They’ll just have to get used to seeing her sitting to my right in all things.

      Kaia bustles in after a few more moments, Hayle on her heels, and both of them take their seats around the large round table. Over the years, this is where we’ve talked strategy or business. More room than my study, more private than the library or any of the parlors. This was where I first told them the Shadow Realm had begun to weaken all those years ago.

      I tap my fingers on the edge of the table, gathering my thoughts, but Kaia speaks first, her gaze darting between Elora and me.

      “Something’s happened.”

      It’s a simple statement, but it sets everyone on edge.

      “Yes,” I confirm. “Something’s happened. But I think you should have all the details. From the beginning. Then we can discuss what might come next.”

      Elora’s hands are gripped so hard her knuckles are white. When she makes eye contact with me, she fidgets in her chair. Before she can speak, I lay my hand over her clenched fists and hold her gaze until she relaxes.

      “I made a mistake,” I say, drawing a murmur from Nevon and raised brows from Railan. “I neglected to help Elora look into who was attacking the Shadow Realm. Brushed it off in favor of exploring other things.”

      Her hands jerk under mine, but she doesn’t remove them when I loosen my grip.

      “Lucky for us, Elora is…tenacious.” She huffs out a wry laugh, shaking her head. “She kept digging, and what she found is concerning. To say the least.”

      She sits up straighter when all eyes turn to her, slowly withdrawing her hands from under mine and placing them in her lap.

      “What did you find?” Kaia asks, tone gentle.

      Elora’s gaze flicks to me, and I nod. She takes them through it piece by piece, everything she’s been able to uncover with what little freedom she’s had. It’s impressive now that I’m beyond the initial anger at the risks she took. I can only imagine what she’d be capable of if she wasn’t sneaking around, hiding her powers and her identity.

      Her voice is steady, measured as she takes them through it. No one interrupts her, listening intently. And I can picture her with a crown on her head, draped in jewels, a gown clinging to all her curves as she addresses a crowd. Just as I can picture her in leathers, a dagger in each hand and blood smeared across her face. My little warrior queen.

      It may come to that yet.

      “You really think Iluna is capable of this?” Nevon asks, shifting in his chair.

      The question is directed at me, not Elora, his eyes intense with it.

      “I think anyone who doesn’t feel they’re getting what they’re owed is capable of anything. It’s easy to justify any means when you feel your cause is a righteous one.”

      “So, that’s a yes,” Nevon replies.

      I incline my head. “Yes, I think she’s capable of this.”

      “She’s vindictive,” Kaia agrees. “But she has to know attacking the Shadow Realm, bringing its downfall, would put her in just as much jeopardy as you. You’re the only thing keeping the king from retaliation.”

      That’s the truth of it. The piece of the puzzle that gives me the most pause. My brother isn’t afraid of much, but he is afraid of me and my power, my dominion over the dead. It’s kept him in check these many years far more than a treaty signed in blood ever could.

      Without me, the agreement we made would be nothing but parchment and ink. Useless in the face of his desire for more power. There would be no room for it alongside his ego and his inexhaustible push for control.

      If he had his way, he would shove my dark court as far into the fringes as he could manage or worse. Relegate them to a cage the way we did the Ancients who created us.

      Looking back, that was the beginning of it all. My brother’s first taste of what it was to have power over another, to crave more of it. And I stood behind him because the Ancients were ruining Acaria as my brother ultimately tried to. Wreaking havoc and destruction.

      I thought my brother’s cause a noble one. Perhaps it was in the beginning. But it isn’t anymore. And he hardly needs one less thing standing between him and complete control.

      “If Iluna is behind this, then she’s working with the high court,” Railan says. “Maybe they agreed to spare her if she helped them.”

      Kaia snorts. “Just because the king makes a promise doesn’t mean he’ll keep it. He’ll say anything to get what he wants.” Her tone is full of venom, her words biting.

      “That’s true,” I agree, sweeping her with an apologetic look. “He will say whatever he has to say to get what he wants. It’s easy to make promises you don’t intend to keep.”

      “What if she isn’t working with the high court?” Elora wonders.

      “I thought you said she’d been seen with Sabiya. That they were lovers,” Hayle says.

      “I did. They are as far as I can tell. But that’s information I’ve gotten secondhand and haven’t been able to confirm. It isn’t as if I’ve asked her myself.” Elora pokes her tongue into her cheek. “Not that she’d tell me.”

      “I have it on good authority they are sleeping together,” Nevon says. “As I told you. But those same people say she’s sleeping with Lucidas as well, and after this revelation, that might be just a ruse. Her relationship with Sabiya could be the same.”

      “If she isn’t helping the high court, then what is her goal? How does her attacking the Shadow Realm help her?”

      “Maybe she was just trying to bring Thieran to heel,” Railan says.

      Elora looks at me, brow raised, a smile ghosting the corner of her mouth. “Do tell us if she’ll manage to be successful.”

      Kaia chuckles under her breath, and Nevon barks out a laugh.

      “It makes sense, though,” Kaia agrees, smiling at Elora before turning to me. “Relentless in the pursuit of what she wants, as Amara said.”

      “And you think she wants me?” I ask.

      Railan lifts a shoulder. “I think she wants power. You’re just the easiest and most convenient way for her to get it. In theory.”

      “Whatever her motives, whoever she may have talked into helping her, they would seem to matter less than what we’re going to do about it. The realm is strong now,” Hayle adds with a nod to Elora, “but it may not stay that way if she tries again.”

      “You could confront her,” Nevon suggests. “Let her know you have your suspicions and demand the truth.”

      I recall Iluna’s vague threats to Elora, the possibility she might know about Elora’s godhood, and I shake my head.

      “No. If she is in league with the high court and finds out we know, they may redouble their efforts or change tactics. I’d rather watch her more closely for now.” I turn to Kaia. “Have any spies you can spare? Or recommend?”

      “How close do you want them to get?”

      “How close can they get?” Elora asks.

      “Well,” Kaia begins, “the right spy can go wherever we want them to. As far removed as a worshipper in her temple and as close as in her bed. I don’t love the idea of spying on one of our own like this, but if she’s putting Thieran and Elora at risk, she’s putting the rest of us at risk as well.”

      “I want to get as close as possible,” I say. “Into her bed if you can manage it. Though I don’t think she sleeps with mortals.”

      Kaia waves her hand over the table. “That won’t be a problem.”

      I raise a brow but don’t comment. I wish I’d known about Kaia’s vast network of spies sooner. I’ll have to remember to ask her exactly how long she’s been employing them and why.

      “How soon?” Elora shrugs when I turn to her. “I don’t like the idea of delaying. More information is better sooner rather than later.”

      “If we’re done here, I can make contact right away. They could begin by nightfall.”

      Kaia grips the arms of her chair and prepares to stand, but I wave her back down. There’s something else we need to address. However much Elora may not like it.

      “That’s not quite everything. There’s still the matter of Melena and the danger she claims hangs over Elora’s head.”

      Elora’s mouth sets into a hard line, and the rest of the table goes still.

      “What danger?” Nevon demands.

      “I don’t know,” I reply, pleased that everyone around the table seems as concerned about the threat, however vague, as I am. “She wouldn’t say when I confronted her. I think…” I look at Elora, whose eyes are trained on the smooth, polished surface of the table. “I believe the only person she’ll tell is Elora.”

      The air is thick with unasked questions brewing in the silence. Heads swivel between me and Elora, everyone debating what to say and to whom. In the end, it is Railan who speaks.

      “I’m sorry for it,” Railan says. “She hurt you. The evidence of that is plain enough.”

      Elora lifts her gaze to his, drawing in a deep breath and forcing it out through pursed lips.

      “She did.”

      “I would never wish to pile more harm and heartache on all the rest,” Kaia says softly, reaching out to run a hand down Elora’s arm. “But we cannot fight a battle of unknowns on two fronts. If you were to fall because we did not know the dangers we were facing, the cost would be devastating.” Kaia’s eyes flick to mine. “In more ways than one.”

      “I know.” Elora sighs and rubs her forehead. “I know,” she says again. “I’m still…grappling with it all.”

      Kaia looks as if she wants to say more but holds her tongue at the look on my face. They wait a few moments more and then rise as one when I give them leave to go.

      “We don’t know it will work,” Elora says long after the others have gone. “We don’t know she’ll tell me simply because I ask her. We don’t even know if she’ll agree to speak to me.”

      What Elora doesn’t know is if she agrees to sit down with her mother, I will drag Melena to the meeting by any means necessary. Kicking and screaming if I have to. We will get answers from the only goddess who can give them to me, no matter what it takes.

      But I opt for a softer approach, threading my fingers through Elora’s and pulling her out of her chair and into my lap.

      “We don’t know she’ll refuse either. Do you trust me?”

      Cupping my face in her hands, she softly caresses my skin, leaning down to press a lingering kiss to my lips.

      “I trust you.”

      “Then know I wouldn’t ask this of you if I didn’t think it was the best way. The only way to get what we need to keep you safe. Whatever comes to pass with Iluna, we’ll need you. I’ll need you. On my side and by it.”

      She nods, combing her fingers through my hair. “All right. I’ll think about it.” She braces in my lap, her hands tightening against my scalp. “It’s the best I can do.”

      “It’s enough,” I tell her.

      And it’ll have to be. For now.
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      The barn smells the way it always does. Of hay and horses and leather. The fresh, earthy scent of dirt and old wood soothes me as I wander past the empty stalls to where Meera waits for me.

      The last few days have been a whirlwind, overwhelming and precarious. Everything is still the same, and yet nothing is as it was. I feel frozen in time, unable to move forward, unwilling to go back.

      It’s as if the entirety of what we’re facing hinges on whether I can convince the Goddess of the Harvest to tell me what danger looms before me. To give me a good reason for abandoning me. Assuming she has one and she wasn’t trying to placate Thieran and get him to leave her alone.

      Thieran hasn’t said it, that everything hangs on my choice to speak to Melena, but I know he thinks it. I’ve caught him watching me in a dozen quiet moments since we met with Kaia and the judges yesterday. He’s waiting. And the longer it takes me to make a decision, the more I feel as if I’m disappointing him.

      That thought hangs like a weight around my neck, so I finally gave up trying to reason which way I should go and shifted to the barn for a change of scenery. I have to decide. And soon. I know that much. But it doesn’t make it any easier.

      Meera sticks her head out before I reach her, giving a soft snort in greeting and bumping my shoulder with her nose. With a smile, I dig into the inside pocket of my cloak and pull out a shiny green apple.

      I bring my knife up to carve it in half and stop myself, rubbing my thumb over the smooth surface.

      A memory flashes of running through a grove of trees on chubby legs, white apple blossoms lifted in a stirring breeze and swirling around me like snow. I giggle as only children can, sweet and light, and lift my hands over my head to catch a falling blossom.

      A man’s laugh rings out behind me, loud and deep and full of joy.

      I’m going to get you, poppet!  he calls, scooping me up a scant second later and tossing me into the air as I squeal with delight.

      Meera nickers softly, bringing me back to the present, and I slice through the apple, breaking the perfect, unblemished skin and carving it in two.

      “Maybe that’s it,” I say, holding out half to her on my flat palm. “Maybe that’s the real reason I’m so hesitant to say yes to meeting Melena. It feels like a betrayal to the parents who actually wanted me.”

      She gives me a soulful look, blinking big brown eyes.

      “I don’t know what to do,” I admit. “We need the information. I suppose it’s only fitting I have to rip out my insides to obtain it.”

      Removing my cloak, I hang it on a peg by the door, setting the other half of the apple on top and moving to the back wall to grab a brush and comb. Fighting with Meera for a good grooming should keep my mind busy enough.

      Her head has disappeared through the door when I turn around, and I roll my eyes as I cross back to her stall and slip inside.

      “Don’t be such a baby,” I tell her as she takes a step away from me. “For as many times as we’ve done this over the years, you’d think you’d be used to it by now.”

