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Dear Reader,

Please be aware that Legacy of Gods and Ruin contains content that may be triggering for some. For a list of content warnings, please see the next page.
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PRONUNCIATION GUIDE


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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CHAPTER ONE
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The Fates spin lies. They give mortals the illusion of choice, making them believe they have the power to control their own destiny. But mortal lives are nothing but a game to gods.

And while my mortality was also an illusion, I can’t help but feel like I have been maneuvered into place. Manipulated by the will of beings far beyond my comprehension for nothing more than their amusement.

I conjure a dagger to hand and flip the blade between my fingers while the wind whistles through the craggy peaks and whips around me. Thieran has refused to bring me to Síra, but today it feels like the only place in the Shadow Realm that fits my mood and quiets my thoughts.

I haven’t descended into its depths. Yet. I’m not so reckless as to go alone without knowing exactly what waits for me below. But I would welcome the release of this pent-up energy inside me, clawing at my insides. I’ll have to do my best to convince Thieran I’m ready and make him take me. Soon.

The screams of the damned enduring their torture float up from the endless black and join the symphony of the wind. It manages to be soothing in its own way.

I feel a tug in my center. Thieran’s looking for me. He would be displeased to know I’ve shifted at all so soon after waking from my healing sleep, let alone so close to the souls he insists are not safe.

Our connection grows stronger by the day, but there was something different about it when I woke yesterday. Like his heartbeat is louder and his thoughts clearer when I touch him. He’s nervous for me, for us. And there’s fear and anger there too.

His thoughts mirror my own, but I cannot let them overtake me. There is too much to do, too much to survive for me to waste time thinking about things we have not yet encountered. We have enough to deal with already.

At the sensation of another sharp tug, I shift back to the palace. Our room is empty, the bed neatly made, my robe draped precisely over the end instead of where I left it in a heap on the floor before getting dressed this morning.

Crossing into the sitting room, I stop short. The letter is tossed in the middle of the table; however, it has been anything but carelessly discarded. The edges of the parchment are bent, the creases worn, the wax seal cracked and flaking.

It’s only been a few hours since the king’s summons arrived, but it’s been read dozens of times. Passed hand to hand over murmured curses and whispered questions.

What does it mean? Does the king know? Was he behind the abduction? Should we be readying for war sooner than we thought?

More questions with no answers. We had enough already. We hardly needed more.

The doorknob rattles moments before Thieran enters, and the crease between his brows immediately relents when he sees me.

“I’ve been looking for you. Were you here this whole time?”

“No. I was…out.”

He stops in front of me and breathes in deeply, like he might be able to smell the sulfur and ash on my clothes even though I only stood on the cliffs.

“You didn’t cross the veil, did you?”

Drawing my arms around me in defense against the inevitable whisper of panic down my spine, I squeeze my eyes shut and shake my head.

“I don’t think I’ll be doing that alone again until we have more answers than questions.”

He looks pleased by my reply, and that shouldn’t be a surprise. He’s been trying to keep me locked behind the veil since we met.

When he takes a step closer, I tilt my head up for a kiss, but he only brushes his lips over my forehead, sliding his hands around my back and drawing me in against his chest. I sigh, pressing my ear to his sternum to listen to the steady beat of his heart.

I would welcome the distraction he could give me, give both of us, with our bodies. I’d love nothing more than to arch under the exploration of his lips and fingers and tongue and forget everything looming over us for a while.

But he is still treating me like precious glass. It doesn’t matter how well I feel, how strong my powers are now that the effects of the powder have worn off, how confident I am he has nothing to worry about.

And though it’s only been a little more than two days since I woke, I worry there is more to his refusal and his coddling than worry for my health.

“I—”

A knock sounds on the door, and Thieran releases me to answer it, stepping back to allow Kaia into the room. She looks between us, unable to hide the worry on her face.

“I thought you’d be dressed by now. You’ll want to leave soon.”

“I’m just going to wear the gown you conjured for the winter ball,” I say. “It won’t take me long to get ready.”

“You can’t,” she insists, her tone horrified.

“Why not?”

“Because,” she replies as if I’ve just suggested showing up for dinner with the king naked. “What if they recognize the gown from the ball and realize you were there?”

I force myself not to roll my eyes at how ridiculous that sounds. “What if they just think Thieran makes all his lovers wear the same gown?”

Thieran scoffs and crosses his arms over his chest, pinning me with an arch look. “I agree with Kaia on this. You need a new gown.”

“There were hundreds of people at that ball, and the king barely looked at me. And it wasn’t even me he was looking at. I hardly doubt he’ll remember what dress I was wearing.”

“The queen might. She’s a shrewd eye, and considering how closely they seem to be conspiring lately, it’s best not to take any chances,” Kaia adds.

“Fine. Just”—I wave a hand over my middle—“do whatever you want.”

Kaia cants her head, looking me up and down as she considers. With a flick of her wrist and a swirl of her fingers, the soft leather of my breeches gives way to smooth velvet, and my corset pinches as it tightens around my ribs.

Sheer lace climbs the bodice, covering my breasts and settling around my throat before winding down my arms to my wrists. My braid lifts from my shoulder, and I feel the weight of my hair twist around my crown until it finally settles.

It’s a disconcerting feeling being dressed like a doll, but the look on Thieran’s face makes it all worth it. His eyes are hungry as they drag over my body from head to toe, the corner of his mouth lifting when his gaze lingers over my breasts and lips.

“Perfection,” he breathes, and his tone makes me ache with need. If only he’d make good on it.

Smoothing my hands down my sides and over my hips, I inhale sharply and cross to the mirror in the far corner of the bedroom. I’d be much more comfortable facing the king of the gods in my usual tunic and breeches, but Thieran insisted a gown was a more fitting choice. And I see the merit in playing the king’s game.

Thieran follows behind, and when I finally see what he does, my breath catches in the back of my throat.

I look…regal. My hair is braided and twisted around the top of my head so it looks as if I’m wearing a crown, and the lace covering my chest does nothing to hide the low scooped neckline or the generous swell of my breasts against it.

It’s not tight to my thighs like the one I wore to the winter ball, instead flowing out from my waist in yards of velvet overlaid with the same lace covering my chest and arms.

Thieran moves closer, circling one arm around my waist and splaying his hand over my stomach to pull me back against him. His thumb brushes the underside of my breast while he leans down to kiss my jaw, and in the next breath, I see an actual crown nestled among the braids.

The ornate silver twists in and around itself so it looks like intersecting vines forming an inverted V. Black and white diamonds are inlaid across the headpiece, and a large black diamond graces the point hovering above the middle of my forehead.

“I don’t think me showing up in a crown sends the right message that I’m not a threat,” I tell him.

“No. This is just for us. A preview of what you’ll look like when you claim your rightful place for all of Acaria to see.” He drops his voice, his breath hot on my cheek. “And when you’re well again, I intend to fuck you wearing this. Wearing only this.”

The thought raises goosebumps on my arms, but before I can tell him he could fuck me wearing only this crown right now, Kaia clears her throat from the doorway, making me jump. Thieran chuckles as heat rises to my cheeks and steps away.

When I turn from the mirror, he is dressed in the same silver-edged robes he wore to his feast day bonfire and the ball. I gesture to him with a huff.

“Why does he get to wear the same thing and be comfortable?”

“Because men are irritating.”

Kaia’s matter-of-fact tone makes me laugh, loosening the knot of nerves slowly taking root in my belly. But when she reaches out a hand to brush it down my arm, I jerk away, the knot tightening again. She’s reminded me of a single rule that cannot be broken tonight.

“The king can’t touch me.” I look from Thieran to Kaia and back. “If he does, he’ll sense my power.”

“What do you mean, he’ll sense your power?”

The tone of Kaia’s question makes me think this is yet another thing that sets me apart from the rest of the gods. I reach for her hand, and immediately, her palm warms in mine, the cool rush of her power singing up my arm and through my shoulder until I’m alight.

Her eyes widen and her mouth drops open. She gives my hand a soft squeeze and the power pulses.

“When we went to Talvi, I thought it was just your power fighting against the shift, or perhaps nerves.”

“I thought I could only feel it with Thieran until then,” I say, releasing her hand. “But it happened again when I brushed up against a young demigoddess in Colleita. And with the demi who took me in Dremen. Although it was so weak, he didn’t even notice.”

Thieran holds out a hand to me, and when I lay my palm against his, the power surges through me this time. It’s not a soft and gentle breeze like it was with Kaia. It’s a gale, warming my whole body in an instant, the scent of him wrapping around me until I can hardly tell the difference between us.

“It’s more with you,” I assure him, reaching up to smooth the crease forming between his brows and tracing my fingertip along the outline of his jaw. “But it’s no small thing. He can’t touch me.”

“Don’t worry, little one,” he murmurs, skimming the fingers of his free hand up my back to my neck and tilting my head up. “I won’t let him get close enough to touch you. Tonight or any night after.”

“You should go so you’re not late,” Kaia says, worry-filled eyes darting between us. “Thieran,” she adds when he wraps his arm around my waist, nodding to me.

He sighs, reaching up to carefully pluck the crown from my head and setting it on the little table by my side of the bed.

“Soon,” he promises, drawing me in against him and pressing his lips to mine even as he shifts us to the gardens behind the palace in Fontoss.
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CHAPTER TWO
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It’s dark, the light from the torches lining the palace wall barely reaching the edge of the gardens. We’re wrapped in shadows, but even if we weren’t, there is no one in this part of the grounds to find us.

The blooms hang heavy on their stems, and I hear the faint sound of a bubbling fountain from somewhere deeper in the garden. This would be romantic if not for my heart beating furiously behind my ribs.

Thieran still has me crushed to his chest, his arms tightening when a noise sounds to our left. The branches of a bush five steps in front of us rustle and shake and then slowly part to reveal a large peacock, its tail dragging behind.

When it sees us, it gives one loud squawk before unfolding massive wings. Pushing off the ground in one powerful thrust, it lands on a nearby tree, looking down at us with what can only be described as utter disdain.

“That’s new,” Thieran mutters, running his hand down my back and around my hip, lacing his fingers with mine.

“Are you sure they should see us like this?” I ask, holding up our joined hands. “Maybe he’ll see me as less of a threat if we introduce me as your…pet.” The word is thick and uncomfortable in my throat. “We don’t know if he knows about my godhood. He might not. The letter didn’t⁠—”

“You want me to deny you?” His voice is laced with surprise but also hurt.

“I would like to keep the king from declaring war against us for as long as we can.”

He glances at the palace when a flash of shadow darkens one of the windows, then back at my face. With a kiss to my knuckles, he tucks my hand into the crook of his arm and leads me around the side of the palace.

His heartbeat steadies beside mine. He’s surer now, less anxious. But this has done nothing to dull my own anxiety. I am not ready for this. We were supposed to have more time, more information, more warning.

I wanted to feel more prepared, stronger, surer of myself. Instead I can barely breathe around the tightness in my chest, hardly think beyond the flurry of thoughts about what the king will do if my hopeful assumptions are wrong and he does know the truth about me. Will he let me leave?

Thieran wouldn’t let him keep me. He would fight for me with everything he has. And that worries me as much as anything. Whatever this dinner brings, I will protect him, whatever the cost. However much he may not want me to.

The palace’s front entrance is quiet tonight, unlike it was for the ball. No clamoring mortals eager to get a glimpse of their favorite gods, no demi soldiers lining the tall stone walls. The golden gate is closed to visitors, metal gleaming in the torchlight.

Two servants swing the doors wide for us when we climb the steps. Both give slight bows, but neither makes eye contact. The front hall is dead silent, the whisper of fabric and footsteps the only sounds echoing into the vaulted ceiling.

A maidservant wearing royal red and white waits for us at the end of the hall, dropping into a curtsy as we approach. But when Thieran makes to go right, she turns in the opposite direction instead.

“What’s wrong?” I whisper, pressing into Thieran’s side as the dread in my stomach grows, radiating through the rest of my body until I’m tingling from the top of my head to the tips of my toes.

“The formal dining room is the other way. Which could mean…”

He doesn’t finish his thought, mouth thinning into a hard line as we follow the woman down one hallway and then another. If we didn’t have the ability to shift anywhere in a blink, I’d be worried about getting lost in the maze of this place and never being able to find my way out again.

“Which could mean what?”

But he doesn’t have to answer because our next turn takes us into a dining room with a large oval table surrounded by eight high-backed chairs with red velvet cushions. The table is ornately laid with hand-painted porcelain dishes and cut glass goblets. Tall candelabras spear up from the center of the table, flanked by flowers on either side, and the candlelight sparkles off the polished silver.

It’s beautiful, but it’s far too intimate to be used for formal occasions. A family dinner indeed. In their private dining room.

A door at the back of the room opens, and my heart squeezes painfully. Thieran must sense it, wrapping an arm around my waist and dropping a kiss to the top of my head. But it isn’t the king and queen who enter, only a servant carrying a bottle of wine.

Another follows, moving to the table and pulling out a chair with an expectant bow in my direction. Thieran nods, releasing me, and I move to take my place, reaching for his hand as soon as he sits. The servant fills our glasses, and they both leave, drowning the room in silence again. Or perhaps I simply can’t hear anything over the blood rushing through my ears.

“You’re shaking,” he points out, squeezing my fingers tight.

“I might manage to be less nervous if you didn’t look like you’ve just delivered me to the gallows.”

He opens his mouth to speak but is interrupted by the opening of a door in the opposite corner, one I didn’t even realize was there.

The king enters first, dressed in the same gold robes and red sashes I saw him in for the winter ball. Kaia was right. Men really are irritating.

His gaze sweeps over me, appraising and calculating, and I have to force myself not to shrink away from him just as I did at the ball. Even without knowing all I know about him, he would make me wary. The sinister glint in his eyes would give even the bravest of mortals pause.

He stops just inside the door and turns, hand extended. A moment later the queen appears, laying her hand in her husband’s. She’s visibly pregnant now, the curve of her belly apparent under the loose fit of her gown.

A lady rushes in behind her, pulling out the queen’s chair and setting a padded stool on the floor under the table. The king helps the queen to sit, dropping a kiss that looks more practiced than natural on the top of her head before taking his seat at the head of the table.

He’s so close I could reach out and touch him, and Thieran gives my violently trembling fingers another squeeze. I need to breathe, or I will never make it through an entire dinner without giving something away.

“No need to be nervous,” the king says as the servants return to pour wine for them both. “I don’t bite.”

Thieran tenses beside me, and I tighten my grip on his hand.

“I don’t mean to be nervous, your grace. But I’ve never had dinner with the king of the gods before.”

He smiles, full of himself, and takes a sip of wine. “We are delighted you accepted our invitation.”

“As if you gave us much of a choice,” Thieran mumbles as the servants lay a first course of sickly green-colored soup and perfectly round bread rolls.

“Thieran, you’re looking well this evening,” the king says, ignoring Thieran’s outburst and the angry crease between his brow.

“As opposed to what?”

The queen picks up her spoon and I do the same, but I can’t bring myself to dunk it into the bowl.

“Don’t start so early, brother. Otherwise it’ll be a tediously unpleasant evening.”

“Summoning us here has already made it an unpleasant evening,” Thieran replies, ignoring me when I pinch his thigh. “What do you want?”

“Can’t I just want to see my brother for a few hours without scores of people watching us and judging every move made and word uttered?”

“No,” Thieran says flatly. “You can’t. I doubt anyone could change that much.”

I pinch him again, and he grabs my hand, trapping it against his leg. I have no idea what he’s doing or why he’s intentionally trying to rile the king by starting an argument. The plan for tonight was to play along for a few hours, find out what the king knows, and leave without starting a war.

It’s been less than five minutes, and already Thieran is picking a fight. And what’s worse, the king is rising to the bait.

“I know it looks awful,” the queen says, easing some of the growing tension. “But it really is quite good. The soup,” she adds when I only blink at her. “A puréed vegetable soup with lots of spinach. I crave it nearly daily.”

To prove it, she spoons up a big bite and watches me until I do the same. It tastes better than it looks, salty and earthy, with hints of thyme and basil.

Thieran loosens his grip as the room descends into a stiff, uncomfortable silence, and I pinch him again before withdrawing my hand to my lap. He shoots me a sidelong glance, and I raise a brow, giving him a little shake of my head. He scowls down into the soup he still hasn’t tasted.

I take only a few more bites before the servants come to replace the soup with a small roasted bird and root vegetables. It smells heavenly, making my mouth water and my stomach grumble despite the nerves.

“Are you enjoying your time in the Shadow Realm… Pardon me,” the king says with a charming smile. “But we haven’t been formally introduced, and I don’t know your name.”

Thieran sucks his teeth so hard I’m tempted to kick him under the table, but instead I return the king’s smile and swallow around the lump in my throat.

“Elora, your grace. And yes, I’ve enjoyed my stay in the Shadow Realm quite a lot.”

“A beautiful name,” the queen says, her head tilted as she studies me. She gives the air of someone soft and demure, but I see the cold appraisal in her gaze. “It sounds southern. Are you from the south?”

Thieran sits back in his chair ever so slightly, his nod subtle. We discussed this part, how much to share with them. Keep the details vague but honest about my life as a mortal. It’s impossible to know what the king may or may not know about me, and we don’t want to give him too much.

“I am, your grace. I was born in the territory of the Goddess of Nightmares.”