      She snorts in indignation when I cup her jaw and draw the brush down her neck and across her shoulder. She sidesteps me again so my hand drops from her cheek, and I huff out a breath.

      “You can either let me brush you, or I can fetch water for a bath,” I say, one hand on my hip, the other brandishing the brush in front of her face like a weapon.

      She considers that option for a long moment, then takes a delicate step toward me and stands statue still, her tail lazily flicking to be sure I know she is displeased with today’s turn of events.

      “That’s better.” I run the brush across her back and sigh. “My parents loved me, I’m sure of it. I don’t want to do anything to hurt them or their memory.”

      The rough sound of the brush drawing over her coat, specks of dust floating in the dim light, lulls me. A familiar routine, an old ritual. Meera doesn’t like being groomed or bathed, but she’ll stand still for it well enough. Or now she will. She was far less interested when I first found her.

      I move down her back to her flank, running the brush in circular motions over her skin. She shuffles her feet but doesn’t back away from me again. When I brush over her rump, she turns her head to stare at me.

      “I’m almost done,” I promise. “Then you can be rid of me. Or maybe we’ll go for a ride.”

      Her ears perk up at that, and she stands like a lady while I move to her other side and repeat the process. I use the comb to pick tangles out of her mane and smooth it to lie flat against her neck. When I’m finished, she shakes her head and sends it flying to tickle my cheek.

      Chuckling, I press my forehead to the side of her neck.

      “What do I do, Meera? It feels like a choice between the one who didn’t want me and gave me up and the ones who did want me but couldn’t keep me.”

      “It doesn’t have to be.”

      I jerk back to see Thieran leaning casually on the door to Meera’s stall. He always looks so out of place yet perfectly at home here. Meera steps away from me and turns to him, tapping her muzzle to his cheek.

      “It’s rude to listen in on other people’s conversations,” I sniff.

      He smiles when Meera bumps him again, running a gentle hand down her nose. “Well, you would know.” He chuckles at my grunt of disapproval. “If you could see them, talk to them, know them now, would it make you feel better?”

      “I…”

      The longing for them resurrects itself in my chest with a searing pain. I have not allowed myself to wish such a thing to be possible since I was a little girl. Not since my uncle woke me from a nightmare with a rough slap and harsh words to stop crying like a brat over something that was done. I was newly five. My parents had barely been dead a year.

      But the wanting of it never went away, it would seem. I’ve just expertly buried it deep, packing it away so I could pretend it wasn’t a thing I wanted because I knew I couldn’t have it.

      But now…

      “They wouldn’t want to speak to me.”

      “That’s not true.”

      My head snaps up, my heart beating thick and sluggish in my chest. “How do you know that?”

      He brushes a fingertip down my cheek. “They were worried something had happened to you when I told them why I was there. And before I left, they wanted to know if you were safe and happy. They love you still.”

      His words bring tears to my eyes, but I blink them back. I say the words I never thought to utter.

      “I could see them?”

      Thieran replies with words I never thought I’d hear.

      “You can.”

      He holds out a hand to me, but I hesitate. Is this somehow worse than meeting with Melena? Will I cause my parents more pain and grief by being honest about the life I led after they died? What if they don’t even recognize me?

      “Elora,” Thieran says softly.

      He moved closer and I didn’t even notice, his body so close I can feel his heat. He cups my face, tilting my head back to meet his gaze.

      “You don’t have to meet them. But if it will help you to make sense of it all. To know they love you, that they want what’s best for you. Then you should.”

      I nod, and he leads me from the barn. We don’t shift. He understands my need for time to think, to reason, to wrestle with what waits for me at the end of this journey. The parents I have not seen in over two decades. The people who loved me so well and were taken from me so suddenly.

      We skirt the town square, Thieran nodding absently to whoever calls out a greeting. I don’t recognize their voice through the blood rushing through my ears.

      Videva winds in and around itself, and we walk for what feels like forever. The village seems small, intimate, but I know it must be vast for the number of souls it houses. The majority of Acaria’s dead end up here, and they seem to so rarely reincarnate.

      We stop on the edge of the village, nothing but fields of crops and trees beyond. The house is simple like all the rest, flowers blooming in boxes hung under the windows. There are no seasons in the Shadow Realm. Everything that grows is always in bloom.

      The trees in the grove behind the house hang heavy with fruit, and I swallow. The tune my mother used to sing while harvesting plays at the edges of my memory, soft as the beat of a butterfly’s wings.

      Thieran opens the low gate and leads me up the path to the front door. “I won’t linger if you don’t want me to. So you can have some time alone with them.”

      I nod because I can’t force words out around the lump in my throat. My heart is beating so fast I think it may gallop out of my chest.

      Thieran raises his fist to knock, and I suck in a deep breath, holding it until my lungs burn.

      When he takes a step in retreat, my arm shoots out to grip his robes, pulling him back to my side. My heartbeat doesn’t slow when he wraps his arm around my waist, but I feel steadier with him touching me.

      “Stay,” I whisper, my voice hoarse.

      He doesn’t speak, simply leans down and presses his lips to my temple. A beat later, the door swings wide on a woman with long black hair. Thieran’s arm tightens around my waist when my knees threaten to buckle.

      My mother smiles wide at Thieran, dipping a quick bob, then turns her attention to me. Her confusion at my presence slowly morphs into one of awe. But I’m not sure if it’s because she’s heard other souls mention me from all my visits to the village or if she actually recognizes me.

      “It’s you,” she breathes, taking a tentative step forward. “You are everything I imagined you would be.”

      When she hesitantly takes my face in her hands, a tear slips down my cheek, and she wipes it away with her thumb.

      “My sweet girl. Will you come inside for a bit?”

      I nod and let her guide me over the threshold, Thieran following close behind, his hand a steadying presence against my back. The sound of boots scraping over wood draws my attention, and my father halts in the middle of the room as soon as he sees me.

      Like my mother, his brows draw together into a frown before smoothing out, his eyes going big and round and shiny with tears.

      “Elora?”

      The word is soft and unsteady and music to my ears. He rushes forward, wrapping my mother and me in his arms and hugging us both. Suddenly I am a girl again with a skinned knee or waking after a bad dream, my parents there to hold and comfort me and tell me everything will be all right.

      Tears wend their way silently down my cheeks as the familiar scents of apples and lye soap fill my nose. There is comfort here, comfort I didn’t know I still needed, even after all this time.

      “How are you here?” my mother asks, pulling back to look at me, her face as drenched with tears as my own. “Are you…?”

      “No, no,” I quickly assure her. “I’m not a soul here, I’m…”

      I peek at Thieran over my shoulder as he leans back against the door. His body language is casual, but his gaze is intent on me, watchful. I have no doubt he would yank me out of here without a second thought if my parents had not been so welcoming.

      “You can tell them as much or as little as you wish,” he says.

      “Tell us what?” my father wonders, running a hand down my braid and over my shoulder and across my arm as if to make sure I’m real.

      “I’m not a soul.” I peel back my sleeve to reveal my godmark, and my mother gently cradles my wrist in her hands, tracing her fingertips over it. “I’m a goddess.”

      It’s the first time I’ve said it out loud to someone who didn’t know. I don’t know what reaction to expect, really, especially not from the people who took me in knowing nothing about me or where I came from and loved me like their own.

      “A goddess,” she echoes, looking up at my father with a grin. “I told you she was special. Will you have tea?” she asks me, her gaze drifting over my shoulder to Thieran.

      “We’d love some,” I say, and she beams.

      Thieran conjures two more chairs, positioning his close to mine and resting his hand on the back of it when I take my seat. He doesn’t speak, but the brush of his fingertips against my shoulder is all the reassurance I need. He is here. He will not leave unless I ask him to.

      “You look well,” my father says while my mother bustles around, scooping dried tea leaves into a pot of water and hanging it over the fire to boil. “Beautiful, as I knew you would be.”

      “I want to know everything,” my mother says, setting a knife and a wooden cutting board with a thick hunk of bread on the table. “About your life and your gift and how you came to know it. For we never suspected it of you.”

      My gift. She says it so casually, but it’s the first time I’ve heard it referred to as such. For me, it has always felt like a burden, a means to an end for a life with Thieran. Knowing my mother views it differently is like a balm to the soul.

      Her gaze is expectant and hopeful, her hands clasped under her chin as they often were when I babbled through a story as a child. She looks as excited to hear what I have to say now as she did then.

      Sitting across from them, I can’t believe I was ever angry at them for leaving me. If they could have stayed, they would have. If they could have given me a long, happy life free from harm and disappointment, they would have without hesitation.

      After particularly bad beatings, I used to imagine finding them beyond the veil and screaming at them. Listing every horrible thing that had ever been done to me so they would hurt as much as I hurt.

      But I can’t imagine doing it to them now. I can’t imagine them finding out how bleak my life was after they died, the things I was forced to do to survive.

      “It’s a long story,” I say as the teakettle whistles. “Perhaps I can tell you another time.”

      “Of course, poppet,” my father says as my mother rises to pour the tea into earthenware mugs. The endearment warms me down to my toes. “How did you come to reside beyond the veil?”

      That is a story that is safe, although I leave out the unsavory bits about the murder that drove me south in the first place. I take them through my captivity in the Shadow Realm, painting Thieran as a more generous captor than he deserves, his eyebrows raising at several points in my tale.

      When I tell them of my sacrifice to the veil, my mother has tears in her eyes, my father’s hand secured tight on her shoulder and my knee.

      “You’re a wonder, Elora. As bright and capable as I always imagined you’d be.”

      “You probably don’t remember, but I would often tell you that you could do anything.” My mother smiles, reaching up to smooth a hand down my braid. “And I was right.”

      “We’re so proud of you.”

      I didn’t know I needed the words until my father speaks them. Something tells me I could explain every sordid detail of the things I’ve done, the people I’ve killed or stolen from or taken advantage of, and he would still say the same to me. That he’s proud of who I’ve become, even if he hated what I had to do to get here.

      “Thank you,” I reply, my voice breaking on the words.

      Thieran shifts in his chair behind me, his fingertips caressing my spine. This moment feels both perfect and fragile, and I don’t want to damage it by staying too long or saying too much.

      Pushing to my feet, I take a step away, pressing my back to Thieran’s front when he rises with me. They are everything I remember and more, and I hope this won’t be the last time I see them.

      “Would it be all right if I came to visit again?”

      My mother moves to stand in front of me, reaching for my hands and bringing them to her lips. She kisses the back of each and then holds on tight.

      “You are welcome any time of the day or night, my girl. Or…” Her eyes drop to my wrist. “My lady.”

      “No. Please,” I grip her hands before she can drop into a curtsy. “You are my mother. Whatever else is true, that will always be. We don’t need anything else between us.”

      She smiles through tears and nods. My mother loops her arm through mine, and my father wraps his around my shoulders. They both lead me to the door, following me onto the stoop with Thieran looming behind them.

      “Thank you,” I say. “For seeing me.”

      “As if we would ever turn you away.”

      I hug them both, holding on a little longer than is necessary and breathing them in. The sight and sound and scent of them are the same as I remember, and I wonder if their deaths have frozen them in time or it’s a trick of my imagination.

      “I’ll come back soon,” I promise, stepping into Thieran’s embrace as he skirts around them to stand beside me.

      “We’ll make pie next time you come,” my mother assures me. “I always wanted to teach you to make your grandmother’s apple pie.”

      I smile and swallow fresh tears. “I would like that.”

      “Elora,” my father calls as we turn to go. His stare is curious, searching, as if he can sense something about me I have not told him. “You are stronger and more capable than you know.”

      With a smile, I wrap my arm around Thieran’s bicep and press my cheek to his shoulder, breathing in the cedar and cinnamon and woodsmoke smell of him as I shift us back to the palace. My father’s words ring in my ears, triggering a memory long buried.

      It wasn’t long before they died. The hot days of summer would not relent, the bright sun scorching like fire. I wanted to go swimming in a small pond behind our cottage, deep enough for my little legs to not touch the bottom. But I was scared of slipping under the surface and not being able to come up again.