“Learia’s lands are wonderful,” the queen says with a soft smile. “Lots of open space for the…cows, is it?”

“Pigs,” I reply. “Most farmers in the area raise pigs.”

She gives a knowing nod, popping a bite of meat into her mouth and chewing slowly. “Pigs. Of course. My memory doesn’t seem to be what it used to,” she adds, gesturing to her belly.

The king reaches over and lays a gentle hand over the bump. It’s the first time all evening the smile on his face has been genuine, and Thieran and I share a look. After hearing the prophecy at the ball and then the one from Melena foretold for me before my birth, I know my fate is somehow entwined with the babe the queen carries.

And it’s hardly difficult to guess what the king would do to me if he thought I was in any way a danger to his child.

The queen lays her hand over the king’s, and in a finger snap, the spell is broken. His smile falters and he slowly withdraws, leaning back in his chair as the servants clear this course and bring in a lavishly decorated pie that smells of tarragon and rosemary.

Kaia says the king and queen have been spending more time together behind closed doors and the king has ordered his wife go everywhere with a guard for her own protection. But it appears he may be more concerned with the child inside her than the queen herself.

“I’m curious,” the king says once the pie has been sliced up and served and the servants disappear once more. “How exactly did you come to be in the Shadow Realm in the first place? It must be quite the story.”

His gaze swings from me to Thieran and back, and I lay the fork I’ve just picked up beside my plate again, offering what I hope is a polite smile.

“It’s not as interesting as it might seem,” I assure him. “I followed a deer into the forest and was attacked by a beast who wanted my prize more than I did. I thought I was stumbling back toward my cottage, but I ended up beyond the veil instead.”

The king sits forward, bracing his elbows on the edge of the table. But he isn’t looking at me; he’s looking at Thieran.

“It’s more interesting than you might think,” he says. “Since mortals aren’t permitted to cross the veil.”

My breath lodges itself in my throat. Is the king saying he thinks I’m nothing more than a mortal who was able to wander beyond the veil against the odds, or is he hoping to trip me up and catch me in a lie?

“An anomaly I’ve been trying to decipher,” Thieran lies when his brother only stares and waits.

“An anomaly you should have told me about,” the king admonishes. “If something is wrong with the veil, I⁠—”

“There’s nothing wrong with the veil.”

The king gestures to me, eyebrows raised. “Then how do you explain this? You cannot have mortals beyond the veil, Thieran. It disrupts the balance between us.”

Thieran’s laugh is cold and derisive. “When have you ever cared about balance, brother? About the right and the wrong of it all?”

“Of course I care. I’m king.”

“Please.” Thieran snorts. “You cannot lie to me. I know you too well for that.”

Scowling, the king sits back in his chair, resting his elbows on the arms and steepling his fingers in front of his chest.

“I would advise you to watch what you say to me, brother.”

Every word is laced with warning, but Thieran doesn’t heed it, setting his wineglass down with a loud thunk.

“I haven’t taken orders from you in centuries. I don’t intend to start now. What happens beyond the veil, in my realm, is none of your concern. It never has been, and it never will be.”

“I am the king.”

“Of this domain.” Thieran gestures with a wide sweep of his arm. “You and Acaria can have each other. The Shadow Realm is mine. In it, I am king.” His brother flinches at the word, and Thieran’s responding grin is wolfish. “I rule my realm, and I neither need nor want your advice.”

He sneers it, and in response, the king’s lip curls back over his teeth.

“You always did fancy yourself more important than you are.”

“Funny,” Thieran replies with a condescending tilt of his head. “That’s not what you said to me when you begged me to sign the treaty.”

The king shoots to his feet and Thieran does the same, but I move to block Thieran’s advance at the same time the queen steps in front of her husband, planting both hands firmly on his chest.

“Mind yourself, brother,” the king snaps. “Our history may be long, but my patience for your attitude is short.”

“This is me minding myself. You’re lucky we even came tonight.”

“What are you doing?” I mutter so only Thieran can hear. “Stop baiting him.”

He spares me a single glance, but he doesn’t listen.

“What you have always failed to realize is I’m not afraid of you, and I’m not fooled by you. I know precisely who you are and what you are capable of.”

I grip Thieran’s arm, silently begging him to stop as the queen presses harder against the king’s chest to keep him from advancing further.

“Then that is your mistake. Keep your mortal pet.”

The look he shoots me is similar to the one Iluna had when she first saw me in the library. Disgust mixed with contempt.

“But,” the king says, dragging his gaze away from me. “You would be a fool to underestimate me. Because I know everything, and my knowledge only grows by the day.”

Thieran takes my hand, gripping it so tightly it feels like he might crush my bones into splinters. The king’s gaze drops to where Thieran’s fingers are laced with mine, and a sinister grin splits his full mouth.

“I haven’t forgotten how easy it is to break you. Or how to find out exactly what will do the job.”

Dread leeches the warmth from my body, and a fresh buzzing in my ears drowns out whatever the queen says to her husband that has his gaze shifting to her face.

But Thieran doesn’t speak, doesn’t acknowledge his brother’s thinly veiled threat. He shifts us back to the Shadow Realm, reaching for me when I step away.

“He’s going to try his best to kill me,” I whisper into the dark, arms cinched tight around my middle. “And gods help us when he discovers why that’s not possible.”

“He has no reason to kill you.”

Even without being able to see his face, I know he doesn’t believe it either. Whether the king thinks me a mortal or no, he will use me to bring Thieran to heel if that’s what it takes. If there wasn’t a target on my back before, there certainly is one now.

I can’t die. But there’s nothing to stop the king from trying his best over and over for eternity.

“What was it you said to me once? Death is not the only way someone can be lost to you forever?”

He closes the distance I’ve put between us in quick strides, wrapping his arms around my shoulders and hugging me tight to his chest. His heartbeat is erratic, at odds with the soothing promise in his voice.

“I will never let him hurt you.”

“It’s not me I’m worried about.”

He tenses, but only for a moment, relaxing again as he glides his hands along my shoulders, down my arms, and back up. He cradles my neck in his palm, and I start to warm, my muscles loosening and my eyelids growing heavy.

“We should talk to Kaia and the others. Tell them everything the king said. See if they can help us make sense of it.”

The words are thick on my tongue, my mouth dry. The more power Thieran wraps around me, the more I feel as if I haven’t slept in weeks, exhaustion swamping me.

He’s using his power to calm me, to make me sleepy, and I don’t know how to stop him.

“You need to rest,” he says against my ear, breath tickling my cheek.

“Thieran,” I murmur. “Stop it.”

The sensation of his power making me numb to everything, pushing me closer and closer to unconsciousness, feels the same as when I was dosed with poppy powder. And I hate it.

I hate that, just like with the demi who took me, I seem unable to do anything about it. I hate that Thieran is doing this to me in some misguided attempt to take care of me.

When I sway on my feet, he scoops me into his arms and carries me from the sitting room into the bedroom, laying me down on the bed and undressing me with a wave of his hands over my body.

“He will never touch you,” Thieran vows, voice fierce and sure as he tugs the covers up to my chin and leans down to kiss my forehead. “But he slipped up tonight. And that is his mistake and our gain.”

I want to ask how the king slipped up, what exactly he said to make Thieran think we have the upper hand when the king all but threatened to kill me to punish Thieran and bring him in line. I want to scream at him for overpowering me and leaving me helpless. But he smooths fingertips down the side of my neck, and the overwhelming urge to sleep washes over me.

“I love you,” Thieran whispers in my ear. “Whatever comes, that will always be true.”
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Ishould perhaps feel guilty for sending Elora into sleep when we got home last night. But I don’t. Just as I don’t feel guilty for urging her to sleep longer this morning when I slid out of bed, coaxing her back into dreams with a kiss to the forehead and a gentle push of my power. It’s effortless, given how deep our connection is.

She’ll be angry with me when she wakes. But she needs the rest—it’s only been three days since she was taken, drugged, and badly wounded—and I needed the time to work through the events of dinner with my brother.

He does indeed know how to hurt me. It’s likely his greatest skill. Knowing how to inflict the most pain on the people closest to him in order to get what he wants.

But I have the advantage of knowledge and time. I know how my brother is, and I will never let my guard down enough to give him an opportunity to take what is dearest to me ever again.

Kaia appears at the top of the stairs coming from her rooms as I move to climb them, and I wait until she joins me at the bottom.

“You’re up earlier than you have been the last few days.”

“I have plenty to disturb my sleep after last night.”

She freezes, her topaz skirts swirling about her legs. “What happened? I suspect if he knew her for a goddess, half the dark court would be here right now, wondering why we’re at war with the high court again.”

“He assumed her to be a mortal. A mark in our favor, I suppose, since it gives us more time to plan and to find out what he and the queen are up to.”

“But there’s something else. Something that’s bothering you.”

I make a noise low in my throat, giving a curt nod as I clasp my hands behind my back. “Yes. There’s something else.”

We pause outside the dining room, the table already laid, fire roaring in the large hearth with welcoming pops and cracks. It’s not dissimilar to my brother’s private dining room, though it accommodates more people and is decidedly less ostentatious.

I wouldn’t call it welcoming, draped in black and silver with dark depictions of the Shadow Realm hanging on the walls, but it is home, and it is mine. As Elora is. I will not let the king threaten either.

Motioning Kaia into the room ahead of me, I take my seat at the head of the table and wait for the servants to set a steaming plate of bread and fresh butter on the table and leave before speaking.

“He said he knows everything.”

Kaia snorts. “That is hardly news. He’s thought that for years. He’s wrong, but it doesn’t stop him from believing it.”

“I agree. But then he said his knowledge grows daily.”

She pauses in the buttering of her bread before slowly finishing and laying it delicately on the edge of her plate without taking a bite.

“You think he has his own spies.”

It isn’t a question because it was likely her first thought as well.

I nod. “And I think whoever is responsible for kidnapping Elora is one of them.”

Mouth thinning into a hard line, Kaia breaks off the corner of her bread, popping it into her mouth and chewing thoughtfully. The servants return with full plates, setting them down with gentle clinks that echo in the silence before disappearing again.

I ignore my bacon and eggs in favor of watching Kaia’s face. I want to know if her theory mirrors my own.

“You already have a suspect in mind.” Again, not a question.

“I do,” I confirm. “Do you?”

She picks up her fork, the tines hovering over the soft, gooey center of her egg, but sets it down without touching her food.

“Iluna.” She sighs. A heavy, sad sound. “She’s the only one who makes sense. The only one who knew Elora was here when we all thought she was only a mortal.”

“Yes,” I agree. “It would appear she’s chosen a different side this time around.”

Kaia flinches. I sympathize with the disappointment on her face, but I respect the anger. Iluna’s betrayal will not go unanswered, and Kaia will stand by my side on this.

“We have to be sure before we go hurling accusations. If we’re wrong”—though her tone suggests she knows we aren’t, as I do—“we’ll cause more problems that we don’t need.”

“That’s where Cath comes in. Any word from him?”

“I’m expecting an update sometime today. How does Elora feel about all of this?”

“Angry. Furious, even.”

Elora stands in the doorway, fists braced on her hips. Dressed in her usual tunic and breeches with a corset cinched tight over top, she looks every bit the warrior queen I envision her to be, especially with her hair unbound and falling in loose waves to her waist.

I love when she leaves her hair free. Love twisting my fingers through it and burying my nose in it and wrapping it around my hand while I thrust deep inside her. Though right now it looks as if she’ll stab me with the dagger strapped to her thigh if I get close enough to do any of those things.

“Morning, little one.”

“Don’t morning, little one me,” she snaps, stalking across the dining room and stopping beside my chair. She drills a finger into my chest for emphasis when she asks, “How dare you do that?”

“You needed the rest.”

“What I need is some basic fucking respect.”

“I’m sorry. I must be missing something,” Kaia says.

Elora pivots to face Kaia, jaw clenching and unclenching as if she is deciding whether to have this out in front of a friend. When she turns her gaze back to me, it’s brimming with anger and barely leashed restraint.

“I need to speak to you,” she forces out. “Alone.”

“I’m not going to apologize for doing what I felt was necessary to take care of you.”

Elora studies me for a long moment, anger growing as her gaze flicks to Kaia before settling back on my face with a curt nod.

“Fine. You want to do this here? Let’s do this here. How is rendering me unconscious taking care of me?”

Kaia’s mouth drops open, and I straighten under their harsh stares.

“It’s only been a few days since⁠—”

“And I have told you repeatedly that I am well. My body is healed. Are we in this together or not? Because what you did to me was no better than the demi who took me.”

My eyes narrow on her face, but she does not relent. “I would say it’s quite different.”

“You would, but it isn’t. You robbed me of my choice, Thieran.”

The first prickles of guilt rise across my arms.

“You’ve spent so much time telling me you didn’t want to have to hide me behind the veil forever, and now, at the first hint of trouble, you’re shoving me into the shadows. Do you trust me to stand by your side in this or not?”

I reach for her hand, but she pulls away, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Of course I do. But I⁠—”

“There are no buts. Either you trust me or you don’t. Either you let me in all the way or not at all.”

“You’re asking me to risk you,” I say.

Just the thought of it slices me open. Twice I have been forced to carry her lifeless body back to the palace. To endure the agonizing wait while she slowly healed herself, worried she might never wake again.

“No.” She shakes her head. “I’m asking you to treat me as an equal.”

Her words and the hint of hurt in them succeed in having guilt coil tight in my stomach and unfurl outward. Guilt is not an emotion I am accustomed to, and I dislike it. But I dislike the look on her face and the pain in her voice more.

“You’re right,” I say, ignoring Kaia’s grunt of surprise. “I shouldn’t have manipulated you that way. Eat, and we’ll discuss it.”

At my invitation, the door opens, and a servant rushes forth with a full plate for Elora. She takes her seat to my right, painstakingly unfolding the napkin beside her plate and laying it over her lap. Back straight, she reaches for her fork and spears a bite of roasted potato.

“So,” she says carefully. “You were saying?”

“We were saying,” Kaia replies with a look that is equal parts admonishment and disappointment in my direction, “we believe Iluna to be behind this. Since the king thinks you nothing but a mortal.”

Elora nods. “She would make the most sense. And this would be a confirmation, wouldn’t it, that she didn’t see me use my powers in Colleita? What does that really mean, though? Is she for the high court now?”

“Not formally.” I search for the connection formed between us when she gave me her oath all those years ago and find it, threadbare but not severed. “Her oath bond to me remains intact. For now”

“But it would be in everyone’s best interests if we know for sure.”

“And I’d like to hear it from her own lips,” I say. “I want the why of it.”

“Maybe she just really hates mortals,” Elora mutters into her tea.

“Hardly a new development,” I reply. “Certainly not one to go starting a war over.”

“And besides, something has been poking at the Shadow Realm for decades.”

Elora’s brows wing up at Kaia’s admission, and she slowly sets her tea back down on the table. This isn’t a topic we’ve had a lot of time to discuss between meeting with Melena, learning of the prophecy, and then her kidnapping. I’m not sure I would go so far as to say I have purposely withheld this information from her. But I have not freely offered it up either.

“Decades?”

“Mostly manageable,” I tell her. “Especially once I bound my powers to it. But shortly before you arrived, it had gotten worse. The only thing that worked was feeding the realm my blood on a near daily basis, and even that never held for long.”

“How long before I arrived?”

“About a year?” I look to Kaia, who nods her confirmation. “Give or take a few months.”

“That’s not exactly a short window of time.”

I lift a shoulder. “It is when you live forever.”

Huffing out a humorless laugh, she takes another bite of potatoes, brows drawing together as she considers this new piece of information.

“Decades is a long time to hold a grudge, to attack you while giving nothing away.”

“You have no idea the pettiness of gods,” I tell her.

Her eyebrows lift. “Who better to know than mortals who are so often the target of a god’s bad temper?”

I let the accusation hang in the silence, and Kaia drops her gaze to her lap. Elora isn’t wrong. The gods have never viewed mortals very highly. Certainly not as equals. Though some, like Kaia, treat them with more respect than others.

“Why waste time digging for proof Iluna is behind this?” Elora wonders. “Why not just confront her?”

“Because if we’re wrong and she has nothing to do with this, we’ve made an enemy where there wasn’t one before.”

“Or if she’s behind some of it and not this, she’ll change tactics and we’ll have to start fresh. All right,” Elora concedes.

“I’m expecting a letter from the spy in her household later today,” Kaia says. “We’ll know more then. And I found someone for Lucidas’s temple as well. She’s meant to start serving tomorrow.”

“Good. Lucidas and his involvement in all this is yet another headache we have to deal with. And if we lose him to the high court, we’ll certainly lose Learia as well. They’re too close to be on opposing sides.”

“You really think both Iluna and Lucidas might have betrayed you?” Kaia’s question is soft, and I hear the dismay and disbelief in it. “After everything?”

“I don’t know.” I shake my head. “I would hope not, but I will not compromise Elora’s safety by giving either of them the benefit of the doubt. So we’ll collect our information and see what we see.”

“And hope the high court doesn’t claim allies we can’t afford to lose.”
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Thieran sucks his teeth and mutters something under his breath when I miss deflecting one of Kaia’s shadow forms and it grazes my cheek. The thick red welts heal before my next breath, but that doesn’t stop Thieran’s muttering.