      Standing at the edge of the pond, the grass tickling my toes, my hands on my hips, my father came up behind me and whispered in my ear. You are stronger and more capable than you know.

      Between the safety of my father’s arms and the encouraging shouts from my mother, I learned to swim by the time the sun kissed the horizon.

      Turning to Thieran, I tilt my head up for a kiss, and he obliges, his hands on my lower back drawing me closer, his tongue sliding lazily against mine.

      When he pulls back, I rest my forehead against his jaw and take a deep breath.

      “I want to meet Melena.”
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      The green and white painted vase careens past my head, crashing against the wall and cascading to the floor in a shower of broken porcelain. Melena flings her hand at another object, a blue glass bowl, and lifts it on the current of air swirling from her fingertips.

      She could do more than throw housewares at me if she had a mind to. This is more a display of emotion than power. But she can pout and whine and stamp her feet all she likes. She will bend to my will on this.

      “I’m done playing games, Thieran,” she growls, rotating her wrist and setting the bowl to swirling in midair. “You need to leave.”

      I deflect the bowl with a flick of my fingers and launch it back in her direction, forcing her to step out of its path. When it shatters on the ground at her feet, she snarls at me, teeth bared.

      “What you fail to understand,” I tell her, smoke gliding down my legs and slithering across the floor, climbing her body and holding her in place even as she thrashes against it, “is this is not a request. Your daughter wishes to speak to you. She wants to look you in the eye and hear you answer all the questions she never thought she’d get to ask.”

      Melena glares at me, thorny spikes sprouting through her skin from the tops of her shoulders to the palms of her hands to hack and tear at the smoke holding her captive. I tighten my grip against the burn of whatever poison she must be coating her thorns with, and she sucks in a sharp breath.

      “I told you I have nothing to say to her.”

      Advancing, I stop inches from Melena’s face, dropping my voice to a resonant warning. “Then I suggest you search deep inside yourself and find the words. Because this is the least of what you owe her.”

      Melena goes still at that, no longer resisting my power that binds her.

      “I do not have answers for her. None she will like.”

      “She doesn’t have to like them. I very much doubt she is expecting to. The only requirement is for you to show up and provide them. If you do not, I will scour every corner of Acaria to find you and drag you across the veil myself. Have I made myself clear?”

      Her eyes narrow but ultimately she snaps, “Perfectly. Now get out.”

      “Tomorrow then. Do be prompt. I hate to be kept waiting.”

      As soon as I release her from my power, the thorns retract, leaving behind nothing but the unmarred fabric of her gown.

      “I hope I don’t end up regretting this,” she says, rubbing her hands up and down her arms before gripping her elbows.

      “The only thing you’ll regret is not showing up.”

      Her indignant snort is lost to the wind as I shift, and when I arrive in the Shadow Realm, I immediately reach out with my power to search for Elora.

      She’s been on edge these last few days while I…negotiated with Melena to come and meet with her. I tried to be nice. Initially. But the more I watched Elora deflate over her mother’s obvious refusal to speak with her, the less inclined I was to be polite.

      And Melena knows I will follow through on my threat. We may be about the same in age, but I am and always have been far more powerful than she. And if she doubts my ability to track her to the end of time, she should try me. Because at this rate, I’d very much enjoy the hunt.

      A tree catches through the window to my left, and I pause to watch the flames eat up the bark and leap into the sky. When all of this is over and we have everything settled into place, I’m going to spend an entire day and night in Síra and get as much blood on my hands as possible.

      Perhaps I’ll take Elora, and we can both be up to our elbows in it. A few more weeks of training with Kaia, and she’ll be ready for it, as eager as I am, even. And after, I’ll finally take her to the hot springs, wash her clean, and fuck her until she screams.

      A few moments later, the tree extinguishes, and the gathered storm clouds clear. The landscape is whole again, and the damned one is returned to his cave to wait in terror for his next punishment.

      I sense Elora flying, her heart beating fast. The closer I push to her, the more I feel the flush of her cheeks and the chill of the wind over her face. She must be out on a ride. Could be a bad sign as much as it’s a good one. But for now, she feels content.

      The more power she learns to wield, the easier it is to connect with her. I used to assume I could sense her both because she was an anomaly in my realm and because I can sense most anything within my borders. Every soul, every living thing sustained by my powers. They’re all available to me should I wish to seek them out.

      But this connection with Elora is more. It always has been. And it deepens by the day. I’ve never asked her if she can feel it too, but now I’m curious about the answer.

      Pushing away from the window, I make my way to my study, pausing at the top of the stairs when I hear the echo of voices drift up from the floor below. A woman’s voice, Kaia’s by the sound of it, and a man’s, but not one I recognize.

      Was she expecting an update from one of her spies today? She might have said something about it at breakfast, but I was too busy trying to decide how best to threaten Melena.

      Changing directions, I descend until the plush red carpet gives way to polished obsidian. Kaia’s conversation with her visitor has lapsed into silence, but it quickly picks up again, leading me away from the library toward the ballroom on the opposite end of the palace.

      It’s been ages since this room was put to good use. Not since I stopped holding balls at the palace for my feast days. I enjoyed balls once, tolerated them for a time. I wouldn’t say I miss them, but I can picture Elora holding court here with ease.

      Her body robed in shades of green that make her eyes pop, her lips painted the color of blood, her hair swept off her neck in a mass of curls. And a crown, tall and regal, atop her head.

      She’d be nervous at first, her fingers trembling in mine when I led her to the center of the room to open the dances. But she’d relax in my arms and melt into the dance just as she did in Videva on bonfire night as I twirled her under the heavy crystal chandeliers dripping from the soaring ceilings.

      Candlelight would glint off the tall arched windows, dark court gods and their demi children and souls from the village, if she wished it, would watch and murmur their approval, as unable to take their eyes off her as I would be.

      The scene is so vivid before me. I would do everything in my power to bring it to life. And I will. As soon as we are beyond what lies before us.

      I notice Kaia in the back of the room, half hidden in shadow with a man, tall and broad, who towers over her. His hands move quickly in the air around them as he speaks, something about needing attention.

      I clear my throat, and Kaia glances up, waving me over without pause. The man turns to follow her gaze, and my eyebrows wing up at the sight of him. With the same copper-colored skin and dark brown eyes as his father, it would be impossible to mistake him for anyone other than Jorreign’s son.

      And that begs the question, why would a son of the God of War be spying on one dark court goddess for another?

      I stop before I reach them, leaving distance between us, and Kaia steps away from the window, motioning the demi to follow.

      “Thieran, this is Cath. He was just updating me on Iluna.”

      Cath gives a little bow, but his eyes never leave mine.

      “And what does a high court demigod want with dark court squabbles? I can’t imagine your father would approve.”

      Cath’s lip curls back over his teeth, and his dark eyes narrow. “Jorreign created me, but he is not my father. He tricked my mother into lying with him and then left her to fend for herself. He is nothing to me.”

      I flick a glance at Kaia, whose expression is unreadable. Hatred for his high court father is a tenuous motive at best, but one we can exploit as long as it suits us, I suppose.

      “What news from Iluna’s bed, then?”

      “She’s as jealous as I remember,” Kaia begins. “And still as committed to inspiring jealousy in others.”

      “I remember it well,” I say, recalling her antics from our time together.

      She tried to rile me at one of the first memorial banquets by draping herself all over the God of Sea and Storms. When I showed no emotion because I felt none, she was incensed, trailing me to the Shadow Realm to inform me if I truly cared for her, I wouldn’t want to see her with another.

      She was disappointed by my answer, and I never allowed her to share my bed again.

      “She’s almost singularly obsessed with making Sabiya jealous,” Cath confirms. “We’ve been on several very public outings to the theater and bath houses and such in Sabiya’s territory. Each time, she scans the crowd. She doesn’t say it outright, but I expect she’s hoping to see her.”

      “And she hasn’t,” I guess.

      “Not in public.” He turns to Kaia. “I hadn’t gotten to this part yet.”

      She motions for him to continue, and I see another reason for his commitment to spying for her mirrored in his eyes. He cares for her. Another dangerous and tenuous reason to be doing this.

      “Last night, we went to a party thrown by one of Sabiya’s own demigoddesses. Sabiya wasn’t there, something that disappointed Iluna enough for us to leave early. She was quite…physical with me once we arrived back in her temple because of it.”

      I huff out a wry laugh, and Kaia nudges me with her elbow, indicating Cath should carry on with his report.

      “Sabiya arrived not long after we were finished, demanding an audience. Iluna told me to stay in the bedroom, but…” He darts another glance at Kaia. “Obviously I did not do that.”

      “Obviously,” I murmur.

      “Sabiya seemed jealous, which pleased Iluna greatly. Though it read as a performance to me. But after exchanging a few tense words about Iluna’s unnecessary public displays, Sabiya told Iluna her tantrums were going to expose them if she wasn’t careful. That now was the time to be laying low rather than showing off just to prove a point.”

      “Expose what?” Kaia asks. “Their affair?”

      Cath shakes his head. “She said something about Lucidas getting suspicious of their motives. Iluna insisted she could handle the God of Sleep and not to worry about it, but Sabiya seemed quite worried. She said if Lucidas discovered the truth, he might go to Thieran about it, and then they’d never get what they want.”

      I frown, gripping my hands behind my back as I consider his words. This information seems to contradict what Elora overheard at the queen’s luncheon. That Lucidas has secrets of his own about who he’s let through his borders and into the forest.

      I can’t imagine Iluna meant Sabiya, or that she’d threaten to expose her lover if she didn’t get what she wanted from Lucidas. Iluna could have lied to Aeris at the luncheon to throw her off the scent, but it matches up with what Elora overheard Iluna say in Lucidas’s temple.

      “And Iluna’s response?”

      “That Lucidas would never find out.”

      “So Lucidas might not be as disloyal as we feared,” Kaia says.

      “Mmm,” I murmur. “At minimum, he could still be turning a blind eye to what someone else is doing. And for what’s between Iluna’s legs? That almost makes it worse. Anything else?” I ask Cath.

      He opens his mouth, closes it again, and twists a small gold signet ring around and around on his pinky.

      “What is it?” Kaia lays a hand on his arm, and he focuses on her face.

      “Sabiya mentioned a deadline a few times. She didn’t say what the deadline was, and Iluna kept dismissing it. But Sabiya seemed far more concerned about it.”

      “Deadline for what?”

      He levels a stare at me and gives an apologetic shrug. “That she didn’t say. Only that there was one, and Iluna wasn’t taking it seriously enough. We’re supposed to see each other again tomorrow night. I’ll let you know when I have more.”

      “Thank you, Cath. Be well.”

      Cath inclines his head as Kaia lays a hand on his arm. Moments later, he’s gone, the scent of lavender and rosemary clinging to the air where he stood.

      “Are you sure we can trust him? He might despise his father now, but blood ties have proven to be strong in the past.”

      “I’m sure. There’s no coming back from the hatred he holds for his father and, by proxy, the high court.”

      Something in her voice has me turning to face her, eyebrow raised until she explains.

      “Jorreign didn’t just abandon him and his mother. He had her killed because a new mistress was jealous. Then he all but told Cath he should be grateful he was spared because Cath carried his blood and his gift for strategy. He’ll be a useful ally for as long as we need one.”

      “What do you make of this deadline?”

      She sighs. “I don’t know. But if Sabiya is worried about it, then I imagine it to be sooner rather than later. It seems like so much of the information we have conflicts with itself. How do we know what is right and what is not?”

      “I had the same thought. Are you able to put spies near Lucidas and Sabiya as well? See if we can get more facets of the bigger picture?”

      “I can try. Lucidas is very private. It might be hard to get close to him. Sabiya too.”

      “What about someone in the household?” I recall how easy it was for me to move about Pela’s temple glamoured as a simple servant girl. “Someone who can overhear things but won’t necessarily be noticed.”

      Tapping her bottom lip with her fingernail, she nods slowly. “Yes. I might have just the people. I’ll reach out and set everything in motion.” She pauses, weighing her words carefully. “Any progress with Melena?”

      “She’ll be here tomorrow. After breakfast.”

      “How did you manage that?”

      I lift a shoulder. “I gave her proper motivation.”
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      I feel Thieran’s eyes on me from across the room, but I cannot sit still, flitting from the chair to the window to the fireplace and back again. Over and over, my heart doing its best to pound its way through my ribs.

      She’s late. And as Thieran’s patience grows thinner, my nerves fray to their breaking point. I’m beginning to believe this entire thing was a mistake and I never should have agreed to meet with her in the first place.

      It’s obvious she doesn’t want to see me, doesn’t want to face me or admit the truth of why she discarded me. All I seem to have done is open myself up for rejection yet again. I wish it didn’t hurt as much as it does.

      Thieran makes a noise in the back of his throat, fingers tapping a steady rhythm on the arm of his chair as his eyes follow me from the window to the hearth. He grows more displeased by the second, his jaw set, eyes hard, mouth pressed into a thin line.

      “She’s not coming.”

      There’s disappointment as much as relief in admitting it out loud, even though we’re still in the dark. We still don’t know what danger she’s meant to have hidden me from, what threat she thinks still looms.

      I can be angry about that later. Or perhaps we can find another way to get the information. Between Kaia’s spies and Thieran’s knowledge of the gods, surely there must be something we can do to get what we need without Melena’s help.

      “She’ll come,” Thieran promises, pushing out of his chair and crossing to me.

      I throw my arms out to indicate the empty room. “If she was going to, why isn’t she here?”

      A muscle ticks in his jaw, and he steps closer, gliding his hands from my wrists to my shoulders and rubbing them gently.

      “She’ll be here. You will get your answers if I have to…”

      I peer up at him. “If you have to what?”

      “I gave her a good reason to be here today. And she knows me well enough to take me at my word.”

      Lifting a brow, I step into his line of sight when he glances toward the door. “Thieran, did you threaten her?”

      “I only told her if she chooses not to arrive on her own, I will make her.”

      I drop my head into my hands with a groan, pressing my fingertips against my eyelids.

      “This whole thing is a nightmare from start to finish. There has to be some other way we can get this information, right?” He doesn’t say anything, and my hope fizzles at the edges. “One of Kaia’s spies, some gossip from one of Melena’s ladies who was around back then. Something.”

      “They’re unreliable sources at best. I learned as much when I went digging in the wrong direction. Don’t worry, little one. If she doesn’t come on her own, I’ll drag her kicking and screaming across the veil.”

      “That won’t be necessary.”

      Her voice is soft and melodic, deeper than I expected. I freeze, my gaze locked on Thieran’s chest, his hands on my shoulders tensing before he forces himself to relax.

      My throat goes so dry and thick it’s hard to swallow, and it clicks with the effort. My breathing is ragged, and I hope only Thieran can hear it because despite the sweatiness of my palms, the trembling in my fingers, and the myriad of thoughts tumbling through my head, I don’t want to show this woman, this goddess, a moment of weakness.

      Thieran gives my shoulders a reassuring rub, and when I meet his gaze, the look in his eyes steadies me. A silent promise that he is by my side and whatever happens, he will always be.

      She wears a gown of light green, like the first new shoots of spring. It’s embroidered with delicate pink flowers flowing down the bodice and curving over her left hip. Her golden hair is gathered off her neck and secured with jeweled clips, pink, like the flowers on her gown.

      There is a faint resemblance in the curve of our cheekbones and the tilt of our lips. And when she takes a few steps closer, I see her eyes are the same shade of green as mine.

      I don’t know if I expected us to look more alike or if I expected anything at all.

      I should say something, but I don’t know what. I haven’t rehearsed this moment. I think part of me hoped she wouldn’t come, no matter what Thieran said. But she’s here now, and I hardly know where to begin.

      When the silence doesn’t abate, she looks to Thieran, her brows lifting as if she is reminding him this is a terrible idea.

      “You’re late,” I say.

      It’s the only thing that comes to mind, my voice laced with the same irritation that flashes across her face. Thieran gives a low chuckle from behind me, his hands still steady on my shoulders.

      “I am,” she replies. “I spent some time deciding whether coming was really the right decision.”

      “It’s good to know when you give your word, it isn’t binding. Though I shouldn’t really be surprised, should I?”

      “Let’s sit,” Thieran says before she can reply, gesturing Melena into one of the chairs and guiding me to another.

      “Thieran said you had questions,” Melena says after a beat.

      Thieran doesn’t even have the decency to look sheepish after I pin him with a harsh look. The questions he wants answered are his, not mine. And there’s only one we really care about. Only one that matters.

      “You think I’m in danger.” I keep my tone brisk, flat. “From what?”

      She smooths her skirts and then folds her hands primly in her lap. “From forces that would wish to do you harm.”

      Her non-answer prickles the hair on the back of my neck. I suck my teeth and fidget in my chair.

      “If you weren’t going to be forthcoming, why did you bother?”

      “I don’t see why the details matter. Your godhood is still a secret. Keep it that way, and everything will be well.”

      “Everything will be well.” I roll the words around in my mouth, my lip curling at the sour taste of them. “Everything will be well if I continue to hide as if I’ve done something wrong? If I continue to deny who I am and what I can do? Is this even about me at all?”

      Melena looks surprised by my question, her mouth dropping open before she catches herself and closes it again.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Did you hide me away for my protection or because you realized you made a mistake and didn’t want me anymore? Maybe my sire—”

      “You don’t have a father,” she snaps, sucking her bottom lip between her teeth at her outburst. But she can’t unsay the words.

      “I don’t.”

      “No. I chose to be a mother. I spent years gathering the things I needed to perform the most complicated ritual we have in our history. And I spent months following every painstakingly complex step. I didn’t make a mistake.”

      Her words and the lack of emotion in them set my teeth on edge. She sounds as if she’s reciting sums or a recipe or talking about the fucking weather.

      “So what, then? You tired of motherhood? It wasn’t what you were expecting?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Melena says, voice strangled and angry. She turns her gaze to Thieran, eyes like flint. “This is what you brought me here for? To be insulted?”

      He leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “I brought you here to answer questions. If these are the ones she wants to ask, these are the answers you need to provide.”

      Melena sniffs. “I don’t have time for this.”

      “Make time,” I demand.

      “I don’t know what you expect me to say. You may not agree with my choices, but I did what I did for your own good.”

      “My own good?” I shout, shoving to my feet and clenching my hands into fists to keep from surging across the room and wrapping them around her throat. “You abandoned me! Discarded me in a field like I was nothing to you and hoped for the best.”

      “I made sure the people I left you with were good people, kind. Mortals who would raise you well.”

      I snort, jerking away from Thieran when he reaches up to soothe me. “But you didn’t account for mortality, did you?”

      She looks from me to Thieran and back. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I mean,” I snap, “mortals fucking die. As my parents did. When I was four. Brutally murdered by thieves on the road while we traveled back from a week of trading. I held my mother’s hand while she took her last breaths.”

      Melena looks horrified, but I don’t let her speak. I have no desire to protect her feelings the way I protected my parents. I want her to know how much her choices hurt me. How they set me down a path of pain and suffering I barely escaped from.

      “I thought that was agony. But it was nothing compared to the way my father’s brother beat me. Almost every day for eight years. He didn’t need a reason, but he always had one. I talked too much, I was too quiet, I was disrespectful, I was mocking him, I didn’t do my chores, I did my chores wrong. Over and over again. Relentlessly.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek and then rush on, eager to get it all out now. No sympathy for the tears in her eyes.

      “He drove me to a workhouse in high court lands when I was eleven because my aunt convinced him I brought bad luck to their home. I thought being away from him would be a blessing, but it was only more pain. From fighting for scraps of food to backbreaking work to the liberties”—I spit the word—“the foremen would take with girls too young to even comprehend what their wandering hands meant.

      “I narrowly escaped being sold to a brothel when I was sixteen. I have spent far too many nights imagining the horrors that awaited me there. So I lived on the streets, stealing what I needed to survive. It wasn’t an easy life, but it was a better one. Until I met a boy with golden hair and dark brown eyes.”

      I hear Thieran shift in his chair behind me, but I can’t stop. It’s a dam broken, and I feel as if I’ll burst if I don’t finish it.

      “I thought he was my salvation. I thought he loved me.” The words are painful, clawing their way out of my throat with sharp talons. “But he let his brother rape me and said nothing. He called me a liar when I told his parents what their oldest son had done and threw me out into the streets. I wouldn’t have wished my life on my worst enemy. So don’t tell me you did it for my own good.”

      Thieran pushes to his feet when my voice breaks, wrapping his arms around me from behind. I flinch at the contact, but he doesn’t move away, and eventually I lean into him, grateful for his quiet strength.

      Melena’s eyes are trained on her lap, inspecting her fingers with the utmost care. Even after all that, she feels nothing for what she put me through. I’m done with this and with her.

      Wrenching myself from Thieran’s grip, I move to stand beside her chair. She still doesn’t look up.

      “If you have anything useful to say, I’m sure Thieran will listen. I, however, am done with you. I hope never to see you again.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Her apology is softly spoken, but it halts my retreat in an instant.

      “Why should you be sorry?” I say, a bite to my voice. “You got rid of me on purpose. What do you care what’s happened since?”

      “I didn’t know,” she says, the words scraping roughly over my skin.

      More abrasive than her apology are the tears I hear in her voice, the way she clears her throat around them, the ragged staccato of her breath as she inhales deep.

      “I watched you. Until your first birthday. I wanted to make sure—” Her voice wavers, but she pushes on. “I wanted to make sure you were all right, that they loved you the way you deserved. Once I knew they’d taken you in, I came nearly every day to see you. Disguised as a doe.”

      I hear the rustle of skirts behind me, and when I turn toward the sound, she’s looking back at me, tears shining in eyes that look so much like mine and spilling down over her cheeks.

      “At first, I only kept to the edge of the trees. But I couldn’t stop myself from inching closer as you grew. I was afraid they would be afraid of me. But other animals came to see you as well. They were drawn to you. And that helped ease their worries, I think.”

      She glances down at her hands twisting in the fabric of her gown, then back up at me. “They loved you. In a way I was not able. And I was grateful to them. I was afraid if I continued to visit you, someone would find out. I couldn’t let that happen. I couldn’t risk your safety with my selfish need to see you. So I stopped.”

      “Just like that?” I ask, my throat raw from my own unshed tears. “It was so easy for you to stop? To never see me again? Never check in and make sure I was all right?”

      She shakes her head, a tear falling onto her skirt and darkening the fabric. “I didn’t think I needed to. The people who…your parents,” she corrects, “they loved you completely. I never imagined…”

      She sounds so broken, but I have no forgiveness for her. As pained as she is to hear about my life, a life I would not have lived if she had not given me up, I’m the one who had to live it. I’m the one who bears the burden of this soul-rending pain that may never go away. No matter how much Thieran loves me or how often she apologizes.

      “I can’t forgive you,” I say.

      “I don’t expect you to,” she whispers. “I will never be able to forgive myself.”

      I look at Thieran for the first time in what feels like forever. He still stands where I left him, gaze meeting mine as soon as my eyes land on him. Everything he’s feeling cascades across his face. Rage, sorrow, pain, but most importantly, understanding.

      He knows the breadth and depth of my pain now in a way he didn’t before. He understands why I cannot forgive Melena, and he will likely never forgive her himself. For now, that thought comforts as much as saddens me.

      Another rift for him to deal with. Another score for him to settle.

      He holds out his hand to me, and I go to him, wrapping my arms around his waist and pressing my ear to his chest. The steady thump of his heart soothes me until mine beats in the same rhythm. They’re so in sync I swear it feels as if they’re sitting in my chest side by side.

      I look up at him, and he nods in encouragement. Sliding one hand up my back to cradle my neck, he brushes a kiss against my lips and rests his forehead against mine. He doesn’t say it, but I know he’s giving me the opportunity to leave, offering me an escape.