He hasn’t been silent for more than a heartbeat since joining us in the forest beyond the palace to watch me train. If he doesn’t shut up, I’m tempted to send the next thing Kaia lobs at me right into his big mouth.

Kaia seizes on my distraction, spinning left, this time hurling a fireball at my head. I draw water from the air until I feel like I’m floating in it and send a shower of it to douse the flames. With a flick of my wrist, I turn the water droplets into ice and launch them back at her like daggers.

Nearly all of them fall victim to her shield, but one manages to make it past, razing a scratch along her arm. Her smile is wider than mine at the sight of the wound, the pride on her face evident that I’ve landed a blow.

We’ve trained harder in recent days, with nothing else to do but wait to hear from Kaia’s spies. I’m not sure which thing has contributed to Thieran’s dark mood more. The fact we haven’t heard anything useful in the last three days or the fact I insisted on resuming a rigorous training schedule.

I can tell he would rather I be safe behind the palace walls, tucked under some blankets beside the fire. But even if sitting around all day doing nothing was in my nature, I cannot afford to now. We are readying for war, whether the rest of the gods know it yet or not, and I will not be the weak link in our defense against the king and his high court.

“That’s very good,” Kaia shouts from her spot across the wide clearing. “Let’s go again. This time I want you to use the terrain to your advantage.” She gestures to the surrounding trees, conjuring a ball of flame in her palm. “Your environment can be just as useful as your powers when you know how to use them.”

I study the black, spindly trunks of the Shadow Realm’s trees. They’re thinner in this grove than they are near the veil. Most of them are no thicker than my thigh, growing crooked and bent from the dark earth. Their thin, angled branches have a long reach, tangling with the trees around them until they look like a single mass. If there was any sunlight, they’d block it out.

They’re not thick enough to hide behind, but could be useful for distractions. And I do just that with the one over Kaia’s right shoulder, setting it on fire with a commanding thought instead of a fireball. I’m best with the element water, but fire is a close second.

Flames crawl over the branches from one tree to the next. I know they won’t consume the forest. Between the three of us, we won’t let it. But Kaia is caught off guard by the quickly spreading fire, and I knock her back with a blast of wind before she recovers and shoots snaking shadow forms from her hands.

They dance in and around the flames, crawling over them and speeding toward me. The more I deflect, the more she sends—and the bigger they get. I’ve seen the damage they can do when she conjures them at full force, and I know what she uses on me is a fraction of that. They hurt when they land, but they don’t melt the flesh from my bones.

The fire grows enough I can feel the heat of it, leaping from branch to branch and closing us in a growing circle. I call water down from the sky to put out the worst of it, and Kaia uses my misplaced focus to catch me by surprise.

This shadow form punches right into my stomach, doubling me over and dropping me to my knees. The burn is the worst I’ve felt from her thus far, and as much as it hurts, I welcome it. While the burn heals, I shove my hand into the dirt.

But before I can command the earth to split and rumble and throw Kaia off her feet, Thieran steps into my line of sight. The instant he does, the trees are made whole again, and a writhing shield of black smoke surrounds me on all sides.

“What are you doing?” I ask, pushing to my feet and pressing a palm against the smoke. It does not yield.

“I think that’s enough for today.”

Kaia’s sigh is deep as she makes her way over to us, and I again try to push through Thieran’s shield.

“Get this off me, Thieran. Now.”

The smoke disappears, and he takes a step toward me, halting when I hold up my hand.

“I’m only looking out for your well-being,” he says, eyes going hard.

“No, you are making yourself feel better by babying me.”

“I could tell you were beginning to tire. You need re⁠—”

“If you say I need rest one more time, I swear I will carve your tongue from your skull in the most painful way I know how.”

“I’ll leave the two of you to…work through this,” Kaia decides.

“No. Stay,” I tell her. “I need a moment alone. Perhaps you can talk some sense into him.” I point a finger when he takes a step forward. “Don’t follow me.”

I leave the two of them in the middle of the forest and shift to the tallest mountain peak in the realm. Dropping to the stone, I flop back with a huff, my legs dangling over the edge of the sheer cliff face. This peak sits closer to Meren than it does to Síra, and the clinking sound of chains and tools floats up and mingles with the faint sound of tortured screams.

There is nothing to block the wind at this altitude, and it washes over my body like water, raising goosebumps on my arms and chest. But something colder sinks deep into my bones and curls around my heart.

Thieran may be overprotective and annoying with it, but the more distance we have from my kidnapping and the slow way my body healed, the more I wonder if it’s more than that. If maybe there was something he saw in me when I bared the worst secrets of my past to Melena. Secrets I’m not sure I ever intended him to know.

Those are my broken pieces. And however much he likes to tell me I am not broken, he’s seen them for himself now. And he has not treated me the same since.

The realization, the truth of what it might mean, is gutting. And I hate it. Every morning, he is out of bed before me. Every night, he comes to bed late, and every time, he brushes off my advances with a reminder that I need my rest. All of it carves away at my heart.

He sees me differently now. And I’m not altogether sure he likes what he sees.

I sense him before he arrives on the rock beside me, an ability Kaia wants to see if I can hone to use against any god. To sense their presence under a glamour or the use of their power. An advantage in battle.

“Go away.”

“You shouldn’t be so close to Síra. Or Meren.”

“I might as well be down there with them for all the freedom you’ve given me. If you wanted to go back to keeping me prisoner, Thieran, why not just chain me up in a dungeon somewhere? Or lock me in the tower again.”

“I’m not keeping you prisoner.”

I snort, but the sound is lost in the wind. “What would you call it?”

He sinks to the rock beside me, reaching out to trace a fingertip along my jaw and dropping his hand when I jerk away.

“If I tell you the truth, you’ll only be angrier with me.”

“There will be things in this life you cannot protect me from. If this is what the Fates have designed for me, there will be no outrunning it. Like Melena hiding me away, it will only prolong the inevitable.”

“What would you have me do?”

“Trust that I know myself better than you do. That I know what I’m capable of.”

“It isn’t about what you’re capable of.”

The way he says it tightens my stomach and feels like a confirmation of all my fears. That what he’s learned about me has irrevocably changed how he sees me and we can never go back to what we had before.

“Is that why you won’t touch me?”

He jerks, brow furrowing. “What? I do touch you. All the time. I⁠—”

“You don’t,” I assure him, hating the tremble in my voice. “Not since that meeting with Melena. You baby me, you coddle me, you hover over me like a worried mother hen. But you don’t touch me like you want me. Like you love me.”

I clear the tears from my throat, annoyed with them. “If you don’t want that between us anymore after everything you’ve learned about my past, then I can learn to live with that. But I need you to say it plainly and stop torturing me.”

“Elora.” When I don’t look at him, he grips my chin and forces my face to his. “Is that what you really think? That there is anything I could learn about you that would make me not want you anymore?”

“I’m not sure what else I’m supposed to think.”

“Perhaps that I can’t get the images that have seared themselves into my mind to go away? The images of everything you told Melena. Perhaps that I hate that I couldn’t protect you from the life you lived.”

“How were you supposed to protect me? You didn’t even know I existed.”

“That doesn’t stop the wanting, little one.” Hand still cradling my chin, Thieran presses his lips to mine. “It doesn’t erase the guilt or the rage. If I had even an inkling you were out there waiting for me, I would have laid waste to all of Acaria to find you.”

“I need you to stop treating me like a breakable thing, Thieran.” I trace my fingertips down his jaw and around his lips. “I need to know you still want me. That we’re in this together. I need you to show me.”

He could shift us anywhere else, but he doesn’t, instead easing me onto my back and covering my body with his. A chill whispers over my skin, spurred on both by the wind and the anticipation of his touch.

Skimming his hand down the front of my corset, he pauses at the bottom, fingertips brushing the laces but not loosening them.

“If I hurt you…”

“You can’t hurt me. I heal just fine.”

His icy gaze is so intense I feel my body warming from the core, the heat spreading out and up until the cool breeze no longer registers.

“It’s not your body I’m worried about.”

Tangling my fingers in his hair, I bring his face even with mine, our lips barely brushing.

“I need you, and I need this. Please,” I add when he hesitates.

In the span of half a heartbeat, he decides, claiming my lips while his fingers make slow work of my laces. I like that he is undressing me, taking his time with it. He could have us both naked in a finger snap, but I want this methodical exploration, this slow undoing, as much as I want him.

I don’t just need the taking; I need the wanting too.

He loosens my corset enough to pull it off over my head, followed by my tunic, and then his mouth descends on my breast, his tongue swirling over my nipple until it is hard and aching. Once he’s teased it to a needy peak, he pulls back, allowing the breeze to blow over it and harden it even further.

He smiles when I arch against the pain, lowering his head and showering my other nipple with the same attention while his hands work open the tie of my breeches. When I lift my hips in invitation, he peels them off, his mouth releasing my nipple with a pop.

“How could you ever doubt I want you?” he wonders, trailing his lips down the valley of my breasts and over the flat plane of my stomach.

Settling between my thighs, he hooks one leg over his shoulder and pushes my other knee wide, baring my pussy to him. I’m already wet for him, and he grins at the sight, looking up at me as he spreads me with his fingers and flicks his tongue against my clit.

I hiss in a sharp breath, hips rocking in a silent plea for more.

“I’m just beginning to see the error of my thinking.”

“Only just?”

He drags his tongue up the length of my slit and wraps his lips around my clit, sucking roughly as he slides one long finger inside me, pumping it deep.

“It’s becoming ever clearer.”

Adding another finger, he grins at my throaty groan, curling them up to drag against that sensitive spot inside me as he pulls out and pushes in again. His tongue and teeth continue to assault my clit while he pumps in and out at a steady pace, pushing me higher and higher as the wind buffets our bodies.

The entire time his fingers are inside me and his mouth is fused to my clit, his eyes never leave mine, and I cannot look away. I feel the heat and the pressure and the pleasure of him from head to toe, though he only touches a small part of me.

I need more of him. I want the weight of him pressing me into the stone, the fullness of him buried deep inside me, the rough sound of his breath in my ear as he loses himself.

“Thieran. More.”

He obliges, though not in the way I mean, speeding up the thrusts of his fingers, adding a third, his teeth grazing my clit until I’m writhing and desperate for him.

His eyes are a silent command. He knows what I want, and he will not give it to me until I give him what he wants first. An orgasm. At least one. Perhaps more, given the glint in his eye. He is a dam broken, and now I am at his mercy.

My favorite place to be.

“That’s it, little one,” he croons as my hips rock in time to the thrust of his fingers.

He coaxes me higher, sensing the building orgasm in the clench of my pussy around his fingers and using it to his advantage. Dragging ruthlessly against that sensitive spot inside me until I am a bowstring pulled taut, barely able to breathe as my orgasm races down my spine and consumes me until I am gasping for breath and scrambling for purchase on the stone beneath me.

Wasting no time on allowing me my own slow exploration, he dispels his clothes and grips me by the hips, pulling me up and repositioning me on my hands and knees. I drop my head with a groan as he slides inside me, covering my body with his and dropping a kiss to my shoulder.

“Mine.”

He growls the single word in my ear, and all I can do is nod as he sits up and shoves his cock as deep as he can with one powerful thrust. The scrape of the rock on my hands and knees barely registers as he pounds into me relentlessly.

It will heal before we’ve dressed again, but I will not forget the way Thieran gave me exactly what I needed simply because I asked it of him.

He leans forward again, reaching around me to pinch my nipple between two fingers, twisting it and groaning low in his throat when my pussy clenches in response.

“Good girl,” he praises, pumping me harder, twisting my nipple again. “You’re going to come on my cock.”

The gruff command in his voice makes me shudder, and he tightens his grip on my nipple as he works his cock in and out of me.

“Now, Elora.”

The words are rough, needy, and I know he’s as close as I am. Part of me wants to hold back, to deny him what he’s demanded of me just to see what he will do. But he’s given me what I want, used me in exactly the way I need, and I am more than happy to oblige his own demands.

Arching back against him, hips slamming into his as he claims me, I give over to the orgasm coursing through me, dropping my head as I scream his name.

But he doesn’t relent, doesn’t slow his pace. Instead he wraps his hand around my braid and pulls me to my knees. Cinching his other hand around my waist, he snakes his fingers down to rub my clit, still furiously filling me over and over, his breath hot on my cheek.

“That was perfect. You are perfect,” he assures me. “One more, and I’ll take you back to the palace so we can start all over again.”

I groan, attempting uselessly to push his hand away. But he holds me fast, his fingers setting a punishing pace against my clit, forcing me up and up, my body on fire from his touch.

He grazes my earlobe with his teeth when he feels me clench around him again.

“That’s it,” he whispers, voice hoarse. “Give me what I want.”

I don’t have a choice, not when he clamps my clit between two fingers and pinches, thrusting deep when he does. My release is like lightning, filling up my body with light and power until I feel nothing else but Thieran and the way he touches me.

When he empties himself inside me, the only thing that keeps me from sliding bonelessly to the ground is his arm still fitted snug around my waist, holding me against his chest.

“Again?” he asks, breath coming in shallow pants.

It takes all the energy I have to chuckle and swat at his arm. He conjures our clothes around us and sits back against the nearest rock, pulling me into his lap and burying his nose in the nape of my neck.

“You are everything to me in every way imaginable. I’m sorry you ever doubted that for a second. And I would do whatever you ask of me to prove it to you.”

Relaxing back against him, I trace the edges of his godmark with my fingertip, smiling softly at the way it warms under my skin.

“What about an oath?”

“An oath.” His arms tighten around my middle, and he’s frowning when I turn to face him. “An oath would be⁠—”

“Like a favor.” I nod. “I know.”

He shakes his head, capturing the end of my braid and twisting the strands around his fingers.

“It’s true favors between gods and mortals are oaths in their way. A request made and granted for a specific situation. Once the favor is fulfilled, the duty is done, and the tie is severed. Oaths between gods can be as simple as that or more complicated. Like the oath I have with my court.”

“The bond you said you could still feel with Iluna.”

He nods, frown deepening. “Right. But it would be more between you and I, because we’re fated.”

“More how?”

His brow smooths and his eyes meet mine. “It would be forever. Unbreakable.”

“So if I asked you to make an oath to never look at another woman, mortal or otherwise, again?”

He chuckles, his mouth quirking up at one corner. “You really are quite jealous, aren’t you?”

I sniff and shove at his shoulder. “I am not jealous.”

“Mmm,” he murmurs, clearly disagreeing. “If I were to take such an oath, then I would never again look at another woman. Kaia might find that off-putting.”

“And you could never break it?”

“No.”

Thieran’s fingers dance over my palms and wrists while I consider. An unbreakable oath between us, one that exists for an eternity, is a weighty thing. I would have to choose my words carefully, make certain there were no unforeseen consequences decades or centuries in the future.

The idea I might choose the wrong oath, that I might bind him to something that would be impossible to keep, gnaws at my insides. There’s a risk he could resent me in the future when he tires of an oath he cannot break and the one who forced him to make it.

And do I want his loyalty simply because he’s bound by an oath? I’d rather it be his choice. I want him to choose to have me stand beside him and not behind. I want to know he expects us to rule the Shadow Realm together as equals. How will I know that’s what is truly in his heart if the only thing binding him to his word is an oath?

I slip my hand into his and give it a squeeze. “I’ll have to think on the perfect oath,” I say. “If I’m going to bind your words for eternity, I want them to be the right ones.”

He presses a kiss to my temple.

“I would give you whatever words you ask for. You are the only thing I really care about.”

Far beyond an oath or his touch, that is what I needed most from him. That I mean as much to him as he means to me. That we are in this together.

Pushing to my feet, I hold my hand out to him, smiling when he rises and wraps an arm around my waist, pulling me in against his side.

“I believe I promised another bout. Sweaty and naked, and I mean to take my time with it.” His hand drops to my ass and squeezes. “With you.”

I laugh as he shifts us back to the palace, but we are not alone when we appear in the hallway outside our sitting room. Lucidas is standing between us and the door, hands clasped behind his back as his eyes drift from Thieran to me.

“So the rumors are true, then?”

Thieran tightens his grip on me when I move to step away.

“Which rumors are those?”

“That you’ve a mortal living beyond the veil.”

“It would appear so. Is there something you needed?” Thieran asks after a beat.

“I think the high court is up to something.” Lucidas darts a glance at me. “And I think you should know about it.”
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Ilook beyond Lucidas to the sitting room door. But I don’t want to meet with him in our rooms. I’ve come to regard them as a sanctuary for Elora and myself, and I would not disturb that peace. Not even for whatever Lucidas has to say about the high court.

Instead I give him a curt nod and turn back down the hall, leading them both to a nearby parlor. Elora has taken to using this room for a bit of quiet when she wants to read or think. She tries to wriggle out of my grip as we move to the couch, but I hold her fast.

The look on her face as Lucidas takes his seat says she expects me to ask her to leave. But her words at breakfast the other day about wanting to stand beside me in this and those from earlier about thinking she is anything but the most important thing to me ring in my ears.

Whatever Lucidas has to say will be shared with her anyway. Better she hear it for herself and be able to ask her own questions. My brother already knows of her importance to me, whether he suspects her for a goddess or not, and that makes her a target for all I wish it didn’t.

The sooner my court knows where Elora stands in my life, the better we can all protect her. Assuming Lucidas is one I can trust with such a task.

When I sink onto the couch and pull Elora down next to me, Lucidas’s brows shoot up.