      But I can finish it. I need to. I want to be done with this so we can face whatever comes next together. So I never have to see Melena again.

      Turning in his arms, I lace our fingers and meet Melena’s gaze.

      “I have known nothing but loss my entire life. Starting with you. A never-ending parade of it until I met Thieran. I want nothing from you but answers so I may finally live my life the way I choose. The least you can do is give me that.”

      She draws her lower lip between her teeth in a gesture that is familiar. Thieran must notice it too, because his hand tightens on mine, and he braces his palm against my hip.

      “The gods have a tradition,” she begins. “To have an oracle foretell a prophecy for a baby after the quickening.”

      Thieran said as much at the winter ball when the king and queen had their own grand spectacle with an oracle. I never considered Melena would have done the same for me.

      Pressing her hands to her stomach, she smiles at the memory. “I’d spent so long wishing you into being, following every step of the ritual with obsessive exactness. When I felt you moving inside me…”

      She sighs, dropping her hand into her lap again. “Normally the gods would throw a feast, but I wanted those words only for myself. You were only for me. I knew I’d never have another child.

      “I thought the oracle would bring good news.” Melena’s voice shakes, her eyes growing rounder as she stares at a distant point in the corner of the room, as if she’s watching the events play out in front of her. “The prophecy was far from good. I didn’t know what to do. I panicked.”

      Her eyes snap to mine, and there’s determination in them, desperation. “I wanted to make sure no one else would find out about you. Not from me, not from anyone. I killed the oracle and the lady who summoned her for me.”

      I gasp, but her gaze doesn’t soften, her voice hard as steel. “I did what I had to do to protect you the only way I knew how. I hid my pregnancy from everyone, even those closest to me. I made sure no one knew, no one suspected.

      “I birthed you alone, and as soon as you were born, I bound you using the strongest blood magick ritual I could find. I allowed myself to hold you, to feed you, to care for you for a few days, and then I bundled you up, made sure you were warm inside the basket I conjured, and left you in the field of a nice couple who often came to trade for seed in Colleita.”

      The set of Melena’s mouth is grim when she continues. “I would not have left you with them had I known. If I suspected for even a moment that was the life you were living, I would have come to find you. I would have seen you placed with better people. I would have…”

      Her words trail off into soft sobs, and she covers her face with her hands.

      “I would give anything to go back and do it over. I’m so sorry. I’m so very sorry.”

      Her tears mean nothing to me. I want them to mean nothing to me. Because if no one is responsible for my pain, if it’s no one’s fault and the terrible things that happened to me just happened, that might break me open in a way I am not ready to face.

      “The prophecy,” I say, pitching my voice over the sound of her tears and keeping it steady, even, emotionless.

      Her head jerks up, and she swipes her fingers over her wet cheeks, green eyes bright and sad. “What?”

      “The prophecy. What did it say?”

      She looks as if she might refuse to answer, her gaze darting to Thieran. When he looks as expectant as I do, her shoulders round, and she motions for me to sit, scooting to the edge of her chair in a rustle of fabric. Thieran sinks onto the couch and pulls me down next to him, running a hand up and down my spine.

      “Powerful beyond understanding,” she begins, clearly reciting words that have haunted her for three decades, “the babe in your belly will know fear and pain and death, and she will be the cause of it in equal measure. But there is one who will see her power as a threat and try to steal it from her, no matter the cost. If she meets them, it will be their undoing. The legacy of gods hangs in the balance.”

      Thieran stiffens beside me, his hand stilling on my back, fingers curving to grip my tunic. He lifts my hand to his lips and presses a lingering kiss to my knuckles. His own hand is trembling, and I trail my fingertips over his jaw until he looks at me. There’s a new emotion in his eyes now. Fear.

      He’s already worked out the prophecy and its meaning.

      “You know what it means, as I did,” Melena says to him.

      “I have a sinking suspicion.” Thieran drags his pained gaze away from my face to meet Melena’s. “My brother.”

      Melena gives a curt nod. “The only god I know who would see power as a threat and try to take it for himself. He will never care who he hurts. Now you know why I couldn’t…”

      “The legacy of gods,” I breathe, finally seeing what they do. “The oracle said something similar about the royal baby.”

      “So now my brother would see you as a threat not only to him and his power, but also to his child.”

      “But I don’t… I wouldn’t… I’m not…”

      “I know,” Thieran says, sliding his hand to my neck and squeezing. “I know.”

      Melena looks as unsettled as I feel, but there’s something else too. Failure. I try to imagine a woman so excited to be a mother hearing words that the child she created, wanted, and celebrated was a target.

      I can see it now, the grief and the anguish painted in the lines of her face, in the depths of her eyes, in the shattered tone of her voice. And for the first time, I feel something other than scorn for her.

      I don’t have children, but I have Thieran, and knowing I might lose him, that he might be in danger and unable to protect himself and I would have no way to stop it, terrifies me. I don’t know what I might do to keep him safe. Even if he might end up hating me for it.

      “I failed you, and for that, I am sorry,” Melena says, rising and turning to Thieran. “It’s up to you to keep her safe now. Well and truly safe. In the ways I couldn’t.”

      She doesn’t look at me again, the air shimmering around her as she vanishes, leaving the scent of orange blossoms and cloves in her wake.

      The silence in the room is thick, weighing down on me until I can hardly breathe. Thieran tugs me into his lap and wraps his arms around me in a fierce grip, pressing his lips to my hair.

      “I won’t let him take you,” he says, voice muffled. “He’ll have to kill me first.”

      I nod, still numb with the heavy weight of what the prophecy really means. I am a threat to the king’s legacy, to the very babe the queen grows inside her. And if he learns of me, he will no doubt do everything in his power to be rid of me.
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      “Maybe the oracle is wrong.”

      Thieran’s arms tighten around me in response, his breath fluttering the hair at my temple, and my heart sinks. This is a tradition, an ability I know nothing about, oracles and prophecies and the trust gods put in both.

      I try again, leaning back and running my fingers through his hair, gripping it gently at the base of his scalp. “How accurate can a prediction about a baby not yet born really be?”

      “Every oracle in Acaria is hand-picked by the Fates. They’re chosen as children, plucked from their mortal parents to study at the feet of the Fates. It’s selfish, really. Since only the gods make use of them.”

      “But it’s still just a prediction, a guess. Right?”

      “Oracles read the will of the Fates. What has already been mapped out for you. They’re not known to deviate.”

      “So every choice I’ve ever made, everything that’s ever happened to me? All of it was willed by the Fates?” I jump to my feet and pace to the hearth, spinning to face Thieran. “And for what? Because they enjoy inflicting avoidable pain on mortal lives?”

      “It’s not that simple,” he says. “They map out milestones, points along your journey meant for you to reach. How you reach them is entirely up to you.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Say you’re walking in the woods and come across a fork in the road. The path to the right is a straight one, easy to tread, and will get you to your destination in less than a day. But the path to the left meanders and loops, crossing through unsafe terrain, harsh temperatures, and dangerous obstacles.

      “Eventually you arrive at the same place you would have had you taken the straight path, but the journey is altogether different.”

      “Meeting you was a milestone.”

      I murmur it offhand to myself, a confirmation of something I’ve been wondering for weeks, but Thieran rises, moving to me and bracketing my face in his hands. He rubs his thumb over my lower lip with a soft smile.

      “I think so. Though I had to wait a long fucking time for it.”

      In spite of everything going on around us, I laugh, pushing onto my toes and claiming his mouth in a soft kiss. When he deepens it, I let him, needing the warmth and comfort as much as he does.

      “I swear I will not let him take you,” he murmurs against my lips. “I will do everything in my power to keep him from you.”

      I sigh, taking a step back and crossing my arms over my chest. “I don’t think you can.”

      “Of course I can. How can you doubt—”

      “That’s not what I meant. Only that…why would the oracle warn Melena about this if it wasn’t another milestone? Something she couldn’t hide me from forever but only stretch out the journey?”

      He frowns, weighing my words, the battle between wanting to keep me from this destiny and acknowledging the logic in my thinking playing across his face.

      “I see what you’re saying, but you’d be daft in thinking I’d willingly send you to my brother and let him have you. You have no idea what he’s capable of.”

      The heaviness in his tone makes me shiver, but I force myself to shake my head.

      “If I wanted to be used as a willing sacrifice, I would have let you kill me months ago.”

      He huffs out a reluctant laugh. “What are you saying, then?”

      I suck my bottom lip between my teeth, then slowly release it.

      “I’m not entirely sure. I want to think on it some more. Get my thoughts in order.” I sigh. “We should probably tell the others.”

      “Yes,” he says, sounding as weary with it as I feel. “We should. We’ll gather in the war room in an hour. Go through all of it, decide what to do next.”

      I cringe at the use of the word war, but it feels like the only inevitable outcome of this revelation. Thieran will not give me up, and I will not offer myself to the whims of a king who thirsts for power he does not need to protect a baby who is in no danger from me.

      “An hour,” I agree. “I’m going to go for a walk or a ride or…something. To clear my head.”

      He nods, leaning down to kiss my forehead. “Come back to me.”

      There’s worry in his voice, like he expects me to run from this. I might have once, but I am determined to face this head-on, on my own terms. For him. But also for me.

      “I always will,” I promise him.

      Shifting to the paddock outside the barn, I greet the draft horse when he moseys over to the fence and chuffs for my attention, running my hand up and down his nose. Meera whinnies from the barn as if she can sense my presence, but I don’t really want a ride today.

      I want answers. Answers I may never receive, that may never make sense. I do not want to be a target of the king. A few months ago, I did not want to be a goddess at all. And now that I have finally begun to feel at peace with who I am, at home in my own skin in a way I never have before, I seem to be presented with yet another obstacle, another thing keeping me from being able to embrace who I really am.

      Is it worth it? Is being who I am worth pitting Thieran against his brother again? Is it worth another war between gods who care only about themselves and not the damage they would inflict on the whole of Acaria again?

      Because there is no other way this can go. Thieran fought a war centuries ago just to keep his brother’s ego in check. Now he has more to fight for. And to lose.

      I don’t know how to reason it all out, how to make sense of this maelstrom I seem to find myself in.

      The horse bumps my cheek with his muzzle, then moves away, extending his neck to clip at the grass, chewing thoughtfully as he watches me. A shout from the village carries on the breeze, and my eyes are drawn to the cluster of cottages I can see from this vantage point.

      They’re more spread out on this side of the village, giving the farmers plenty of room to tend the livestock they raise and use for trade with the palace. As with any village in Acaria, they grow closer together the nearer you get to the town square, and then on the far side, they stretch out again so that farmers may tend their crops.

      I could go see my parents. Lay everything out in front of them and ask for their advice. They would give it, weighing it carefully, and then they would exist in fear for me. And I don’t want that for them. I will keep it from them as long as I can.

      Instead I decide to visit the next best thing, the only place in all of Acaria I felt closest to them. I appear just beyond the line of scraggly trees that ringed our property. The branches are still mostly bare, but I glimpse the first teasing signs of green buds and know they’ll fill out soon.

      This is where Melena used to hide and watch me, disguised as the doe. It’s the perfect vantage point to see the grove of fruit trees, still thick and strong and well-tended. And the house sits just beyond them, as neat and tidy as I remember it.

      Smoke puffs out of the squat chimney, signaling the fire built to chase away the last dregs of winter’s chill. Whoever works this land hasn’t made any changes. My mother’s flower boxes still hang beneath the windows, woven baskets used for collecting ripened fruit are still stacked by the back door, and delicate lace curtains still ripple in the windows.

      Skirting the edge of the trees, I make my way to the fence and slip over it, treading the dirt track around the grove to the front of the house. It’s been years since I traveled past here. Not since I was twenty and trying to convince myself I’d made the right choice in becoming a blade for hire.

      It kept me fed, gave me a purpose, but I worried incessantly what my parents might think of who I had become. If they would have been disappointed in how I turned out and what I chose to do with my life.