“I had hoped to speak to you alone.”

I gesture absently in the space between us. “There is nothing you can say to me that Elora cannot hear. You said you had suspicions of the high court?”

He hesitates, fingers tapping on the arm of the chair, and Elora is tense beside me.

“I don’t have all day, Lucidas.”

Relenting, his gaze slides from Elora to me. “I think the high court has slipped a spy into my temple.”

Elora stiffens, and I give her shoulder a squeeze. It’s unlikely both my brother and I have positioned spies in Lucidas’s household. Either the God of Sleep is trying to fool me with this confession, or he genuinely thinks there is a spy and has assumed it isn’t mine.

“What makes you think you’ve a spy among your staff?”

“A new girl started a few days ago.”

I cock a brow. “And? That hardly seems noteworthy.”

“Normally I would agree,” he replies, fingers resuming their tapping. “But she’s become quite cozy with a temple priest. Seems an awfully fast pairing.”

“Perhaps she is just a woman who knows what she wants and doesn’t waste time in getting it for herself,” Elora says, and Lucidas shoots her a look of irritation before his face smooths again.

“I suppose that is always a possibility, but considering…”

I watch him closely as he chooses his next words, rubbing circles over Elora’s shoulder as she grips her hands tightly in her lap.

“Considering what I’ve recently learned about Iluna, I think the Goddess of Night might be colluding with the high court.”

“Even if that were true, what leave would it give the king to be suspicious of you?” I wonder.

He shoves to his feet and moves to the window, peering down at the waving grass below. He paces a moment, lost in thought, but just as I lose my patience with his silence, he speaks.

“Near to a year ago, Iluna came to me and asked me for access to my forest to harvest rubra berries. They grow in thick bushes deep enough beyond the tree line the light barely reaches and mist crawls the ground.”

“What would she need rubra berries for?”

Lucidas glances up at Elora’s question, then goes back to studying the landscape. “She claimed she wanted to make a tincture with them.”

“She wanted to make a tincture with poisonous berries?” I ask with a frown.

“That is what she said.” He clasps his hands behind his back. “I asked her the very same question. She said she had a way to distill it that removes the poison, and then it serves to make one drowsy, addled. I told her I could give her some poppy elixir for all that, but she insisted she wanted to brew her own.”

Elora’s hand drops to my thigh and squeezes. A tincture that makes people drowsy and addled. It could be poppy powder. A name Iluna devised to cover her tracks. Kaia hasn’t been able to recreate the powder using poppies or any of her usual methods. If the secret is rubra berries instead of poppies, that could make all the difference.

“What is she using this tincture for?” Elora asks.

Shrugging, he returns to his seat and conjures a glass of liquor, holding it out to me in offering. When I shake my head, he downs it in one swallow and refills it.

“Something about it being better than ambrosia.”

Ambrosia. The closest gods can get to feeling drunk. But even in large amounts, ambrosia has never affected a god the way poppy powder affected Elora. Making it a weapon rather than a means of pleasure.

“That makes the disturbing things I’ve been hearing of late make more sense to me,” I say. “But I’m not sure what Iluna and her desire for poisoned berries has to do with the high court.”

Lucidas eyes me, twirling the glass around on his knee so the amber liquid catches the firelight. I see the debate waging in his eyes between wanting to know what rumors may be circling about him and what suspicions he has come to relay.

In the end, his curiosity and his ego win out.

“What disturbing things have you heard?”

“That you and Iluna are sleeping together and conjuring things in your forest.”

He doesn’t give me the reaction I expect, his eyes going wide with shock instead of looking everywhere but me out of guilt. Then he scowls, hand tightening on the glass until his knuckles are white.

“I would rather die a thousand deaths than touch Iluna after…” He collects himself, tossing back the second glass of liquor and seemingly debating on a third before dispelling the glass. “Iluna and I haven’t repeated the mistake of sleeping together in decades. And I wouldn’t now. Not after knowing she’s been sleeping with the Goddess of Wisdom and War and doing fuck all knows what else.”

“And that’s why you think there’s a spy in your house? Because Iluna is sleeping with Sabiya?”

Lucidas scoffs at Elora’s question, hand curling into a fist on his knee. “No offense, mortal, but I wouldn’t expect you to understand the history of gods.”

“Careful, Lucidas,” I warn, sliding my hand down the back of Elora’s arm and lacing our fingers.

He straightens in his chair, inclining his head to me.

“A few weeks ago, I cut off Iluna’s access to my forest when I found out she was sharing Sabiya’s bed,” Lucidas replies.

“So you don’t approve of Iluna’s choice of lovers. This sounds more like a quarrel between you and Iluna than anything else.”

Lucidas scoffs. “It’s a fucking mistake to be sure, but it isn’t mine. Iluna is free to embarrass herself as much as she likes.”

I lift a brow. “How do you mean?”

“I may prefer to keep to my own lands, but that does not mean Learia doesn’t force me to listen to all the gossip when she visits.” He makes a face and pinches the bridge of his nose.

“Iluna never could take no for an answer when she got an idea in her head. Whatever that idea may be. Seems like this time it might be that Sabiya is the love of her life. And what a sorry life that would be,” he mutters.

“Not if Sabiya feels the same,” I say, watching him closely.

“You think Sabiya would tie herself to one from the dark court?”

He shakes his head, and I know our thoughts align. On this one thing, at least. Sabiya is likely using Iluna’s infatuation to her advantage, not that it makes the Goddess of Night any less culpable in Elora’s kidnapping or attacking the realm.

But Iluna wears her pride like a shield, and she will crumble if I can prove Sabiya is only using her. It would be the perfect opportunity to remind her whose side she’s supposed to be on and even better leverage to compel her to take another oath, swearing herself not just to me but to Elora and the realm.

An oath I will require from my entire court before I will breathe a word of Elora’s true nature to them. Because if they are on my side, they must be on hers. And the consequences for breaking that oath will be far more swift and severe than they were the first time they made it.

“Even if Sabiya’s feelings for Iluna are true,” Lucidas continues, “if Iluna is willing to fuck Sabiya after everything Sabiya did to us in the war, then I cannot trust her.”

“But what information could Sabiya stand to learn by spying on you?”

“I have no idea. I’ve done nothing but allow Iluna to harvest the cursed berries. But I don’t trust either of them or what they might actually be doing with their prizes. And so this new face in my temple cannot be a coincidence.”

Elora and I share a look. Lucidas’s words ring true to me. I’ve known him long enough to know his tells, know when he’s holding something back.

His hatred of Sabiya runs deep. She showed unimaginable cruelty to his temple priests in the war, torturing them until they were barely recognizable simply because she could and leaving their bodies displayed in the town square. But he and Iluna had a passionate love affair once, and I have no way of knowing which feeling he holds in higher regard.

Wiggling her fingers on my thigh, Elora raises a brow. She could touch Lucidas and know if he’s telling the truth or not. But then he would sense her power. And if he is not on our side, if he is here only to fish for information to pass to Iluna and then to Sabiya, then Elora’s secret and her safety are compromised.

“What do you know of the attacks on the veil?” I ask him.

“I know nothing. Someone has been attacking the veil?”

“From the easternmost edge of Acaria,” Elora informs him.

He jerks upright, pinning me with a searching stare. “From my forest. Fuck. I should have known it was about more than the fucking berries.”

Taking in my blank expression, he looks from me to Elora and back again.

“You can’t really think I had anything to do with that.”

“I’m not entirely sure what to think, Lucidas. Iluna sleeping with the one high court god who hates the dark court more than my brother, you keeping secrets from me about what goes on in the forest meant to shroud the veil from mortals. None of it bodes well for those I thought loyal to me and my cause.”

“I have never been anything but. And I never will be. Why else would I come to you as soon as I suspected a spy in my household?”

“That is an excellent question, isn’t it? Tell me. Would you take another oath if I asked it of you? Swear yourself to me”—I bring Elora’s knuckles to my lips—“and what matters to me?”

“I thought I’d done that already.” Shoving a hand through his hair, he leans his elbows on his knees, concern etched into the lines of his face. “What’s really going on here, Thieran? Should I be preparing for another war?”

“It may well come to that.” I take a deep breath. “And if it does?”

He doesn’t hesitate in his reply.

“I will follow you into every battle.”
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My nose itches. And the distant sound of water dripping echoes in the silence. If my body were still prone to aches and discomfort, I imagine my ass would hurt from sitting cross-legged on this cold stone floor for the better part of an hour.

Kaia jabs my knee with her finger. “You’re not concentrating.”

“I’m trying.”

When I’m met only with silence, I open my eyes to see a single brow raised over dark eyes.

“If this is you trying, we’re doomed.”

“That’s a cheerful thought.” I clap my hands together and begin to rise. “On that note, lesson over!”

“Sit.”

Her voice is quiet but commanding, and I drop back to the floor with a sigh.

“I’d rather be practicing to harness earth. It’s my weakest element.”

“Soon,” she promises, though I hear the doubt in her voice. “This is simply practice, Elora. Not a punishment.”

“It feels like a punishment,” I mutter.

I scan the empty room. The walls are smooth and unblemished. They were not built with bricks of stone but rather constructed from one solid mass stretching from floor to ceiling and end to end of the cavernous room.

The only thing breaking up the endless expanse of wall are the wrought iron bars delineating individual cells. When I told Thieran he might as well lock me up in a dungeon, I didn’t imagine one actually existed below the palace, buried deep in the earth.

It smells like the cave I woke up in, of moss and dirt, though the floor is made of the same unbroken stone as the walls. The cells are bigger than one might expect. I could easily lay flat on the floor in any direction with my arms over my head and not touch the bars or the wall on either side. Either Thieran packed prisoners of war in here like chattel, or he was after beasts far bigger than mortals and demis.

Kaia clears her throat, drawing my gaze. “This is not a punishment,” she repeats. “Besides, we’ve been talking about trying this since you returned from Fontoss. Now is as good a time to practice as any.”

I snort, unmoved by her logic. “I know we talked about it. But either I’m terrible at it, or it’s not possible.”

“Or,” Kaia adds cheerfully, “you’re too distracted to pay proper attention. A problem easily remedied.”

“I have a lot to be distracted by.”

Not an hour after Lucidas returned to Loaren, we met with Kaia and the judges in the war room to share this latest bit of news. We already know Iluna is sleeping with Sabiya, but the revelation of the rubra berries as part of the powder was new, and Kaia was eager to harvest her own from the forest and add it to her recipe.

Where Thieran and I disagree is Lucidas’s sincerity. Thieran has doubts, but I cannot make sense of why the God of Sleep would come to Thieran to confess what he did if he was guilty of conspiring with Iluna and Sabiya to attack the realm. He gained no information from us. He didn’t even ask any questions.

In any case, we compromised on leaving the spy in place since we didn’t tell Lucidas she was ours and she may yet be able to get us information that could prove one of us right.

“See?” Another poke from Kaia’s finger. “Distracted.”

Squaring my shoulders, I sit up straighter. “We could practice with the elements first and then come back and try this again.”

“It pleases me to hear you so adamant about learning to use your powers. It wasn’t all that long ago you wanted nothing to do with them.”

“Things change,” I tell her, shifting under her direct gaze.

“And new powers need to be honed, not ignored.”

“I don’t see how learning to sense when another god wields their powers will help prepare me for the war that is surely coming. If I can better learn to harness earth, I can use it to rumble the ground. Throw people off their feet or swallow them up.”

“A useful skill, to be sure. I’ve only ever seen Melena do such a thing. At a battle in the west. An entire battalion of demi soldiers disappeared into a chasm that closed over top of their screams.”

I squirm at the mention of the goddess who bore me. She has not reached out to Thieran or me since our meeting a fortnight ago. I don’t want her to. I’m certain of it. What would I say? What would she?

We have no more words to exchange. And even if we did, they’d hardly help. She is for the high court, and I am for the dark. I have made my choice, and she has made hers. She might have tried to protect me once, but she does not know me. She will fight against me when the time comes because she is bound by her choice.

It’s best we never meet again. Even if she could teach me more about the origin of my powers than anyone else could.

“Elora,” Kaia says softly. “Where did you go?”

“Nowhere.” I clear my throat, unwilling to admit out loud what I don’t even want to admit to myself. “What were you saying?”

She studies me for a moment, and I wonder if she’s going to push for a real answer, my hands going clammy at the idea.

“I was saying this skill is as important as any other. Because not every battle is fought on a battlefield with brute strength. We need time as much as anything else, and being able to sense power around you without touching it could very well give us that.”

“All right.” I nod, resting my hands on my knees. Let’s try again.”

Her lips curve up in a gentle smile and she mirrors my pose, the fabric of her skirt draped over her lap like a blanket.

“Close your eyes. Take a deep breath in and then out. As with any of your other abilities, you have to know what it feels like. You have to become intimately acquainted with it. Once you are, you can reach for it without thinking.”

Inhaling deep, I search for the kernel of my power in my center and find it instantly. It’s familiar to me now, as natural to me as the air in my lungs and the hair on my head. I would feel empty without it.

The warmth of it flares under my direct attention, like a cat preening in the sun. It is grounding and solid, and the more I focus on it, the more it bubbles and expands, filling me from the top of my head to the tips of my toes.

“Good,” Kaia says, her voice distant and quiet. “Now bring that awareness out. What else do you feel?”

Eyes still closed, I build a picture of the room in my mind. The iron bars to my left and right, a single row of them from floor to ceiling with space no thicker than my wrist between and four stacked in the opposite direction to reinforce and hold them in place.

The light Kaia conjures above fades into shadows and then blackness, so I can only picture half the cells beyond on either side. Behind me are bars made of the same thick iron but with a door in the center. It swung open on creaking hinges when we entered and clanged shut behind us.

The roof, the floor, and the single wall at the back of the cell are all smooth stone. It’s cold to the touch. And something hums in them. Something that reminds me of Thieran’s power.

I don’t know if he’s still actively warding the dungeons or if this is latent power from him and the realm, but I recognize it. And once I place it, the feel of it grows stronger until the image I’ve drawn in my mind seems to glow with it.

I try to place Kaia in the room. I know she’s sitting right in front of me. I’ve felt her power before, cool and crisp like an autumn day. But even knowing she sits scant inches from me, I can’t find her. It’s as if I’m sitting alone in the room.

I’m uncertain how to dig out her center of power and bring it to the forefront of my mind. I push mine out, in and around where she should be, but there’s nothing.

“This isn’t working.”

I huff out a breath, even more annoyed with myself when I see she has fireballs hovering above both palms. Power I should have been able to sense if I could actually do this.

“Maybe this isn’t possible.”

“You’re thinking too much.” She laughs when I wrinkle my nose. “How do you sense Thieran?”

“I don’t know. He’s just…there. I can feel his power in the dungeon. In the stone and the iron.”

Her eyebrows wing up. “Really? Thieran hasn’t warded this place since the war. But you can still feel it?”

“It’s faint, but it’s there. Could be from the Shadow Realm itself. They feel the same sometimes.”

“Hmm.”

“What?”

“I think I know what we’re missing.”

Something in her tone has me narrowing my eyes on her face. “What’s that?”

“I know you’ve expressed not wanting to train with him,” she begins, and I shake my head. “But I think he might be the only one who can help you with this. Your connection is so strong. He might be able to help you get to the root of it and apply that to other power signatures.”

“Or he could just as easily stall my efforts.”

“I would never stand in the way of you using your powers, little one.”

“No one invited you,” I say, keeping my eyes trained on Kaia’s even though her subtle grin makes me want to commit violence. “I’m perfectly capable of learning to do this on my own.”

Ignoring my dismissal, Thieran sits next to me on the ground, crossing his legs in the same fashion.

“Of course you are.” His soothing tone sets my teeth on edge. “But if I can help, I want to.”

“And how do I know you won’t stop me when you get nervous or worried? Like you did in the forest the other day?”

He lays one hand over his heart, the other on my knee. “You have my word, Elora. I will no longer interrupt or hinder your training.”

His words are true. I hear them plainly in his thoughts. And he has been acting differently since our conversation with Lucidas, more open, holding his tongue when he so clearly wants to tell me to rest or be easy.

“Very well. But if you break your word, I will devise a fitting punishment.”

He inclines his head, eyes alight from my threat. “I won’t, but that’s quite the challenge you’re asking me to ignore.”

“It’s not a challenge. It’s a promise.”

His gaze warms, and he snakes his hand up my thigh, gripping it tightly.

“What?”

“You’re stunning when you’re annoyed with me.”

His voice is low and hoarse, and it sends more heat through me than his hand on my leg.

“Then right now I must be radiant.”

He laughs softly, his breath warm on my lips. “You have no idea.”

There’s the familiar spark of his power. As easily recognizable to me as the feel of a blade in my hand. Natural, right. I don’t have to concentrate to know where he is anymore. He is always there, hovering just on the edges of my conscious mind, ready for me to seek him out and call him forth.

“A sweet sentiment,” Kaia says, jerking me out of my thoughts. “Perhaps we could come back to practicing, though.”

Thieran loosens his grip and sits back with a grin while Kaia fluffs her skirts, turning to me.

“What does Thieran feel like?”

My cheeks heat, and Thieran chuckles again.

“His power,” she adds, amusement clear in her voice. “The essence of him. What does it feel like?”

I breathe in deep and exhale slowly, trying to find the blurry line where Thieran ends and I begin. Even before my godhood was revealed and my power fully seated inside me, I could often sense Thieran coming into a room.

It unnerved me at first, but then it became so natural I hardly noticed. Like a gentle breeze stirring over your neck on a hot day, unsurprising and entirely welcome.

But he does feel different. Where my power is warm and calming, his is energy sizzling through me. However subtle, he raises the hair on my arms and stirs fire in my blood.

“He feels like lightning.” I look at Kaia. “But is that the fated bond or my ability to recognize his power?”

“I don’t know. Let’s test the theory. Close your eyes to start.”

I follow her command, eyes fluttering closed, and feel Thieran’s presence slide against mine and settle. Smiling at the reassuring solidness of him, I take another deep breath and reach out into the room around me again, this time looking for that specific feeling.

Building the picture of the space in my mind, I still can’t bring Kaia into focus, but there’s something there that wasn’t before. A thick column floating in midair. It hovers a few inches off the ground, and when I poke and prod at it, that same lightning feeling zips through me.

“Very good,” Kaia murmurs. “Try again.”

The column disappears, and this time I see a swirling mass. Not quite a ball, more like smoke twisting in and around itself, constantly changing shape and density. When I approach it, the zap of lightning hits me in an instant, shooting up my arm and radiating into my chest.

My eyes snap open, and I see my finger hovering just beside one of Kaia’s shadow forms. I yank it back against my chest in time to watch the burn on my fingertip heal.

“I couldn’t see you. But I could see whatever you conjured. First a candle?” She nods. “And then a shadow form.”

It hovers over her palm a moment more, then she closes her fist around it, making it disappear.

“It was like you were drawn to it,” Thieran says, a small frown creasing his brow. “You leaned toward the shadow form the moment she conjured it.”

“It…called to me.”

Thieran and Kaia share a look, and I give Thieran’s arm a shove.

“Don’t leave me out of it now.”

“It’s definitely something I want you to practice with more,” Thieran says. “I’ll help you.” Rising, he reaches down to pull me to my feet. “The more we know about when and how the other side uses their powers, the better off we’ll be.”

“Imagine if she could use this to scan entire battlefields.”

Thieran nods, running a hand up my arm and across the back of my neck. “Traps, wards, whole battalions.”

“But I couldn’t see Kaia,” I remind them both.

“I think you could, though,” Kaia assures me, brushing dirt from her gown. “The things I conjured were more concentrated with fresh power, but it lives inside all of us, as yours does. You should be able to seek that out too. But we’ll try more again another day.”

She rubs a hand over the back of her neck and shifts, leaving Thieran and me alone in the dim light.

“Today’s lesson was as much a distraction for Kaia as it was for me,” I say, looking at the empty spot where Kaia stood. “She’s anxious there’s no news from Cath.”

“About that and more,” he agrees, though he doesn’t elaborate.

“Do you really think Lucidas can’t be trusted after everything he told us?”

“I’m not sure. And he’s not likely to slip up in front of the spy whether he believes she belongs to us or to Sabiya. But I need to know more about Iluna and how she might be involved before I can take anything he says to heart.”

“What if she isn’t involved at all?”

Thieran frowns. “I wish I could believe that.”

I sigh. So do I. But I know enough about Iluna to know she is selfish in the pursuit of what she wants or thinks she is owed. And knowing she was helping gather an ingredient to create the very thing that could have killed me were I not immortal is a sure sign she is more against us than for us.

“We’ll wait a few days more for news from Cath. He seemed to indicate he was close to something in his last letter.” He tips my chin up, pressing a kiss to my lips. “But I need you to promise me something.”

I give him a dubious look. “Promise what?”

“You cannot neglect learning to use this skill for others. You must practice both in equal measure.”

Surprised by his request, I lay my hand over my heart, an echo of his earlier gesture. “You have my word.”

It may be less exciting than learning to open a chasm in the ground to swallow up our enemies, but however boring and seemingly unimportant, every skill learned is an added benefit for our side. And I am determined to learn whatever it takes to make me an asset in this war instead of a liability.
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Ifollow the powerful scent of lavender and rosemary to the room Kaia keeps in the palace for spell and ritual work. She does most of this work in her temple, often with the aid of her most gifted priestesses. But some things are too sensitive to dabble in beyond the veil. Or perhaps sometimes she just likes the peace and quiet.

The room is tucked into a tower on the north side of the palace. Not dissimilar to the tower Elora stayed in when she first arrived, though this one has tall thin windows that let in enough light to move around but not enough to work.

The fire in the hearth helps, as do the dozens of candles she has strewn about the circular room. Some on tables and shelves, others perched on stacks of books, and still more hovering in the air above her head.

Her sleeves are tugged up to her elbows, her hair pinned off her neck, and she has an apron tied around her waist. It would all look very domestic if the cauldron in front of her wasn’t casting a sickly green hue over her features.

“Don’t move,” she tells me when I step into the doorway. “If you disturb the air, you’ll ruin six hours of work.”

I pause to watch her. She stirs the brew she’s working on three times one way, then nine times the other before dropping in an inky black hunk of something with a viscous plop. The mixture bubbles and steams, rising from the cauldron and obscuring her delicate features.

She stirs it again. Nine times one way and three times another this time and then waits. The liquid slowly changes color, going from bright green to blue to violet, steaming and bubbling all the while. When the last of the color gives way to smoky gray, she grabs a mortar and pestle off her cluttered workbench and upends the contents into the cauldron.

It hisses and pops before going silent. Kaia watches it a moment longer, then heaves the mortar and pestle across the room, stopping it before it makes contact with the wall with a flick of her wrist and bringing it back to rest gently on the edge of the table.

“I take it this batch didn’t work either.”

She scowls at me, waving a hand over the cauldron so the liquid disappears and the iron looks shiny and clean.

“It’s supposed to go gold. Elora said the powder was gold.”

“Perhaps it goes gold when it dries.”

Stoppering bottles and rearranging them on a long shelf behind her, she shakes her head. “I tried that three batches ago.”

I pick up a poppy flower and twist the stem between my fingers. “Perhaps you should try something else?”

She glares at me over her shoulder, lip curled back in a snarl. “I’m doing my best, Thieran. Seventeen potions, seventeen failures. Why don’t you try?”

“My talents lie elsewhere.”

“Yes.” She sniffs, snatching the flower from my hand and setting it in a jug of water with the rest. “They do. So don’t lecture me about mine.”

I sigh. I am as frustrated by her lack of progress as she is, as affected by her sour mood over it as I am Elora’s, as annoyed with the lack of good information from Cath about Iluna and her doings.

My patience thins, and I am eager for information I can use to remind Iluna who Sabiya really is and why she cannot trust the Goddess of Wisdom and War. But I can do nothing but wait and encourage Kaia in her creation of weapons we can use against my brother.

“I did not mean to insinuate you don’t know what you’re doing. Is there something I can do to help? Something I can get for you to speed the process along?”

“What I really need is a pair of fresh eyes, someone who could look at this from a different angle with me. My best priestess is⁠—”

“No.”

Kaia’s mouth twists into a pinched frown, and she reaches up to roughly shove the pins holding her hair in place in tighter.

“I may not be able to do it alone. There’s something I’m not seeing that someone else might.”

“I understand, and I sympathize with your frustration, but too many people know too much already. No one else, living or dead, can know about this. At least not right now.”

“I would trust her with my life, but you’re probably right. It isn’t worth the risk.” Kaia crosses her arms, tapping her fingers on her bicep. “Even with the addition of the rubra berries, there’s something missing. I had another idea that might work, though. If I can collect enough wendrel bark to test a few more batches.”

“Wendrels grow along the western corner of the forest.”

“Yes. But the ones I want grow in the north. In Xarin’s territory.”

I raise a brow. “And the God of Fire is fine with you maiming his trees?”

She shrugs, and I huff out a laugh. “I never said I was asking permission.”

“While we wait for new developments on the poppy powder, what news from your spies?”

“I’ve had a letter from Cath just this morning,” she says. “There is discord brewing between Iluna and Sabiya. He’s hoping he can use it to his advantage.” She brushes at her forehead. “The reports out of Fontoss continue to be more of the same. The king and queen spend a lot of time together. When they’re not together, she’s followed closely by demi guards loyal to the king.”

“And Sabiya and Lucidas?”

“Sabiya has been busy readying for her feast days. She appears to be making quite the fuss this year.”

“Something to be worried about?”

“I don’t think so. Like most of the gods, she delights in making her feast days about her and not her people. I think she’s just reveling in all the extra attention. But I’ll tell my spy to take extra care, keep a closer watch.”

Tugging her sleeves down to her wrists and smoothing the fabric, she steps out from behind the table. “Lucidas is the tricky one. He guards his privacy like a greedy wolf guards prey, and he’s cautious now that he knows what she is. She’s had to do far too much with Lucidas’s high priest for far too little. She’s come away with nothing more than temple gossip, really.”

I frown. “Perhaps leaving her in was a mistake?”

Kaia shakes her head, fingering a poppy petal. “I’ve known her a long time. If anyone could find out something useful in a household so tight-lipped, it’s her.”

I frown. “I’m curious.”

“About what?”

“How you managed to amass such a vast network of spies throughout Acaria without my knowing.”

“I’m capable of doing a great many things without you knowing, Thieran,” Kaia replies.

“I’m aware. But this doesn’t seem like something you would normally keep from me. How many are there really? And how long have you been working with them?”

“About a dozen. Perhaps closer to two. I don’t count them like coin.” She waves a hand in the air. “And I’ve been working with nearly all of them for several decades.”

“Decades?”

She shrugs at the surprise in my tone. “Many years ago, I had a dream. So vivid. I didn’t realize until recently it coincided with Elora’s birth.” She swings her gaze to me, and I feel the weight of it settle around my shoulders. “I’ve been preparing since then.”

I take a halting step forward. “A dream about what?”

She opens her mouth to speak, then closes it again, shaking her head. “That’s not nearly as important as the information we’re currently gathering and figuring out this powder.” She gestures at her workbench. “I think the berries and the wendrel bark will be exactly the thing. I just have to get the amounts right.”

I let her change the subject. I’ll push it later if I have to. Assuming I want to know whatever put that haunted look in her eyes. She isn’t an oracle, but she had enough visions and dreams that came to pass during the war that I wouldn’t doubt whatever it was she had to say.

“Perhaps your spy can lean on Lucidas’s priest a little harder.”

“Leaning is quite a few steps down from what she’s doing now,” she mumbles. “And she’s very good at her craft.” She laughs at the wry look on my face. “I like to be prepared for any eventuality.”

“I’m realizing that very thing.” My gaze drifts to the bottles of all shapes and sizes lined up neatly on the shelf behind her, then to the large leather-bound tome sitting on a stand beneath. “Is that why you helped my brother develop a potion that could strip any of us of our powers?”

She flinches like I’ve slapped her, eyes trained on my feet instead of my face. “How many more times do you want me to apologize for that?”

“I’ve heard apologies enough. It was a stupid thing to do, that much is for certain. To put that kind of power into my brother’s hands.”

“Yes. It was. But I loved him then. I trusted him,” she says softly. “I was young and dumb with it. And as I told you, we never had cause to use it. We bested the Ancients before it was necessary. It may not even work.”

“Or it does, and he’s spent the last few centuries perfecting the technique to use it against me.”

Her hands curl into fists. “I wouldn’t let that happen.”

“I know.”

“I’ve already started thinking of ways we could protect against it if he did try.” She moves to her book and begins flipping through it. “Shields we can weave through our powers. Or some kind of physical protection we can wear. Like an amulet.”

“That’s a good start. But I want more than that.”

She looks up at me, hand holding a page mid-flip. “More than what? More than protection?”

“Can you recreate it?”

Her eyes drop to the book, then dart back up to my face. “Recreate the potion that could drain any of our powers?”

“Yes.”

She thinks about it for a long moment, and I see the cold calculation in her eyes.

“I believe I could.”

“Do it then. As much as I’d like to know about poppy powder, to create some for ourselves as another tool against them, this is more important. If this is a weapon my brother wields, I want to make sure we have access to it as well.”

She lays the page flat and runs her hands down the parchment before taking a deep breath. “I’ll get started on it right away.”

“Good.” I turn to the narrow window and cross my arms over my chest. “And I want Cath to deliver his next update in person.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to motivate him properly to get the information we need. Elora grows stronger and surer by the day, but I’m tired of playing catch up to Iluna and whatever she is brewing with Sabiya.”

“We can’t risk him being caught.”

“He is in no danger of anyone in this palace speaking of his work for us. Anyone in this realm, for that matter. And if he cannot conceal where he goes when he is not with Iluna, then he isn’t much of a spy.”

Kaia makes a noise of irritation but ultimately relents to my demand. “Fine. I’ll request an audience. But he won’t like it.”

“He’ll like it less if he doesn’t bring me something useful.”
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Climbing the spiraling stairs up and up to Kaia’s tower room, I pause on the landing with a window looking out over the hilly patch of grass on the palace’s northern edge.

The roof of Meera’s barn is just visible in the distance, goats moving like ants over the green grass beyond it. It’s been too long since I’ve gone out for a ride, and I consider turning around and doing just that. But I’ve spent too much time on my ability to sense when others use their power and I’m eager to get back to the elements and whatever else I can do.

I’m learning quickly, according to Kaia, better able to reach for my powers now that I trust them and better about following my instincts too. But I know I still have so much more to learn.

So I’m here to beg Kaia for a lesson. She’s been holed up in her tower room since we found out about the berries from Lucidas, working on what I assume are new versions of the poppy powder. No success yet, as far as I can tell, but she’s been quiet about it.

Abandoning the window, I finish my climb and push into Kaia’s tower room when I find the door unlocked. Thieran is perched on a stool by the window, Kaia behind her workbench with her hair bundled on top of her head in a messy pile. She stops speaking mid-sentence when I enter, and the feeling of the room changes in an instant.

I look between them, but no one offers up any explanation or makes a move to break the silence.

“You told me not to knock if it isn’t locked because sometimes you are too lost in your work to answer.”

She darts a look at Thieran and then smiles warmly at me. “I did say that. Come in.”

Stepping out from behind the waist-high table, she motions me further into the room. There are bowls and bottles lined up along the surface of the bench. Even in her practice, Kaia is ruthlessly organized.

A cluster of bright red berries sits on one corner under a dome of glass, and one of the mortars holds a mash of them dotted with white and green. Not a powder, but a paste with a vaguely familiar scent.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

I look from Kaia to Thieran, and he offers me a smile when our gazes meet.

“You didn’t,” he assures me, but I know it for a lie by the way the rhythm of his heartbeat changes in my chest.

Something akin to guilt passes across his face when I tilt my head. Guilt at being found out, I’m sure, and not about keeping whatever they’re working on from me.

“Making progress?” I gesture to the paste. “It has a similar scent.”

Kaia crosses to me, peering down into the mortar. “Does it? I added a few more poppy stamens to this batch, and I think I finally figured out the ingredient I’m missing. One that should help dry it into a powder better.” She frowns, running the pestle in circles over the mixture. “The berries make it so wet.”

“If you’re waiting for this batch to dry out, do you have time for a bit of training? I could really use a good sweaty session.”

“I’d be more than happy to help.”

I glance at Thieran, who hasn’t moved from his spot on the stool by the window. “That’s not the sort of sweaty session I’m after today.”

The corner of his mouth quirks up into a wry grin. “I gathered. I meant I can train with you.”

“I’m perfectly fine training with Kaia.”

“Actually,” Kaia says, drawing out the word. “I think this could be a good change of pace. For both of you. And I’d like a bit more time to work on…things.”

“What things?”

Moving to a stand holding a large, worn book, Kaia tucks a slip of parchment further into the pages and brushes a strand of hair off her forehead.

“The powder and a few other bits. I think working with Thieran will be good for you. It’ll add to your skill set. He fights differently than I do. His powers are different. A change of pace. It will be good practice.”

Thieran rises, holding out his hand to me. I glance down at it and then back up at his face. I’m well and truly over the way he manipulated me into learning to use my powers by threatening Meera’s life. It’s something I might never have embraced if not for his push.

But I don’t like the idea that he and Kaia are still keeping things from me. With everything we’re facing, with all the promises he’s made to me, how can we have any secrets between us now? We cannot afford them if we are to win. So why would he continue to guard them so closely?

“All right.” I force a smile onto my face. “You’re probably right. I wish you luck on…whatever it is you’re working on.”

Her smile falters as I step into Thieran’s arms, and we shift to a field on the palace’s southern face. He frowns when I step quickly away from him, but I block it out by calling my power to the surface.

It flows through my veins, lighting me up from the inside out until I feel as if I am glowing with it. I’ve never noticed before how crisp and bright the earth smells when I hold my powers closer than I have been this last week. The dirt, the trees, the blades of grass underfoot, the water in the air.

Closing my eyes, I call the air into my palms, feeling it gather into a writhing mass. It’s not unlike Kaia’s shadow forms, though it lacks the smoky quality and doesn’t cause burns. More like a concentrated blast of air. It might burn if I could superheat it. Or freeze if I can make it cold enough.

An intriguing idea. Melena can control the seasons. Temperature and precipitation to keep crops strong and healthy. But I’m not sure if I can. Or how it would work to do what I want.

But as Kaia is constantly reminding me, half of using my power is intention. The other half is control. And all of it is underscored by instinct. Following that instinct, I call heat into my palms, into the swirling mass of air hovering above them.