      I arrived in Dremen in the spring of that year with a target in my sights. I dispatched them quickly, easily. And instead of heading north in search of more work, I drifted west of the village, my feet carrying me to my childhood home before I even knew where I was going.

      I watched the cottage for hours, standing on the side of the road, unable to tear my eyes away. And when a man with sandy hair emerged and a woman with him, baby strapped to her back, my stomach tightened. Not in grief, but in anger. Anger that someone had claimed this place for their own instead of leaving it filled with my memories.

      I left then, stalking away and hitching a ride north on a wagon meant for trading. And I haven’t been back to this territory since. Not until my godhood awakened, and even then, I’ve only ever visited Dremen. Not here, not the one place I can still feel my parents so strongly, even after all these years.

      A child’s laugh drifts through the weathered wood, followed by the cheerful bark of a dog, and the corner of my mouth lifts into a soft smile. A moment later, the same sandy-haired man emerges from the cottage. He’s aged, as has the woman who follows him out, and the baby she’d had strapped to her back the last I saw her is nearly as tall as she is. A boy with sandy hair like his father but his mother’s wide smile.

      They have made this house their home these many years. They’ve tended this land and obviously loved it well. The anger I felt at their intrusion all those years ago is now replaced with gratitude. It would have hurt far more to find this land overgrown, the grove I once loved to run through forgotten and uncared for.

      Wherever it was ultimately leading me, this place is a part of my journey. However little time I spent here, however I managed to arrive here in the first place, it is a part of me. If it was always meant to lead me to Thieran, to a confrontation with the king, then it is no small part of who I am.

      And I would fight for it, for myself. For my parents who took me in when they did not have to and for the goddess who did what she thought best to keep me safe. Even if she was only, as I told Thieran, prolonging the journey’s inevitable destination.

      I will not let the king be my undoing. He might want me and my powers when he learns of them. But I will give him neither.

      A cart creaks down a small rise to my left, and I take a step off the packed dirt road into overgrown grass to give them room to pass. But instead of driving past, the man pulls the horse to a stop beside me.

      “Pardon me, miss,” he says, tipping his cap in my direction. “I was wondering if you might be able to help me.”

      His accent doesn’t place him as a local, but he could be coming in to trade. Thick wool blankets cover the wares he has piled high in his wagon.

      “I can try.”

      “I haven’t come this way before.” He pushes his cap back to scratch his forehead and looks around before meeting my gaze. “My brother usually handles the trading bit, but he’s sick in bed with a fever.”

      I nod, encouraging him to continue. There’s something off about him, but I can’t quite place what.

      “You wouldn’t happen to be from around here, are you? I’m looking for the Stockingham place. Got some grain and such for them.”

      “Oh, well.” I glance at the farmhouse across the road. “I grew up here. But it’s been many years. I don’t know anyone by the name of Stockingham.”

      “Grew up here, huh?” he asks, watching the young family round the side of the house and disappear inside. “Nice place.”

      “Yes,” I say, taking a step back, a warning nudging at the edges of my mind. “It is.”

      “Damn near perfect.”

      I retreat another step, wishing I’d thought to bring my dagger before coming here. Without warning, he launches himself off the wagon toward me. He’s unnaturally fast. Faster than any mortal has a right to be. He’s in front of me in a blink, cornering me against the rough wooden fence of the field at my back.

      If he means to rape me, he’ll be in for a rude awakening. I may not have my dagger, but I can kill him easily without it, power or no.

      “I’ve been looking for you.”

      His words catch me off guard, and before I can speak or think or move, he shoves his hand into his pocket and holds it out palm up. Blowing a breath across it, he sends a cloud of gold dust into my face.

      It tingles when I inhale it into my lungs on a gasp, and he watches me closely. When my knees wobble and my head spins, he steadies me with a hand on my arm. I feel the soft pulse of his power, fainter than it was when I touched the girl in Colleita, but he doesn’t seem to register the sensation, too busy watching me struggle.

      I try to shift, but nothing happens. Everything is out of focus, blurry, including the man holding me. When I stumble back, my legs buckle, and he scoops me into his arms.

      I’m too weak to fight against him, my hand doing nothing but falling onto my stomach when I make to shove his shoulder, to fight for him to release me. I can’t even sense the steady hum of my power under this thick fog settling over me.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, I know that should terrify me, but I can’t find the strength for that either, eyelids drooping, head lolling back.

      “You’re prettier than she said,” the man says to me as he lays me in the back of the cart like a rag doll. “Might have some fun with you yet.”

      The last thing I feel is the jolt of the cart as it lurches forward, and then everything goes black.
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      The war room is empty save for Railan, who’s seated in the center of the table, leaning casually back in his chair, fingers tapping lazily against his thigh. I know he senses my presence in the way his fingers still, but he doesn’t turn to look at me. We’re still finding our footing after the events of the last few months.

      “I didn’t expect you to call another meeting so soon,” he says. “Did it not go as planned with Melena?”

      The oracle’s prophecy and the dread of it settle into my chest. I do not relish what this means—another war with my brother, the knowledge that all of Acaria will become our battleground again when it barely survived us the last time. But I will ask this of my court not just for Elora, but to keep my brother from power he does not need and cannot have.

      “It did and it didn’t.”

      He looks up at that, his brows drawing together, spine straightening.

      “What happened? What did she say?”

      His concern is genuine, and if I could have seen past my fear for Elora and my anger for having to watch her suffer and my own pain at nearly losing her, I might have understood all along that he cares not just for the realm but for Elora too.

      The only difference between us is his sense of duty to the realm is stronger than his regard for Elora.

      “I’ll explain it all once everyone gathers.”

      I move to my seat at the head of my table just as voices echo in the hall at my back. Kaia enters and takes the seat to my left, followed by Nevon and Hayle with their heads bent together. Finally, Garrick crosses the threshold and claims the seat beside Railan.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve included my oldest general in one of these meetings. The importance of his presence is not lost on the rest of them, the room falling silent and all eyes turning to me.

      “What did Melena have to say for herself?” Kaia finally asks.

      I glance at the empty seat where Elora should be. Under any other circumstance, I would be inclined to wait for her to join us before beginning, but if I can spare her from having to listen to the prophecy painting a target on her back again, I will.

      “I’ll take you through it while we wait for Elora to arrive.”

      And I do, reciting the words that are now as much a part of me as they are Melena, ignoring the murmurs that go up around the room as I tell it.

      “It doesn’t have to mean the king,” Hayle says, echoing Elora’s sentiments.

      “Who else?” Railan wonders. “Do you know of another god who craves power as much as the king? Who will stop at nothing to get it for himself?”

      “But how?” Nevon asks. “Is there a way for gods to take power from one another? To use it for themselves?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. But he—”

      “Yes,” Kaia says, her quiet confirmation sucking all the air out of the room.

      “What do you mean?” I demand. “How?”

      “I… It was so long ago. And we were so young.” She lifts her eyes to mine, and there’s worlds of regret in them.

      “What did you do, Kaia?”

      “He asked for my help. An extra tool in our battle against the Ancients should we need it. A blood magick ritual similar to binding powers. But in the reverse.”

      I pound my fist on the table, and she jumps. “You gave him the ability to rob any one of us of our powers, and you didn’t think to tell me?” I shout, shoving back from the table so violently my chair upends and crashes to the floor.

      “This was before!” she insists. “Before I knew he would turn out to be a monster, when I thought his intentions were good. I thought it would help protect us against the wrath of the Ancients should we fail.”

      “How does it work?” I demand, imagining watching my power flow out of me and into my brother, watching him becoming full with it, insatiable for more.

      “Like the binding spell, it’s complicated. It’s meant to be. He can’t use the powers for himself, only strip them.” She winces. “Essentially rendering you mortal. But we never tested it. It might not even work.”

      “Any of your rituals ever failed before?”

      She hangs her head. “No.”

      “He’s never used it though, has he?” There’s tension in Railan’s face, but his voice is steady. “We’d know if one of the gods suddenly became powerless or if he was stripping demis all this time. He wouldn’t be able to hide that for long.”

      “So maybe it really doesn’t work,” Nevon adds, his tone hopeful.

      I glance at Elora’s empty chair. “Or he hasn’t found a reason worth using it yet. This is certainly a…complication,” I say, flicking a glance at Kaia, whose shoulders hunch. “One we don’t need. But if you can write a ritual to do such a thing, surely you can create a protection against it.”

      “I…” She tilts her head, considering. “Yes. I believe I could. I’d have to remember all the steps. I hid a copy of it in all my things.”

      “Good,” Railan says. “Some kind of weapon we can fight back or shield ourselves with is better than nothing. We could—”

      “Stop,” I bark when something sharp twists inside me and steals my breath.

      Garrick is out of his chair and moving to my side in an instant. “My lord?”

      “Have there been…” I clench my jaw against the sensation again, dropping forward to lean my palms against the table. “Have there been any new breeches in the veil?”

      “No, my lord. None. The veil, the wall, they’re strong.”

      “Something’s wrong,” I murmur, eyes drifting to Elora’s empty chair again. “Elora is… Something’s happened to her.”

      I shove the pain aside and search for her, my power feeling for the connection I can usually grasp within seconds. But it isn’t there. Where her heartbeat usually resides, I find nothing but silence.

      Panic claws at my throat, and I shove myself upright, scanning the whole of the Shadow Realm from the palace to the boundaries of the veil. Nothing. She is not here.

      “She’s gone.”

      “What?” Kaia jumps to her feet. “Gone where?”

      “I don’t…know,” I hiss through another searing stab of pain. “Gone. Not in the realm. I can’t…”

      “Thieran.” Kaia moves to me, laying cool hands against my temples. “Breathe. Your connection to her is strong. However faint, you can find it. Focus on whatever brings her to mind most clearly.”

      Kaia’s voice is low and soothing, like fresh water on a hot day. It pushes me beyond the pain at the surface into the depths of my connection to Elora. She isn’t in the Shadow Realm, that much is true, but she’s somewhere, and she’s mine and I will find her.

      The search seems endless, as if I am grappling around on the floor in a room black as pitch, mindlessly flailing for any shred of her. Then, like the featherlight brush of fingertips, I feel something.

      Inching closer to it, I grab for it again, but it moves out of reach.

      “Focus. Breathe,” Kaia says again, though her voice sounds far away now.

      I try again, moving slowly toward the familiar warmth of the thread tying Elora’s existence to mine. When I grip it, the sensation sings up my arm like lightning and her heartbeat reignites in my chest. It’s sluggish and labored, and that worries me, but at least I’ve found it.

      “I’ve got her,” I rasp.

      “Good,” Kaia says. “Where is she?”

      Gripping the thread tight so as not to lose it again, I pull my consciousness out to get a better sense of where she is. She’s farther than she ought to be, somewhere in Acaria, but not on the surface. Underground.

      “Caves? An extensive series of caves.” My eyes shoot open to find everyone gathered around me. “I don’t know where. I’ve never seen them before.”

      Nevon moves closer, nudging my arm until I look at him. “Is there a ruin nearby? Stone would be the only thing left, sprawling over a large field. A well in the center.”

      I widen my search and I find it, just as Nevon said. “To the east. On the edge of a large pond.”

      The judges share a look, and then Railan turns to me. “Eira. Our old home. There are caves not far from where we grew up. It’s very remote. The perfect place to hide something you hope no one ever finds.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Kaia says, but I don’t wait for her, shifting to the edge of the ruins.

      It’s deceptively quiet here, no birdsong or animal noises despite the thick overgrowth of trees and brush. Not even the wind makes an appearance, the air thick and stagnant. Moments later, Kaia appears beside me, eyes fierce. Then the judges and Garrick in her wake.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I tell them. “You can only sustain yourselves outside the Shadow Realm for a few hours before you’ll weaken and be sent back. And if you’re mortally wounded… Your immortality doesn’t extend beyond the veil.”

      Railan levels me with a determined look. “Then we’d better hurry.”

      “We know these caves like the backs of our hands,” Nevon says before I can argue. “They’re large, connected by tunnels with many dead ends. It’ll be faster if we’re with you.”