Not a fireball—this is different. Air feeds fire, but it does not create it. And air does not need fire to be hot. My palms heat, and I push more into the air until it feels heavy and blistering.

Sensing Thieran on the edge of my vision, I hurl the ball of heated air in his direction, eyes snapping to him when he hisses. He’s staring down at a rapidly healing wound on his forearm, his robes in a heap on the grass beside him.

“What was that, and why did you throw it at me without warning?”

Closing the distance between us, I grab his arm and shove his sleeve up to his elbow while the last of the burn fades.

“I didn’t realize they gave out warnings in battle before they strike.” He snorts softly. “I wanted to see if I could mimic Kaia’s shadow forms and the way they burn.”

“Clearly you managed it. How?”

I coalesce air into my palm again, where it writhes and spins. “I superheated the air.”

His brows wing up, and his lips twitch into a smile. “Impressive. Show me what else you’ve learned.”

Without warning, black smoke unfurls from his arms, sliding down to his hands and flowing toward me. I spin out of reach, but it follows me, easily changing direction. Everywhere it touches blooms bright with pain. Not enough to knock the breath out of me, but enough to make me grit my teeth against it.

It doesn’t dissipate with air or rain, and fire only forces it to deviate in another direction before it comes spinning toward me again. I could try to knock him off his feet by shaking the earth, but I haven’t spent much time practicing that yet, and he could overtake me by then, wrapping me up in whatever that is and cutting off my means of escape and my ability to fight back.

Another tendril of smoke curls toward me, and I remember I possess a similar ability. I haven’t used it much. I spend more time focusing on my connection to the elements, but it’s there. And I imagine it’s somehow tied to Thieran and the fact we’re fated. Perhaps it has similar effects.

Planting my feet in the dirt, I call power up from my center and press on my connection to Thieran, who watches me, instantly pushing forward as soon as I stop moving and deflecting his power. But he doesn’t expect my answering green smoke. The way it rushes up my torso and down my arms.

It streams from my fingers, and I feel every contact it makes with Thieran’s smoke as if they were swords clashing, a violent meeting of power against power that rocks me onto my heels and has sweat beading on my brow.

He takes a step toward me, and I realize he’s having to concentrate more. It was a game for him when we first began, but now he is focused, determined. And I feel it in the pushback from his power, the way the smoke clashes and mingles, green glowing within black.

I give my own push, sending more out from my core, feeling it radiating through and around me. I take a step toward Thieran when he takes another toward me, wedging my toes into the earth to keep my balance while he hammers against my power.

I have to knock him off his feet, distract him, if I want to win. And I desperately want to win a match against the God of Death. His face is schooled into a blank mask. He gives nothing away in the dart of his gaze or the clench of his jaw. I know only how hard he is working by the strain of the muscles in his forearms.

I take another step forward and send a surge of power to him, delighting when he stumbles back half a step, the rush of getting the upper hand zipping down my arms. This push of power against power sets up a whirlwind around us, my hair whipping across my face, his tunic fluttering at his waist.

If I can move around to his side instead of hitting him straight on, I might be able to come in with a blow that will catch him off guard and give me an opening. A fireball to the chest or a blast of air to knock him off his feet and give me the advantage.

But he anticipates my slide to the left and acts fast, calling the smoke back to him in a blink and lobbing a fireball at me that forces me to dive out of the way. Landing hard on the ground, I suck in a sharp breath and then shove to my feet, conjuring a cyclone of air between us.

He dismisses it with a wave of his hand, flinging it into a tree and cracking it in half. I raise a brow, turning back to him when he stops in front of me.

“What do you need the rest of us for if you can do all that and not even break a sweat? Surely you can take on the high court all on your own.”

He grins, tucking my hair behind my ear. “It’s good to have allies.”

“Even ones you don’t trust?”

He frowns at my muttered question but doesn’t address it, tilting his head to study me. “What you did was impressive. You were…”

“What? Unfocused? Impatient?”

“Strong. It was no easy task to best you.”

“You don’t have to lie to me, Thieran,” I say, propping my hands on my hips. “It will hardly help me train.”

He snakes a hand up my side and around my lower back, drawing me closer. “Good thing I wasn’t lying then.”

And he isn’t. I can feel that in the steady beat of his heart and the thoughts cascading through his head. But then the guilt on his face in Kaia’s tower flashes through my mind, and I take a step back.

“Whatever you were doing, we should keep going. Try something else.”

He drops his arms to his sides with a sigh. “Do you trust me?”

I don’t immediately respond, and he frowns down at me.

“Of course,” I say, though I hear the wariness of it in my voice, and so does he. “Why?”

He takes another step away, his gaze searching mine for a long moment.

“Close your eyes,” he says, voice clipped. “I want to combine your ability to sense the use of power with deflecting it. I’ll use fireballs only,” he promises.

Slowly my eyes drift closed, and I instantly paint a picture of the field in my mind. It’s easy to place Thieran. Our connection is so strong. He takes shape just a few feet in front of me. Though his face in my mind’s eye isn’t nearly as disappointed as his voice.

“Concentrate on the flow of power, how it feels, the direction it travels. Use those senses to combat and destroy.”

I nod, and a scant moment later, power gathers in his palm. A heartbeat, then it leaves his hand and careens across the space between us. I see it like a wave on the air and douse it with a fall of rain. He sends another, then two at once, each easily dealt with.

“Are you taking it easy on me?”

In response, he lobs three in rapid succession, the last one so big he has to throw it with both hands. When I dive out of the way, he calls it back, forcing me to roll onto my hands and knees and send up a shower of dirt from the ground to rob it of air and put out the fire.

“That was good,” he says, reaching down to offer me a hand up. “Again.”

We practice that way for a bit longer, me with my eyes closed, dodging and destroying whatever he sends my way. I manage to get off a few counterstrikes, but he easily dispatches them. The longer we go, the more I feel his irritation rise and his powers and voracity with it.

The fireballs get bigger. They change shape and speed, and though my eyes remain closed, I sense he’s changed weapons and is no longer hurling fireballs at all. When something whistles by my head, narrowly missing my face, he swears under his breath and rushes toward me, grabbing me by the shoulders.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t expect…”

“To actually try to kill me?” I shrug him off. “I suppose that’s the risk in battle. I’ll just have to be careful around you.”

“Be careful around me,” he says slowly. “And why would you need to do that?”

I flinch at the hurt in his tone and the way his eyes bore into me but force myself to square my shoulders and meet his gaze head-on.

“You’re not being honest with me about something. About whatever Kaia is working on.”

“Kaia is working on poppy powder, as you well know. No one has kept that from you.”

I scoff and stalk away from him. “Do you think I’m stupid? That I can’t read you well enough by now to see the guilt on your face or hear it in your voice? You looked like I’d caught you in the act when I walked into her tower today.”

He conjures a fireball in his hand, then forcefully closes his fingers around it, extinguishing it with a heavy sigh.

“There’s just…something else I’ve asked her to work on. I don’t see the need to discuss it until we know it can be done or not.”

“You don’t see the need to discuss it.” I give a curt nod. “Of course, just like you don’t see the need to trust Lucidas. Your trust is in short supply, it would appear. And I haven't even done anything.”

“Elora—”

“Don’t. It’ll be worse if you lie to me. We’re supposed to be past this, Thieran. I thought we were past it.”

He opens his mouth, then closes it again, and I have to stalk away several paces so I don’t punch him in the jaw.

“The two of you whisper over dinner, and Kaia trails off mid-sentence before she says too much, and I get the sense everyone in the room knows what she’s talking about but me.”

“Telling you doesn’t make what we’re facing easier on you. Especially if we don’t even know it’ll work.”

“I am not a child!” I shout. “I don’t need you to protect me from everything, and I wish you would stop. Why don’t you trust me as much as you’re asking me to trust you? You expect so much blind faith from me. In your decisions and your motivations, but you don’t trust me enough to bear the burden of everything that’s coming alongside you.”

“I’ve done it alone for so long. And I want to shield you from this for as long as I can.”

“Hiding things from me is not protecting me. I wish I knew why people have such a funny way of saying one thing and doing another when it suits them.”

“It that all you expect from me?”

“I don’t want to.” I blow out a breath when he scoffs in disbelief. “You said you wanted to marry me once, make me queen. But how can we take that step when you will not trust me with whatever Kaia is working on in her tower room?”

He moves closer, stopping when I shrink back, the hand reaching for me falling to his side. He holds my gaze for a long moment, but he doesn’t answer me, doesn’t ease my fears with honesty.

“I need you to think long and hard about what you really want from me. We are fated, so we are tied together in that way, but there are still choices to be made, promises to give.”

He opens his mouth to speak, but I hold up my hand to stop him.

“For both of our sakes, I hope you figure out if you actually want to make those promises to me. Because oaths between fated souls are eternally binding. And I’d hate for you to regret yours.”
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Idon’t stop Elora when she turns to go, disappearing over the hill before the shimmer of her power over my skin is replaced by the absence of her.

She doubts me. Doubts that everything I’ve done, everything I am doing, is for her benefit. To keep her alive and happy and whole. Just because she doesn’t agree or understand doesn’t make me wrong. I know the gods best. I know the depth and breadth of our history.

I huff out a breath. And that isn’t fair. She is one of us. Ours. Mine. And she deserves to know this information as much as the rest. But at the same time, I wish no one knew of it but Kaia and I. No, that isn’t true. I wish it didn’t exist at all. Because the knowledge of it haunts me.

I shift to Kaia’s tower and find her grinding something in her white mortar and pestle, her face scrunched in concentration. She glances up when I enter.

“Finished already?” she asks.

“Elora stormed off in a huff.”

Her hands still, and she lifts a single challenging brow. “Why? What did you do to her?”

“Why do you assume I did something to her?” I grunt when she only continues to stare at me. “She wanted to know what you’re working on.”

“And you refused to tell her?”

I sigh. “It isn’t as simple as you make it out to be. Sharing all of this with her.”

“I don’t want to hear it, Thieran. Elora is one of us, and she’s right. You continue to keep far too many secrets. You say it’s because you want to protect her, but are you sure that’s all it is?”

“Well, what else would it be?”

Kaia huffs out a laugh. “Surely not your sparkling personality. Do you mean to have her as queen?”

“Now you sound just like her,” I mutter.

“Good. Hopefully between the two of us, we can talk some sense into you. The only reason I haven’t told her is because you asked it of me. But that doesn’t mean I like it.”

“There’s no sense in telling her the very powers she’s learning to embrace could easily be stripped from her until we know it’s really possible.”

“You think too little of her. And that disappoints me.”

“You are mistaken.”

She pins me with a long, hard stare, and I force myself not to squirm under it.

“I know you cannot keep telling her you love her, that you trust her, that you mean to have her by your side to rule if you refuse to be open with her. You are not alone anymore, Thieran. You have her. A gift from the Fates. Either let her in all the way or leave her to make her choices elsewhere.”

“Have the two of you been conspiring about this behind my back?”

“No,” she says with a dry chuckle. “We can both clearly see what a stubborn ass you’re being about it all. Though I’m sure Elora feels quite a bit more hurt than I do.”

I scrub a hand over my face with a groan. “This isn’t easy for me, you know.”

“I know.” She watches me for another long moment, then resumes her task of grinding the current batch she’s working on. “Try something new.”

When a fine powder begins to float up from the mortar, I take a step closer.

“Has it finally worked?”

“It seems that way.” She reaches for a wide-mouthed bottle and pulls the stopper free. “It finally turned into the right color, anyway. We won’t know if it actually works until we test it on someone. Know anyone who might volunteer?”

“Elora, no doubt,” I grumble, watching Kaia funnel the powder carefully into the bottle and secure the stopper.

“She would be the best choice since she’s been dosed with it before. She could tell us how closely this one resembles the other.”

Kaia holds the bottle up, and I notice the red mush she was working on earlier has transformed into an amber powder that sparkles in the candlelight.

“Now that this is finished, I can get to work on gathering the ingredients for the other,” she says, storing the bottle on a high shelf and cleaning her workbench with a wave of her hand.

“So you know what you need, then?”

“I know where to find it.” Moving to the window, she braces her hands on the small of her back. “I hid some journals with my notes in my temple ages ago. If I’m remembering correctly, the list of ingredients is long. And some are harder to get than others.”

“I have faith in you.”

Her smile is sad and her eyes faraway as she turns to face me. She shakes her head as if ridding it of a memory and meets my gaze again.

“I appreciate that. Why don’t you try having some of that for Elora?”

“Fuck’s sake,” I mutter. “I’ll speak to her. Now,” I add at Kaia’s raised brow.

“Perfect idea.”

I find Elora standing at the window in her parlor, looking out over the Shadow Realm, a blade twirling through her fingers in dizzying arcs. Her brow is furrowed, her expression hard. She is angry with me, and she has every right to be.

The dagger in her hand stills when she hears me at the doorway, and she slips it into the leather sheath strapped to her thigh. Turning from the window, she shoots me a single darting glance before crossing the room and trying to shove past me.

I grip her by the arm, loosening my hold when she pins me with a glare, cheeks flushing. Her power rises slowly, jasmine and sandalwood scenting the air, and I shouldn’t find the flare of temper as arousing as I do.

“Stop that,” she snaps.

“Stop what?”

“Thinking of how much you like to get me naked when I’m angry.”

I drop her arm and bite back a grin. “It’s the truth.”

“Well, I’ll keep that truth close to my heart while I wait for another.”

She moves to push past me again, and I step into her path this time.

“Where are you going?”

“Out. For a walk.”

I brace both hands against the top of the door frame to block her exit. She could shift away from me in an instant if she had a mind to, but her eyes wander up and down my torso instead.

“A walk where?”

“Outside.” She flings her hand at the window. “Where else?”

“I’ll go with you.”

Her teeth grind together, and she takes a deep breath, exhaling slowly through tight lips before replying.

“No, thank you.”

“Elora—”

“Unless you’re here to tell me what Kaia is working on in her tower besides poppy powder, then I’m not interested in a chat just now.” She pins me with an expectant look. “That’s what I thought,” she says in response to my answering silence, staring me down until I drop my arms and step to the side.

“I’ve asked her to recreate a potion,” I murmur as she brushes past me.

She pauses in her retreat. “What kind of potion?”

“A potion meant to remove a god’s powers.”

Sucking in a sharp breath, she jerks away, her back hitting the door. “What does that mean?”

“I’m not sure precisely. My brother asked her to create it when we battled with the Ancients. A way to strip their powers should they be too hard to catch otherwise.”

“The king has the ability to strip a god of their powers? Why would you keep something like that from me?”

“We’re not certain he does, but it’s a possibility. And I only learned of it the day you were kidnapped. But I…”

I could tell her I didn’t want to scare her, that being open after so many years of making all the decisions on my own is difficult for me. But that isn’t the truth. Or it isn’t the whole truth.

“Every time I think about it, I picture the times I’ve had to scoop your limp and fading body into my arms and bring you back to the palace to heal. I thought I lost you once when you sacrificed yourself to the veil. Knowing something exists that could really take you from me is unfathomable.”

“Oh, Thieran,” she breathes, stepping closer and sliding her hands up my chest to grip the front of my robes. “I can’t imagine what I would have done if I were in your shoes, wondering if you were lost to me forever. But keeping these things from me doesn’t make them any less true. It doesn’t erase the fear or the danger.”

“Sharing them doesn’t make them plague me less.”

Pushing onto her tiptoes, she brushes her lips against mine, and I give her leave to explore, softly, tentatively, her tongue tracing my lower lip with a soft sigh.

“I cannot lose you,” I whisper when she pulls away.

“I know. I feel exactly the same. But I cannot go into battle unprepared either. So Kaia will make her potion, and we will have the same weapon as the king.”

Leaning my forehead against hers, I wrap my arms around her back, pulling her in closer.

“I should have told you sooner.”

“Yes,” she agrees. “But you’ve told me now. And we’ll face it together. And hopefully this will be the last thing you’ll keep from me.”

“The last,” I pledge. “My word on that.”

I press my lips to her temple, my relieved breath fluttering her hair as the arrival of new souls washes over me. I know she feels it, too, in the way she leans into me even further.

“One bound for Síra in this batch,” I say when Railan’s summons tugs at my center.

Pressing her palms flat to my chest, she steps back and leans up to kiss my cheek. “We can talk more later.”

But I capture her hand, wanting to make her smile again, wanting to show her in no uncertain terms that I trust her, that I mean to have her by my side in every way for the rest of our lives.

“Come with me. We can sentence him together.”

Her eyes narrow on my face, but there’s curiosity in them as much as suspicion. “I thought you said I wasn’t ready for Síra. That the souls there are different.”

“They are different. And so are you. You’ve learned a lot, and you’re stronger and more capable than I gave you credit for. I trust you with this. With everything.”

She softens, giving my fingers a squeeze. “Somewhere in there, buried very deep, is an apology for underestimating me.”

Chuckling, I slide my hands up her arms to her shoulders, pulling her in for another kiss.

“Not that deep.” She raises a brow. “You have my sincerest apologies, my love. Do you want to bring anything besides that?” I gesture to the dagger on her thigh.

“No.” She brushes a fingertip over the hilt. “If I change my mind, I can conjure something. Can’t I?”

“You can, of course.”