      “Fine,” I say, circling closer to the mouth of the cave.

      “Can you sense her well enough to shift her out?” Kaia asks.

      I reach out for the thread of Elora’s power, relieved to find it’s still there. Though I don’t like how weak it is when it was strong and growing stronger only yesterday.

      “No. Only that she’s here.” I swallow past the lump in my throat. “The connection is tenuous at best.”

      “The entrance to the cave breaks off in three different directions,” Hayle explains as we move through the high grass and stop just beyond.

      “We should split up,” I suggest. “We’ll cover more ground faster that way.”

      The triplets share a look, a silent conversation passing between them we are not privy to, but the delay claws at me. I don’t have time to stand here and wait for them to decide what course of action is best. I will go in there with or without them and free her myself if I have to battle a thousand men to do it.

      Finally, Railan nods.

      “All right. Three teams of two, one of us with each so no one gets lost.”

      Hayle and Kaia pair off as do Nevon and Garrick, Garrick drawing a sword from the sheath at his waist, metal softly singing. Kaia conjures weapons for the judges and spins shadow forms from her fingertips while my own power slithers down my arms and up my torso.

      “Hayle to the left, Nevon to the right. If you see her, call for the others,” Railan says.

      We pause at the entrance to the cave. There’s nothing in place to keep us out, no magickal wards or mortal traps to alert anyone of our presence here. So confident we wouldn’t find them. Or perhaps hoping we would.

      But I don’t care if it’s a trap. Nothing would stop me from doing whatever it takes to get her back.

      “Survivors?” Kaia asks, eyes alight with power.

      As much as I want to watch them all burn, to welcome them into the Shadow Realm and devise the cruelest punishments possible for them for taking what was mine, for putting Elora in danger, for trapping her here and seemingly unable to defend herself, I see the value in information as well.

      “If you can manage it,” I say. “But don’t go out of your way to spare more than is necessary.”

      A smile tilts the corner of Kaia’s mouth, and I’m reminded of all the battles we fought together. When she sets her sights on a goal, when she fights for a cause, she is one of the fiercest and deadliest warriors I have ever known.

      She and Hayle turn down the narrow tunnel to the left, following one after the other with Hayle in front. Nevon and Garrick do the same to our right. Only Railan and I remain with the steady drip of water onto rock echoing in the silence.

      “Railan,” I say when he moves ahead of me into the tunnel. “Try not to get yourself killed. I have too much on my plate to deal with choosing new judges too.”

      Snorting out a laugh, he disappears into the darkness, and I follow close behind.
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      Damp earth. It’s the first thing to nudge my senses as my body drags its way out of unconsciousness—the heady scent of damp earth. Has it rained? It never rains in the Shadow Realm. Did I make it rain? I’ve done that before, practicing with Kaia on the hill behind the barn. But why would I make it rain and then fall asleep?

      I move to get up, but I can’t, and dread pulses around the edge of my mind. I met with Melena this morning. She told me of the prophecy. She and Thieran think the oracle spoke of the king and how he would target me, want to possess my powers if such a thing is even possible.

      Then we decided to call a meeting. I’m late for that. Thieran is likely either worried for me or irritated at my tardiness or both.

      I went for a walk to clear my head. First to the barn, but I needed more. I needed…

      It all snaps back to me in an instant, clearing through the last of the grogginess in my head. Standing outside my parents’ old farm, the man on the cart, the mysterious gold dust in his hand. He drugged me with something. I passed out. He brought me to wherever the fuck I am now.

      I try to stand again and feel the sting of ropes biting into my arms. Straining my ears, I hear nothing around me. Not the shuffle of feet or the murmur of voices, but to be safe, I slit my eyes open only a fraction to take in my surroundings.

      The space is illuminated by a single lantern, the walls rounded and pocked with valleys and ridges, made of stone but not the obsidian so common in the Shadow Realm. This looks like the plain gray stone you might find anywhere in Acaria.

      The floor is made of dirt that is spongy under my feet, feet that are not secured to the chair. So it hasn’t rained then. Instead I am underground. In a cave or an old cellar, perhaps. Some of the large inland manor homes have small cellars to give people refuge from cyclones and storms.

      Why would someone snatch me from the side of the road outside Dremen and bring me to an old cellar, arms bound, mind sluggish from whatever that powder was? What did the man say before he drugged me?

      I’ve been looking for you.

      Dread flutters again, inching closer to panic. But I need to remain calm. I won’t get out of here if I don’t focus, if I let the panic win. If Thieran hasn’t noticed I’m missing yet, he will soon. And then he will come to search for me.

      I know he can sense the thread of my power, the bond we share because of our marks. I’ve begun to sense it too, though, only when his emotions are heightened, like when we’re having sex or he’s angry or enjoying a torture session.

      Still, it’s worth the effort of trying to find him. But when I reach into my center for my power, it doesn’t respond. I feel it; I know it’s there, but I’m unable to access it. Like water trapped under a thick sheet of ice.

      I drive my will against the barrier again and again, but it gives only a fraction and not enough to break through. How is it possible that they have cut me off from my powers? A god’s powers are absolute, a part of them. As long as I live and breathe, they cannot be taken from me.

      But they aren’t taken, not really. Simply unreachable. I take a deep, steadying breath, forcing myself to be calm. I need to focus on reaching them. Once I do, I can shift out of here and make my way back to Thieran and the Shadow Realm. Then we can hunt the asshole who took me to the ends of the earth. Together.

      Sound in the dark startles me, the drag of feet against dirt, the ricochet of voices against stone, and I drop my chin against my chest, eyes slamming shut. The voices draw nearer, deep ones, and I force my breathing to remain even. Until I can access my powers, it’s better for them to think I am still unconscious. I cannot fight them bound to a chair.

      “Still she sleeps,” a man says, and I recognize his voice as the one I met on the side of the road.

      “Pretty thing,” a second voice says, trailing his fingertips down my cheek.

      I force myself not to recoil at his touch.

      “Shame to waste it,” a third voice, higher pitched and much closer, says.

      His breath is rancid, the stench of it stinging my throat, and it takes everything in me to not react. I want nothing more than to jerk my forehead into his nose. It must be so close, just to my right, if the sound and angle of his voice are any indication, but I remain still, head lolling when someone grips my hair.

      “Your contact is late for the handoff,” the second man says. “Might as well amuse ourselves while we wait.”

      “If we hurt the girl, we don’t get our full payment. She said no bruises.”

      “We’ll be nice and gentle,” the third man promises, closing his fingers around my breast and squeezing.

      The feel of his hand on my body, the fear and disgust it punches into my throat, shatter what’s left of the barrier between me and my power. I feel it crawl through my veins. It’s not the sudden surge I was expecting, but it tingles from the top of my head to the tips of my toes.

      I don’t know if they’re aware of my godhood, if there are others meant to guard me beyond these walls. I don’t know who this mysterious contact is who’s supposed to be collecting me or how close they might be to arrival. What I do know is I will not sit idly by and be a victim ever again.

      Someone moves in closer, but I don’t let him get close enough to touch, dispelling the ropes around my wrists and conjuring a dagger into my hand in the same breath. Leaping from the chair, my vision blurs for a moment, but I push through it, swinging to my right and burying the blade of the dagger into the third man’s chest.

      He stares at me, mouth open in shock, his hands flying up to cover his wound when I wrench the knife free. He staggers forward, but I shove him back against the wall, drawing the blade across his throat. Blood sprays from his mouth when he opens it to speak, and I feel the fine mist of it coating my face.

      “What the fuck,” the second man says from behind me, and I turn to face them both. “You didn’t say she was a demi.”

      The second man backs away when I twirl the blade in my hand and settle it in my palm again.

      “She isn’t,” the first man says, gesturing to my wrist where half my godmark is visible. He meets my gaze, and his gray eyes are hard and calculating. “I should have charged more for you.”

      The second man makes a run for it, but I send a blast of air out from my palm on instinct, knocking him into the wall so hard he slithers bonelessly to the ground with a guttural groan.

      “What do you want?” I demand, circling him and conjuring my bright green ball of fire. It noticeably dims, but I hold it, ignoring his sinister grin at the sight.

      “You must be feeling the effects of the poppy powder still,” the man who abducted me says. He has his own dagger clenched tight in one hand, a ball of white flame hovering over the other. “My father will be eager to know it works on full gods as well as mortals and demis.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I could ask the same of you,” he replies, circling me and getting closer as he does. “You shouldn’t exist. I know every god in the pantheon. And I don’t know you.”

      “I prefer to keep to myself,” I say, gritting my teeth against the effort just to hold the fireball in place.

      I shouldn’t be this weak. I’ve never been this weak when wielding my power before. Whatever poppy powder is, it’s affected me to the core. Thieran won’t be happy to learn about that. And something tells me I should make sure, whoever this demi is, he doesn’t make it out of here to tell his father about it. Whoever that might be.

      “Don’t worry,” he says. “That won’t last much longer.”

      The sound of pounding feet reverberates through the chamber, and he seizes on the momentary distraction to lob his fireball at me. I dance out of the way just in time, losing my own flaming orb in the process. But at least his explodes into the wall and not my skin.

      A moment later, three more men I don’t recognize burst into the small space. All of them dwarf me, but they palm swords, not powers. Mortals. Conjuring another fireball with considerable effort, I heave it at the feet of the one closest to me, satisfied when he immediately bursts into flames that quickly climb his body. He stumbles back into the darkness, his screams echoing around me.

      The others stare from me to my abductor, the one I have to assume is in charge here, in shock.

      “She’s a fucking demi?”

      “That’s what you’re worried about right now?” he snaps. “We need to dose her again. I don’t want to miss out on this payment. She’s weak,” he adds, a note of derisive glee in his voice. “She shouldn’t be hard to best.”

      But powers or no, I have been defending myself against men twice my size for almost my entire life. My stature and my agility are my greatest protection. One man lunges for me, and I drop to my knees, sliding under him and dragging my blade across his belly, making him scream.

      His sword falls to the ground with a thunk, and I shove him away with my palm on his chest. When he rolls onto his back, I swipe another jagged line across his midsection, spilling his intestines onto the dirt.

      I leave him writhing and twitching, spinning to face the other man, who advances quickly, lurching forward and catching me in the side with his sword. Hissing against the pain, I throw my hand out, vines shooting from my palm to wrap around the hilt and blade of his sword, and yank it from his grasp.

      His eyes dart beyond me to the man in the corner watching us. Blood seeps from my wound, coating my tunic, but I ignore it. It’ll heal in time, and I’m thirsty to spill more blood that isn’t my own.

      Pivoting so they both stay in my sights and my abductor can’t surprise me from behind, I stir the air at my fingertips, around and around until a cyclone forms in my palm.

      “Wait,” the man across from me pleads, hands out in front of him. “I have a wife and child. And no one to take care of them if I die.”

      “They’ll be better off without you,” I assure him, sending the swirling current of air to lift him off his feet and slam him into the ceiling of the cave with a sickening crunch.

      A slow clap rings out from behind me, and the last man is smiling when I turn fully to face him. Sweat drips down my brow from the effort of using my powers. The way I have to claw them up from the depths of my center to access them is draining in a way I don’t understand. But I will reason it all out later. I have one more life to claim for the Shadow Realm.

      Demis might live long lives, but they are not immortal. And I will enjoy dispatching this one.

      “It’s impressive, really. For one so young to do as well as you have. How old are you?”

      “Don’t you know it’s rude to ask a lady her age?”

      He chuckles, conjuring a sword in one hand and a fireball in the other. He touches the swirling ball to the metal blade, and it flames, filling the cave with the scent of cypress and iron.

      I don’t have long to decide my next move; he advances with that same unnatural speed he had on the side of the road, his blade slashing down and narrowly missing my face when I twist out of the way. I hurl another fireball, but he dodges it easily, sparks showering down behind him when the ball explodes against the cave wall.

      He strikes again, missing me with the blade but catching my tunic on fire. I stream water from my palm, pulling it from the air around me on instinct, but the effort drains me. My tattered and now-soaked tunic hangs from my shoulder while the demi twists his sword in an arc meant to intimidate me.

      The sound of more footsteps down the tunnel draws both our gazes, but his eyes are full of confusion. He’s not expecting more men to arrive. I seize my opportunity and his momentary distraction, calling a discarded sword to hand and bringing it overhead, slashing down toward his chest.

      He meets my swing at the last second, metal clanging against metal and sparks flying. My arms wobble against his strength, but I summon enough of my own to shove him back a step. Before I can pull myself up to strike again, a shadow darts out from the tunnel and barrels into his chest, lifting him off his feet and throwing him against the wall.

      There are more, one right after the other in a relentless barrage, and I know the sight of them well. Kaia.

      She hurls shadow forms at the demi’s body long after he goes still, and I let the sword fall from my fingers, bracing my hands against my knees to catch my breath.

      “Thieran,” she screams, leaving the demi to his fate and rushing to my side. “Elora. You’re all right.”

      “I think so,” I say, breathless. “How did you find me?”

      She opens her mouth to answer, but Thieran bursts in before she can, crossing quickly to my side and wrapping me up in his arms. When I wince, he pulls back, eyes roving over me from head to toe and zeroing in on the widening patch of blood over my stomach.

      “Would it really kill you to stay safe behind the veil?”

      He slides his arm around my waist, lifting my shirt with his free hand and inspecting the wound weeping blood.

      “Probably,” I say, but he doesn’t smile or shake his head at me, his brow creasing into a deeper frown. His eyes are trained on my side, and I follow his gaze, but nothing looks out of place to me. “What’s the matter?”

      “It should be healing,” he says, prodding around the edges of the wound. “Knitting together. You should be cursing through the pain of it. But you aren’t.”

      “I’m not that much of a baby, Thieran. It’s not even that deep.”

      But now that he’s mentioned it, I can’t help but notice I feel nothing beyond the ache of the wound itself. No deep rending below the skin where my godhood should be making me whole again. There’s pain in the healing—immortality must claim its price—but right now I feel nothing but a dull surface-level pain.

      “Maybe it’s the powder.”

      Thieran peers into my face. “What powder?”

      “The…” I sway on my feet and reach out to grip his forearm. “The…” I try again, but I can’t pull the right words together to explain. “Thieran?”

      “What is it, little one?”

      “I need you to catch me.”

      Then I slip into the darkness fighting to claim me.
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      “I told you to call for me if you needed something.”

      Thieran rushes across the dining room, grunting when I smack his hand away before he can reach out to grip my elbow.

      “And I told you I’m not a child. I’m perfectly healed, and I feel fine. It’s been two full days, Thieran,” I say to his answering frown. “My wound healed as it should. There’s no lingering pain. And Kaia checked to make sure nothing was left behind that shouldn’t have been.”

      Kaia looks up from her spot at the table, setting down her cup of tea. “No trace of anyone else’s powers or magick,” she confirms.

      “I still don’t like the idea that it took so long in the first place,” he grumbles, trailing closely behind me and holding out my chair.

      I swallow a sigh and let him baby me just a bit, tilting my head for him to brush a kiss against my temple before he takes his seat at the head of the table.

      “It should never take that long for an immortal to heal from a wound like that. Minutes at most.”

      “So you’ve said. I think it was that powder. It addled all my senses, even dampened my powers.”

      His frown deepens, and one forms between Kaia’s brows as well.

      “I’ve never heard of poppy powder before,” she says, reaching for her teacup again. “I know Lucidas sometimes uses poppies to influence dreams, and mortals will use them to create sleeping draughts for themselves. But I’ve never heard of them affecting a god in any way. Putting them to sleep.”

      “I don’t like it,” Thieran says, reaching for my hand.

      I didn’t enjoy it myself. The sensation of being cut off from my powers, of being rendered unconscious with no way to stop it. Of feeling completely, helplessly mortal. It was as unsettling then as it is now, the sensation slithering up my spine until I can’t help but shiver.

      “Can we create something to counter it?”

      “If we know how they created it, perhaps we could,” Kaia says, staring into her tea. “But I don’t know how to make poppy powder. I can’t imagine it’s as simple as drying the petals and grinding them down. There has to be more to it than that.”

      “Poppies grow all over Lucidas’s territory. We could pick some, try our hand at it. ”

      Thieran sighs at my suggestion, leaning back in his chair so a servant can set his breakfast in front of him. “I wish I’d gotten more from them when I judged them.”

      “There was nothing to indicate who they were working for?”

      I know the answer before he speaks it. We’ve been going around and around on this topic since I woke in our bed yesterday. We are as in the dark now as we were then.

      He shakes his head, cutting into his egg so the yolk oozes into his bacon. “Whoever hired them was careful. They thought their plot through well enough to know I’d be able to search their memories should they end up here. And I looked until their eyes bled.”

      “Then we’ll just have to find the information some other way,” Kaia says.

      “It creates so many more questions, and we had enough before.” I sigh. “How did they know to search for me in Learia’s territory? Who’s behind it all? The demi kept referring to a she. Iluna? Sabiya? Melena?”

      Thieran bites off a mouthful of bacon, chewing it thoughtfully. “What news from your spies?” he asks Kaia.

      “Nothing more from Cath. He’s only managed to share Iluna’s bed twice since we last spoke. All he had to report was she seemed to be in a worse mood than usual and physical with it.”

      I grimace at the implication.

      “I managed to slip someone into Sabiya’s household, but not Lucidas’s. I could still try, but I’m not sure if you want to risk it at this point,” she adds, sliding her gaze to me.

      “More information will always be better.” I lift my shoulder at Thieran’s scowl. “That doesn’t become less true because of what happened. We know nothing of poppy powder or why it seems to slow a god’s healing or dampen their powers. Lucidas might have the answers.”

      I glance at Thieran, whose mouth has thinned into a hard line. “Whoever is behind this, we know they have more weapons and knowledge in their arsenal than we do. We need to arm ourselves with as much as we can.”

      “She’s right,” Kaia says. “I’ll work on finding an opening in Lucidas’s temple. His high priest has a fondness for redheads. I’ll start there.”

      She pushes back from the table, leaving Thieran and me alone in the dining room. It’s later than he normally takes breakfast, but I’ve been sleeping more than usual since we came back from the caves.

      It’s sweet he waits for me, but I know he does it because he doesn’t like to be away from me for more than a few moments. Even doing his most recent judgments, he came back to check on me between each one, never gone for more than five minutes at a time.

      It might eventually become smothering, but right now there is comfort in his presence.

      “The demigod, you’re sure you didn’t recognize him?”

      He throws his napkin down beside his plate, but I know his frustration is not with me. It’s just another unanswered question, and unanswered questions are bringing us uncomfortably in line with danger we cannot see coming.

      “I’m sure. And Basal let him drink from the Grense before he could be judged, so we have no memories to sift through at all. He is a shell of nothing who doesn’t even know why he’s sitting in a pitch-black cave tied to a chair.”

      I hear the disappointment in his voice. Half the point of eternal torture for those in Síra is the mental toll as much as the physical pain. He wants them to remember why they’re being punished. He wants them to regret with no way to escape it.

      “He mentioned his father. That, coupled with the poppy powder, would make me think Lucidas.”

      “It would make anyone think Lucidas. But in all his years, he’s only sired three demis as far as I know. All of them women.”

      “A secret son, then?”

      Thieran shakes his head. “I don’t know. I wish I did.”

      Rising, I hold out my hand to him. He takes it, pulling me against his side once he stands.

      “Walk with me,” I say. “I could use the fresh air.”

      He doesn’t shift with me. He refuses, claiming I’m still too delicate, that he wants to be careful. But he does conjure a cloak around my shoulders, lacing our fingers and drawing me down the hallway and beyond the main stairs.

      We push through a side door onto the wide balcony. The same one I used to guide my way when I tried to make my escape all those months ago.

      The wind whips tendrils of hair loose from my braid to tickle my cheeks, and I close my eyes against it. Being in the Shadow Realm and by Thieran’s side, I feel at peace, at home in a way I’ve never experienced before.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, his eyes trained on my face when I meet his gaze.

      “For what?”

      “It seems I’ve failed to protect you at every turn. Each attempt only creates more problems.”

      “That’s because you’re forgetting something.” I move to face him, the wind at my back.

      “What is that?”

      I reach for his arm, pushing the sleeve of his robes up to reveal his godmark and then doing the same with my own.

      “Tell me again why our godmarks are so similar.”

      “Because we are fated.” He traces a finger over the winding pattern of vines. “Made for each other.”

      “For a few months or years?”

      His brows draw together. “No. Forever. I think that’s why you were able to cross the veil. More than your latent godhood, the veil recognized you as part of me. As I am a part of you.”

      Smiling, I twist my hand and grip his forearm, pressing our marks together and sighing when they warm, that warmth radiating up my arm and into my chest, blooming bright with promise.

      “That’s what you keep forgetting.”

      “That we’re fated?” He lifts a brow. “I could hardly forget that.”

      “No, that we’re in this together. You are a part of me as I am a part of you,” I say, borrowing his words. “We will protect each other. Whatever comes, I will be by your side.”

      He tugs me forward, tilting my chin up with his opposite hand. “As my queen.”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      “Is it what you want?”

      I consider it. The title, the responsibilities, the expectations. I would endure worse to be by Thieran’s side.

      “I want you. And everything that comes with it. Even if it means we have to wage war to get it.”

      Wrapping his hand around my throat, he brings his mouth down to meet mine, flicking my lower lip with his tongue until I open for him. He deepens the kiss by degrees, moaning softly when I ghost my teeth over his top lip, my fingernails digging into the skin of his forearm when he applies pressure to my throat.

      “Marry me,” he whispers against my lips.

      “Before or after the war?”

      He growls, nipping my lip, and I grin. “You are terrible. You might at least try having a healthy amount of fear. It could be good for you.”

      “Fear is not a weakness. But there’s no sense giving in to it before you need to. For now I’ll lay low while we decide what to do and get the answers we need. When we’re ready, we’ll make our move. Not before.”

      “So confident,” he murmurs, giving me another kiss, his tongue teasing mine. “I think I might actually enjoy watching you in battle.”

      “I’m very good with my hands.”

      He grins, flexing his fingers on my throat. “Are you? Would you like to show me how good at the hot springs?”

      “I would lo—”

      A folded slip of parchment appears on the railing beside us, and Thieran frowns, releasing my throat to reach for it. He turns it over in his hand, and we both see the royal seal at the same time, his body going rigid beside me.

      It could be nothing. It’s not entirely unheard of for the king to send his brother a message. But after the week we’ve had, the sight of the lightning bolt crossed over the scepter in red wax tightens my chest and constricts my throat.

      Breaking the seal, he scans it, eyes darting over the page. When he mutters a curse under his breath, I crane my neck to read it over his shoulder.

      Brother, you’ve been keeping something from me. I think it’s high time we had a little family meeting. I expect you in Fontoss for dinner tonight.

      The last line makes my blood run cold, and I snatch the parchment from Thieran’s hand to read it through a second, then a third time. The look on his face when I finally drag my eyes away from the king’s looping script tells me I haven’t misread.

      Bring the girl.
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      Dear Reader,

      That’s a wrap, friends! I had so much fun writing this, watching Elora come into her powers and learn to love this new version of herself while she fights for what’s important to her.

      And you! I am so appreciative of you and so glad you’re here. Thank you, from the tips of my toes for reading. I hope you enjoyed this book as much as I did.

      Don’t miss the final installment, Legacy of Gods and Ruin! You can purchase it by visiting https://pipereaston.com/logar/.

      If you enjoyed this book, I would really appreciate a little more of your time in the form of a review on Goodreads or Amazon or wherever you purchased it.

      For exclusive bonus content, early chapters, behind the scenes sneak peeks, early cover reveals, and more, subscribe on Patreon.

      

      With love and gratitude,

      Piper
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