Her eyes are bright with anticipation. My little one is eager for some violence. And the more she craves it, the more I want to give it to her.
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Iwrap my arm around her waist, pulling her in tight against my chest. We shift to Síra, but not to the mountain peaks where I so often find her these days when she wants to think. Instead, we appear on a flat stretch of rock in one of Síra’s deepest valleys.

The terrain in this part of the Shadow Realm is nothing but rock and the occasional stubborn shrub poking out from between the cracks. No trees, no grass, no animals. Just barren land beneath us and dark, unforgiving storm clouds above us.

The clouds produce more storms than rain, though sometimes it rains or even snows if it’s part of someone’s devised torture.

“Where are we?” she asks, scanning the horizon and taking everything in.

“The cliffs you like to sit on are about a twenty-minute walk in that direction.” I indicate to our left. “The border with Meren is that way.” I point in front of us.

“But where are all the souls?”

I snap my fingers, and a man appears in front of us. His clothes and face are clean, his breeches torn at one knee from when he dropped to them and begged the judges for mercy.

“This is Rodalfo,” I tell her, pulling the details of his life to the forefront of my consciousness while his frightened eyes dart back and forth between us. “Many years ago, he was entrusted with the care of his sister’s child after she died tragically in childbirth.”

Her spine straightens, but she doesn’t speak, waiting for me to continue.

“He resented being tasked with caring for a newborn, especially when his own wife wasn’t able to give him children but loved the baby madly.”

Hand moving to her dagger, fingers fluttering against the hilt, she watches him, head tilted. “What did he do?”

“First he tried to avoid them both. When he decided he couldn’t, he beat his wife for not giving him children. Once he tired of that, he beat the little girl. He delighted in making her beg for mercy he would refuse to give her. Until one day, he knocked her to the ground and she never got up again. She is healing in Irios.”

“And his punishment?”

“That is for you to decide.”

She turns to face me, brow furrowed. “But I thought…”

“Thought what?”

“I thought only the God of Death can sentence unredeemable souls.”

I incline my head. “As is my right and duty as king of this realm. But you will soon be its queen. My mind on that is unchanged. So this will be a duty we will share. Your punishment, whatever you decide, will be binding. For eternity.”

“My lady.” Rodalfo steps forward. “Please. You must forgive me. I made a mistake. I would do it over if I could. Every bit of it.”

She steps forward until my hands fall from her shoulders and circles the man. I feel the power brimming in her, bubbling up with her anger. I’m going to enjoy this as much as if I were devising his punishment myself.

“What happens if I touch him?”

“Why would you want to touch him?”

She gives me a pointed look. “To hear his thoughts.”

“I’ve just told you his thoughts.”

“No.” She shakes her head. “You’ve told me his deeds.”

I take a step closer. “Nothing should happen. But if he touches you in return, he will spend every day knowing what it feels like to have his hands cleaved from his body.”

He swallows hard, the sound audible over the wind.

Elora hesitates only a fraction of a second before laying her hand on his shoulder. Her body twitches, and she reaches for her dagger, burying it in his chest before I can blink.

I rush to her side as she yanks it free, blood splattering across her neck and chest.

“What did you hear?”

But she doesn’t answer me, instead stabbing him a second time, twisting the blade inside him. He sways on his feet, but before he drops to his knees, she tightens her grip, forcing him to remain upright.

“You enjoyed it,” she snarls. “You looked forward to coming home from your work hauling stones so you could beat them. You liked raping your wife to try and get a baby in her. Though you liked it more when she cried and fought in the beginning. Not as much when she was the empty shell of a person you turned her into.”

Twisting the blade again, her eyes drift closed for a moment as if she is reveling in his pained scream, and I’m hard for her in a breath.

“Most of all, you enjoyed hitting your niece. Watching her bleed and cry made you feel more yourself again. Unlike your wife, she never stopped begging.”

“My lady. It wasn’t like that. I could never do⁠—”

She draws her dagger across his throat, silencing his protests, and finally lets him drop to the ground, where his hands fly to his neck, uselessly trying to stop the blood from flowing out.

Elora crouches down in front of him, jabbing a finger into his shoulder until he collapses on the ground, staring up at her, losing too much blood to live, but not dying. He’ll never escape the pain with death again. He will feel every moment of it for eternity.

“Every day, you’ll suffer an hours-long beating. Sometimes your body will be given time to heal before the next beating begins. Sometimes it won’t. And you’ll never know which it’s going to be until the first blow lands.”

His mouth opens and closes, trying and failing to speak.

“And you’ll spend the entire time begging for it to stop, knowing it never will.”

She cleans her dagger on the edge of his tunic and then pushes to her feet, taking a step back. I move in behind her, wrapping one arm around her waist and flicking my wrist at the man still at her feet. A second after he disappears, a tormented scream rents the air, followed by Rodalfo pleading for mercy.

“That was magnificent,” I whisper in her ear, sliding my hand up her torso and along the curve of her neck, smearing blood in my wake. “I should have brought you here sooner.”

“I should have made him bleed more,” she replies, eyes trained on the pool of blood slowly soaking into the stone.

“He bled plenty.” I flex my fingers on her throat. “You’re covered in it. And I am very proud of you.”

She finally picks up on the neediness in my tone, arching her ass into my painfully hard cock.

“Thieran. Are you saying you enjoyed watching me stab someone?”

I squeeze her throat harder, making her arch back more forcefully against me and drawing a moan from us both. “Are you saying you’re surprised?”

“No.” Her pulse flutters rapidly under my fingers. “Are you going to do something about it?”

It’s all the encouragement I need, pivoting with her in my arms until I’ve maneuvered her up against the flat surface of a sheer rock face. She braces her hands against the cool stone when I press against her from behind, grinding my cock into the curve of her ass.

I lean down to ghost my tongue over the shell of her ear. “What would you like me to do about it, little one?”

Her throat bobs when she swallows, her fingers curving against the rock.

“Fuck me. So hard and fast it hurts. With your hand on my throat, squeezing tighter until the only thing I can feel is you.”

“As you wish,” I assure her, dispelling her clothes as I flip her and pressing her naked back against the rock. “Take my cock out.”

Her hands immediately move over me, stripping me bare, but she has to strain against my hold on her throat to wrap her fingers around my length. She squeezes before dragging her hand up and swiping her thumb over my tip.

Bringing her shiny finger to her lips, she licks it clean, eyes never leaving mine. Then her hand returns to my cock, stroking me again, faster this time, and making me hiss.

Lifting her off her feet, I groan when she wraps her legs around my waist, my cock brushing against her already soaked slit.

“You want me to use this pussy?” I ask her, notching myself at her entrance and waiting.

“Yes.”

“Say it,” I command.

“I want you to use me.”

Her voice is breathy and needy, a mix of desire and my grip limiting her oxygen, and the sound of it makes me want to slam inside her until she screams. But there are more words I want from her first.

“Why?”

“Because you do it so well.”

My fingers tighten, and I force her gaze to mine. “Why, Elora?”

She stares at me for a long moment, her nails raking down my arms, body vibrating against me. She knows what I want. I can see it in her eyes. It’s only a matter of how long she decides to wait to give it to me. She won’t get what she wants until she does.

“Because I’m yours,” she whispers. “Forever.”

On the last word, I drive my cock inside her to the hilt, and I don’t wait for her first searing orgasm to subside before I pull back and pump into her again. Her heels dig into my ass, and her nails carve grooves into my biceps as she holds on for dear life while I ruthlessly pound her.

Every time I increase the pressure on her throat, her pussy flutters around my cock, which only encourages me to fuck her harder. She whimpers and writhes, eyes slamming shut when I grind my pelvis roughly against her clit.

I feel her orgasm approaching in the way her body tenses, back bowing and mouth opening in a silent scream. She squeezes my cock tight with her release, and I very nearly lose myself. But I am not done with her yet. I want one more orgasm from her perfect body before I fill her.

“More,” I growl in her ear, gritting my teeth at the way she gasps when I cinch my fingers even tighter around her throat. “One more, little one. For me.”

“Thieran,” she rasps, back arching as I give her the full length of my cock once more.

Pulling out and thrusting deep again and again, I keep my hand tight on her throat. I sense the way her body tingles from lack of oxygen, and it heightens my own pleasure, driving us both toward the peak.

Her hands move to my wrist, but she doesn’t pull me away. She grips me tight, holding me in place while I fuck her. My eyes never leave hers, my hand on her throat, my cock pumping deep inside her.

Her power unfurls with her approaching orgasm, the scent of jasmine and sandalwood smothering Síra’s sulfur and ash. I push her to the brink, higher and harder, demanding more. And when she just crests the peak, I squeeze tighter and thrust as deep as I can, toppling her over into the abyss below and following her down.

Releasing her, I press my lips to the column of her throat as the bruises fade. Her smile is lazy and pleased.

“I should get angry at you and torture people more often if that’s how you’re going to fuck me after.”

With a chuckle, I lower her to the ground and conjure our clothes, stepping back to watch her tidy her braid.

“Don’t worry. We’ve a lifetime,” I promise her.

“Do we? Even if the king has access to a potion that could actually kill me?”

I reach for her hand, bringing her knuckles to my lips. “We do. Kaia is building our own weapon against him. And I have asked her to summon Cath for his next report.”

“Good. I’m tired of waiting for little more than idle gossip from him.”

Grinning, I pull Elora in close and plant a kiss on her lips, nipping her top lip gently. “As am I. I’m tempted to throw Iluna into the pit with the Ancients. Cath’s report be damned.”

“Now, that I’d love to watch.”

“If he doesn’t bring me anything in his next report, you can shove her in yourself.”
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Waist-high grass tickles my arms as I cut through the field between the forest and the palace. Kaia left me alone to practice in a field with rolling hills on the edge of Irios, conjuring shadow forms to attack me over and over.

Another new terrain to learn in while I dodged her clever training technique. It took me far too long to realize that successfully dispatching them caused them to regenerate at twice their size. By the time they finally dissipated, they were nearly as tall as a man, and I was covered in sweat and burns.

The pain of healing was enough to make Thieran frown, but I welcomed it, a reminder that I still can while we wait for Kaia to make her potion and hope the king hasn’t figured out how to do the same.

I understand why Thieran didn’t want to tell me. I conjure images of losing him in my nightmares, and the pain of that is enough to double me over. I couldn’t imagine actually living it. Twice.

But I’m glad we’ve cleared the last of the secrets between us. Cath is due to arrive today with an update, and I haven’t been able to shake the sense of foreboding that has draped itself around my shoulders since Thieran and I returned from Síra yesterday.

Whatever news Cath brings, Thieran is ready to confront Iluna over her dealings with Sabiya and her support of the high court attacking the Shadow Realm. Before day’s end, Iluna will either have recommitted herself to Thieran and the dark court or languish in the pit with the Ancients. Whatever that means.

Cresting the last hill between the stretch of field and the palace, the dark stone rises to greet me, turrets spearing into the sky and windows shining in the low light. It fills me with a sense of belonging in a way that still catches me off guard. This is my place, and I will defend it and the people who live here with everything I have.

A shadow darkens a window on the third floor, and the prickling sensation of someone watching me raises the hair on the back of my neck. It could be Thieran, but his attention feels warmer and more welcome than the ice coating my skin. I’m not sure who else it could be, though. Cath isn’t due to arrive until midday, and the judges are busy with a new batch of souls.

Deliberately turning from the rear of the palace and the shadow watching me, I make my way around the side and stop short at the sight of the sparring ring. It hasn’t been used in months. Not since Nevon spilled my blood there and Thieran realized he couldn’t keep my secret from Railan any longer.

The vines that sprouted have grown since I healed the veil and the realm, thick trunks twisting in a spiral, reaching over the ground and climbing the low wall. Changing directions, I head for the ring, the vines vibrating and reaching for me as I approach.

I stroke my finger along a tiny shoot and it curls around me, warm to the touch. Boosting myself onto the wall, I glide my hand down the thicker stalk, smiling when the smaller shoots track the path of my hand, twining around my wrists and fingers.

I haven’t tried to make vines like this grow since my sacrifice constructed the wall running along the veil. Not with my power or my blood. I wonder if I could. The vines continue to caress my skin, my power shimmering to the surface in response, as if they are speaking to one another.

I like the way it hums and writhes, calling to me. A physical, lasting manifestation of my power in the way Thieran’s wards and the veil are. As much a part of the Shadow Realm now as they are of me, as Thieran’s power is.

I am connected to this place. Or perhaps it is connected to me.

I tense at the sound of footsteps behind me, relaxing when Nevon steps into my periphery.

“Souls all sentenced?”

He nods and crosses his arms over his chest. “They are. More for Irios than anywhere else. House fire. Heard you had fun with the last soul sent to Síra, though.”

I grin. “Word travels fast.”

“That it does,” he agrees with a chuckle. “I haven’t seen you out here in ages.”

I look out over the well-worn grass of the sparring ring, trampled to dirt in the center.

“I haven’t seen anyone out here in ages. Do you, Railan, and Hayle not spar anymore?”

“We do. But in a clearing just beyond the trees there.” He points to our right. “Your vines, lovely as they are, don’t offer full range of movement here anymore.”

I frown down at them, a tiny tendril nudging my thumb where it rests on the thicker stalk.

“I could probably remove them. I think. But I’m not entirely sure I know how.”

“They’re a part of you,” he says, joining me on the wall and watching as the leaves slither over the back of my hand. “Follow your instinct and call them back to you.”

I suck my bottom lip between my teeth, releasing it slowly as my power gently rises. When it does, the vines quiver in what feels like anticipation—or perhaps recognition.

Easing closer, the rough stone wall biting into my thighs, I push my power into the vine under my palm. I feel the pulse of the root structure as clearly as I feel the beat of Thieran’s heart when we sleep, and I follow it down the thick stalk and into the earth.

I’m not entirely sure what I’m doing here, only following my instinct as Nevon suggested, my connection to this vine. This living thing thriving in a place only the dead reside. I see the web of roots beneath the earth, reaching down into the soil well below the surface, and I call them back to me.

They resist at first, quivering and grasping for purchase, but slowly they recede, retreating from the ground. The vine crawls up my arm, winding and twisting to my shoulder and then over my torso.

When the roots disentangle themselves from the packed dirt, I turn my hand palm up and watch slowly as the vine slithers back across my chest and down my arm, absorbing into my hand until there is nothing left but a bright, pulsing green light. Slowly the light fades to nothing. My hand is my hand again, and the vine is gone from the sparring ring.

“That was…something,” Nevon says. “And your eyes are glowing with power.” He hops down from the wall and conjures two swords, holding one out to me. “I bet you’d make for quite the opponent right now, drunk on whatever the fuck that was.”

“I’m not quite sure,” I tell him, following him to the center of the ring. “But I’d make a good opponent either way.”

He chuckles, twirling his sword through the air in a slashing figure eight. “I remember.”

“Try not to spill my blood this time. I’m not sure I could keep Thieran from cutting things off you if that happens.”

He falters and glances down at the swords with a frown. “Perhaps you should shield these. So they don’t slice flesh.”

I toss the hilt from hand to hand, testing the sword’s weight and balance. “I have no idea how to do that. And if I did, I wouldn’t. Because where’s the fun in that?”

He makes a disgruntled noise in the back of his throat, but he immediately blocks the attack I thought would catch him by surprise, the clang of metal against metal singing up my arm and thrumming in my chest.

“That is my favorite sound,” he says, shoving my sword away and dancing to the left. “The sound of steel against steel.”

“I thought your favorite sound was a woman breathless in the throes of orgasm.”

He tilts his head, the corner of his mouth tilting up in a grin. “All right. My second favorite sound, then.”

Laughing, I spin away from his downward sweep and rotate, bringing my sword up toward his chest. He easily deflects, driving me back with a rapid series of wide swings meant to force me to tire quickly and make a mistake.

My body hums with power, the reclamation of the vine like coming home, a renewal, and I wonder what it would be like to fight with both power and sword at once. Knock Nevon back with a fireball or a quick blast of air. Distract him or any opponent with something else and go in for the kill. It’s what the demigod tried with me in the caves before Kaia arrived. A sword in one hand and a fireball in the other.

He would have used both to disarm me. While I don’t technically need a blade in my hand to fight anymore, I’m comfortable and skilled with one. And it could be a nice addition to my skill set.

“You should train with me,” I tell him, blocking another blow and retaliating with a wide arc that would have sliced open his belly if he hadn’t brought his sword down to meet mine with punishing force.

“Is that not what we’re doing now?”

“I mean a full training session. With power and swords.”

“I think that would hardly be a fair fight.”

He drags his foot along the ground, sweeping my legs out from underneath me, and lays the tip of his sword against the pulse point in my throat.

“Oh, and this one is fair?” I ask with a raised brow.

He grins down at me. “Fair enough. Talk to Thieran. If he⁠—”

“What have we here?”

Iluna’s voice sweeps over me like a frigid wind, deceptively sweet but edged with malice. Nevon steps back, reaching down to offer me a hand up.

“Don’t stop on my account,” she says, looking me up and down before turning to Nevon with a flirty smile. “Finish her off if that was your aim.”

I can’t tell if she means the fight or me. No doubt she’d enjoy watching Nevon slit my throat.

“That was not my aim.”

She heaves a dramatic sigh. “Unfortunate.”

Nevon grunts, and I roll my eyes. She looks me up and down again, eyeing the sword in my hand with a glint in her eye. Noticing what I do, Nevon takes it from me and dispels them both. Iluna is barely able to contain her disappointment, though she could conjure her own weapon to hand easily enough if she had a mind to.

“What are you doing here?”

Her bemused expression goes hard, and she takes a step toward me, brow lifting when I refuse to retreat.

“My business is none of yours. I am a goddess of the dark court. And I may come and go from the Shadow Realm as I please, pet.”

“That’s not what I hear,” I tell her, lifting my chin to meet her steely gaze head-on. “I hear you consort with all manner of those who would do harm to the God of Death and his realm.”

She masks her flash of surprise with a sneer, the scent of pine and ash rising and then quickly receding when she takes a deep breath.

“Nevon, darling, I wonder if you might give us a moment. Alone,” she adds when he doesn’t move.

“I’m not sure Thieran would… Why?”

“Just a little chat between women. Friendly, I assure you.”

Nevon opens his mouth to protest again, but I catch his eye and subtly shake my head. I can hold my own against Iluna. If she attacks me and forces my secret from me at long last, it’ll be an even better reason to toss her into the pit. And I would very much enjoy listening to the echoes of her screams.

He hesitates, but he can’t resist a direct order from me, even an unspoken one, and he ultimately inclines his head and disappears. Iluna takes a step forward, lip curling back over her teeth when I take one back.

“I don’t know what Thieran sees in you.” She reaches for my hair and I retreat again. “Tall, scrawny, boring. And, worst of all, mortal.”

She scrunches her nose in disgust. “Of all the pets he could keep, all the women he could take to his bed, I can’t imagine why he chose you.”

“I guess some of us are a better fuck than others,” I tell her, tilting my head with a knowing lift of my brows.

“You little bitch,” she snaps, muscles bunching to lunge for me before she collects herself and smooths her hands down the front of her skirts. “The God of Death grows easily bored. He will tire of you.”

“He grew easily bored with you. Many, many, many years ago.” She snarls. “Now he is as equally bored with your betrayal.”

“What do you know of matters between gods?” she demands. “I have done nothing wrong.”

I shouldn’t goad her, but I can’t help myself. She’s here when she shouldn’t be, and she no doubt has a reason for descending on the Shadow Realm without warning. The last time she was here, Thieran said she likely wouldn’t be back until a year had passed. Her presence here unnerves me as much as it intrigues me.

“I know more than you might realize. You think Thieran doesn’t know of your relationship with Sabiya? Of what that means for your loyalty to him?”

“You couldn’t begin to have any idea what it means. You are nothing. An unfortunate blip in the history of existence. Soon your thread will be cut, and we will all be rid of you.”

Her words sound more like a threat than an idle comment meant to wound me, and I take another step back. A sinister grin stretches across her red lips.

“You’ll learn your place eventually, pet. And I’ll enjoy watching you realize just how small and inconsequential you really are.”

She shifts on the scent of pine and ash, and I count to ten, fingernails digging into my palms, before I seek out my connection to Thieran and shift to where I feel him the strongest.

He’s in his study, reclined on the couch opposite two chairs, Kaia seated in one and a man with copper-colored skin and dark brown eyes in the other. He looks exactly like the God of War, and his visit, coupled with Iluna’s, has dread pooling in my belly.

“I was just about to call for you. What’s wrong?” Thieran asks when he sees my face.

“I think…” My gaze slides to the unfamiliar man. “Perhaps some privacy?”

“This is Cath,” Kaia says when she sees the suspicion in my gaze. “The spy in Iluna’s household.”

“Oh,” I reply, crossing the room and sitting next to Thieran when he holds a hand out for me. “Perhaps he can explain why the Goddess of Night is in the Shadow Realm.”
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“She’s what?” I demand, eyes darting to the window as if Iluna might casually stroll by. “How do you know that?”

“Nevon and I were sparring in the ring.”

“The one with the vine? That seems dangerous. You could trip and impale yourself.”

“I removed the vine.” She waves a hand at my raised brow. “I’ll tell you about that later. It’s not important. Iluna appeared out of nowhere and demanded to speak to me alone.”

I sit up straight, her hand gripped tight in mine. “And Nevon let her?”

“I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself. And besides, he couldn’t resist an order from me. Don’t give me that look,” she says, pointing to my answering scowl. “You’d have done the same.”

“What happened?” Kaia wondered.

“She threatened me. In a roundabout way. She said soon my thread would be cut, and you would be rid of me.”

“That is obviously not going to happen,” I assure her. “She will not lay a finger on you.”

“But why is she here in the first place?” I wonder. “You said she wouldn’t be back for another year at least.”

“I think I can answer that,” Cath says, drawing my gaze.

Elora shifts on the couch beside me. “Forgive me for doubting your judgment,” she says to Kaia before Cath can continue. “But we’re sure we can trust one of Jorreign’s sons? Considering all the trouble we’ve had with demigods as of late.”

Cath’s brows pinch together, the beginnings of a scowl dancing around the edges of his mouth.

“I am for the dark court,” he assures her. “I have made my choice, albeit not publicly, so I may continue to do this work for Kaia however long it is necessary.”

Understanding lights in Elora’s eyes, and I know she sees what I have. Cath is in love with Kaia. And while he has his own reasons against his father to be here, that one is the stronger motivation. If Kaia knows of his feelings, she gives nothing away.

Elora slowly nods. “All right. What news then?”

Cath flicks a glance at Kaia, clearly uncomfortable with the growing audience she keeps subjecting him to. But he seems resigned to having to share his most recent findings with so many.

“I would have come sooner, but I could not get away. I’ve told you of Iluna’s growing distance from Sabiya.”

“That she’s been trying to bring her closer again by making her jealous,” Kaia replies.

“Yes. It hasn’t been working. If anything, it seems to be pushing Sabiya further away. It’s required me to be more…present.”

Elora stiffens at the unspoken meaning, and I swallow a chuckle. Cath’s willingness to regularly fuck Iluna for information alone should be worth our trust in him.

“She said she left for a meeting with her priestesses, though obviously that was a lie. In her absence, I took the opportunity to go through some of her personal correspondence. There wasn’t much in the letters. But I found a diary of sorts in the top drawer of her desk.”

“Not one for privacy if she’s simply leaving her diary in a drawer,” Elora mumbles.

Cath’s lips twist into a wry grin. “I pried up the false bottom and discovered it among some documents and lists that didn’t seem relevant.”

“What did seem relevant?” I ask, growing bored with his winding story. I want information, not an amusing tale.

“Right.” He straightens, shoulders squaring. “The most recent entry was nearly a week ago. In it, she talks about needing to make another trip to the Shadow Realm.” His gaze lands on mine, holds. “To speak to her palace source.”

Elora goes still, and Kaia gasps softly. If Iluna has a source inside the palace, that means I have a mole in my realm. Soul or immortal hardly matters. Whoever it is, they’re betraying me and my good graces.

“Did she say who the source was?”

Elora rubs circles on the back of my hand with her thumb in an effort to soothe either me or herself or both.

“Not by name,” Cath replies. “Only that she found it difficult to meet in the kitchens the last time she was here. Too many curious eyes and not enough good excuses. She thought perhaps a meeting in Videva when the day was done might work best.”

I don’t wait for the rest of Cath’s report—Kaia will deliver any pertinent information to me if there is more to hear—and shift to the center of the kitchens. The fire from multiple ovens heats the large space to sweltering. If they were alive, they’d surely be sweating, but in their current state, all they can manage is a bright pink tinge to their cheeks.

The noise and chatter of a busy kitchen preparing for the evening meal slowly grinds to a halt as they all take in my presence. And once the silence descends, it doesn’t take long for the head cook to scurry over and stop in front of me.

She died sometime in her midfifties, and her gray hair is piled on top of her head and secured under a white cap. I can’t remember her name, but she instantly dips into a low curtsy just as Elora appears at my side. The woman falters and then turns to Elora to show her the same respect.

“Go back upstairs, Elora.”

She ignores my gruff command, bidding the woman to rise with a gentle gesture. “Mind yourself. They can’t all be in on it.”

I take a look around the room and see a little more than a dozen sets of wide eyes staring back at me. There’s only one who falters when I make eye contact, fumbling the bread peel in his hands so it crashes to the counter in front of him and then the floor before bowing deep.

Elora sees it too, turning to the head cook and reaching out to touch her arm. “Has anyone in the kitchens been meeting with Lady Iluna, Ygris?”

Ygris’s face scrunches up in confusion, but the man stumbles in his reach for the fallen peel before righting himself.

“No, my lady. The Goddess of Night would not come down to the kitchens.” She turns her big hazel eyes to me. “And if she did, I would not keep such a thing from my lord.”

Elora nods once, quick and subtle, and drops her hand. Her gaze travels over the eyes still watching us and lands on the man standing in the back of the room.

When I move in his direction, the souls part for me, and Elora follows in my wake.

“Your name,” I say to the man, who is now trembling so violently the peel rattles against the counter as he lays it down.

“Faisal, my lord.”

I take a step closer, my robes brushing the top of his feet, and his throat bobs when he swallows.

“Is there something you wish to tell me, Faisal? You should take great care not to lie to me.”

His eyes dart between Elora and me, and his face falls before he whispers, “I’m sorry, my lord.”

Laying my hand on Elora’s shoulder, I shift us to my throne room and then summon Faisal before us. When he sees where we are, he falls to his knees, pressing both of his trembling hands to his heart.

“I’ve made a mistake, my lord. I’m sorry for it. I shouldn’t h⁠—”

“Hold your tongue,” I command. “I’m not ready for your excuses yet.”

He drops his head into his hands, his soft sobs echoing into the soaring ceilings. When I drop into my throne, Elora settles on the arm of it. I briefly consider conjuring one for her next to mine, fashioned from silver, whereas mine is carved from obsidian, and studded with the black and white diamonds I prefer to see her draped in.

But with what I’m about to do, it’s best she isn’t given the appearance of queen just yet.

“Your plans?” she asks me as Faisal continues quietly lamenting.

“I want to hear it from her directly. And since she’s already here…”

I reach out through the connection established when Iluna made her formal choice for the dark court. A simple blood ritual tying her to me and my cause. It is as thin as it has ever been, and now I know why.

Iluna appears before us, lip curling back over her teeth when she notices Elora by my side.

“And here I thought you called me to catch up. Like old times.” She sweeps Elora with another look of disgust. “Clearly I was mistaken.”

“I have a much better topic of conversation for you today.” I gesture to the soul on his knees. “Like what the fuck you’re doing here and why you’re spying within my household.”

Her gaze drops to Faisal, where he still weeps, but her expression remains passive, bored even.

“I don’t know what you are talking about, Thieran. Why would I be spying on you?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” I wonder, tapping my fingers idly on the arm of my throne. “Tell us, Faisal. What information have you been sharing with the Goddess of Night?”

He looks from her to me, swallowing hard. But he ultimately gauges me as the bigger threat, his words spilling forth in a flurry of confessions.

“She only wanted to know about the girl.” He looks to Elora. “Where she was allowed to go. What she was allowed to do. Who she was allowed to speak to.”

Iluna rolls her eyes, but I know her too well. There’s tension in her shoulders that wasn’t there before.

“He’s lying. I don’t care what you do with your pet.”

“He isn’t,” I assure her. “I know the difference between truth and lies from my subjects. When was she here last?” I ask Faisal.

“A little more than a fortnight ago, my lord.”

Elora tenses, and I brush my fingertips along the length of her thigh. It would have been right before her kidnapping. A few days at most.

“Thieran, this is ridiculous. I⁠—”

“Quiet,” I command, returning my attention to Faisal. “What did she say to convince you to help her?”

“She promised my family riches, my lord.” He hangs his head. “Untold riches.”

I snort at his ignorance. The words are not specific enough for Iluna to keep to her end of the bargain. Untold riches could just as well be nothing as it could be mountains of coin.

“Do you know what happens to an extinguished soul, Faisal?”

“An extinguished soul, my lord?”

“Mmm. They cease to exist. In this life and the next and in every life that came before them. An extinguished soul will not only never reincarnate, they will be forgotten by everyone currently living. Your family, your friends, your loved ones.”

He gasps softly, eyes filling with more tears.

“If there are books written about you, you will be scrubbed from them. If you have traditions or histories only you passed down, they will be lost. No one will even remember the idea of you. You will be nothing.”

“My lord, please.”

“It is not me you need to be begging, Faisal,” I tell him. “You cared more for the Goddess of Night’s mercy than mine.” I gesture to Iluna with a sweep of my arm. “Beg her for it.”

“My lady,” he begins, voice cracking. “Please. I was only doing what you asked of me. Nothing more. Don’t let my family forget me.” The tears are rolling down his rounded cheeks and soaking his tunic now. “I require no payment but my life and my legacy, Lady. Please, by all the gods.”

He grasps for her skirts, and Iluna steps out of reach, a look of revulsion on her face.

“Well,” I say to him, tone mocking. “There, it seems, you have your answer.”

Pushing to my feet, I stride to the center of the room and crouch down in front of him. His gaze meets mine, and I make quick work of snuffing out the last bit of hope I see in his eyes that this could go any other way.

“This will be painful, and then it will be nothing, as you will be.”

I shove my hand into his chest. He feels as corporeal as any mortal, but instead of drawing out his heart, I hold instead a glowing orb. It pulses in my palm. From this orb, I can draw up memories from his most recent life and every life he lived before.

I contemplate showing him images of the family who will no longer remember him, but Elora clears her throat behind me, and I decide to give him the tiniest shred of mercy for so quickly confessing. Even though what he shared with Iluna could have had serious repercussions for Elora and all the rest of us.

He opens his mouth to speak, but his final pleas are lost to a gasping breath as I squeeze the orb in my palm. It pulses under my fingers, resisting the pressure, fighting to live. But my will and my power are stronger, and eventually it gives way. At the first fissure, he falls forward onto his hands. At the first rupture, he screams.

His agonized cries rise into the ceiling, echoing through the halls and out into the realm. When the orb finally shatters and the light goes out, he disappears, the pieces of his soul disappearing with him in a fine white mist.

Whatever remained of Faisal beyond the veil exists no longer.

Rising, I turn to face Iluna. Her mouth is set into a hard line, her arms crossed over her chest. She’s fighting hard to look like she is unaffected, but her eyes are glued to where the soul was kneeling only seconds ago. Finally she drags her gaze up to meet mine.

“That was quite the show. I should be upset you would accuse me of such things, Thieran. After all we’ve been through together. But I’ve decided to forgive you for this. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve things to do.”

“Sit, Iluna,” I command, conjuring a chair in front of my throne. When she doesn’t move, I shift her into it and hold her there with my power. “You’re going to tell me what the fuck you’re up to.”

“I’m not up to anything,” she spits, thrashing against my hold. “I am not interested in playing games with you.”

“These are not games we’re playing,” I assure her, bringing my face level with hers. “Now you can tell me the truth, or I can throw you in the pit with the Ancients. Surely they’ll enjoy a new toy to play with.”

“I am not afraid of your empty threats.”

But the quiver in her voice marks her for a liar.

“Who says they’re empty?” I straighten, tightening my hold on her when she struggles again. “Tell me when I get to something that isn’t true.”

“This is a waste of ti⁠—”

“You’ve been meeting with Sabiya in secret.”

“I’m allowed to take lovers.”

“Yes. But passing clandestine letters in Colleita hardly seems like the actions of a passionate love affair.” Her eyes flick to Elora, then back to me. “And what of your harvesting of rubra berries in Lucidas’s forest? We both know you’re not making a tincture meant to mimic ambrosia.”

When she still doesn’t speak, I push on. “First you attack the Shadow Realm, and then you kidnap the woman I love. You’re lucky she survived. Otherwise you’d already be in the pit, and I would be soothing myself with your screams.”

Iluna jerks around to look at me, and for the first time, I see fear on her face. “What are you talking about? I didn’t attack the Shadow Realm or kidnap your pet.”

I snarl, and she shrinks back. Then, as if realizing what she’s done, she ticks her chin up.

“I’ve already told you, I don’t care who you take to your bed.”

“You’re honestly asking me to believe you were bribing a soul in my palace, yet aren’t responsible for Elora being taken, drugged, and nearly killed a fortnight ago? I want the truth. I’m done playing games, and the Ancients are surely bored.”

She understands the gravity of my threat, but she doesn’t heed it, jerking upright and squaring her shoulders. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. All of this is just a touch dramatic, don’t you think?”

I peer over my shoulder at Elora, debating my next move. But I'm done playing games, and I’m done being several steps behind.

Grabbing Iluna by the throat, I yank her to her feet, binding her power with my own when I feel it start to rise. I shift to the edge of the pit and Elora follows, Iluna’s eyes going wide when she sees Elora appear on the pitted rock beside us.

Her feet dangle over the darkness while the screams and snarls of the ones who came before us drift up from its depths, and she claws at my hand with desperate fingers.

“Thieran,” Iluna rasps. “What are you doing?”

“I’m getting answers out of you the best way I know how. I want to know about the nature of your relationship with Sabiya. The truth of it and nothing else.”

Iluna’s eyes dart below her to the pit, and when they meet mine again, they are shiny with tears. “I love her. And she loves me.”

“She doesn’t.”

Her mouth presses into a thin line. “Do not speak of things you do not know.”

I laugh, and her expression turns to stone.

“You have known the Goddess of Wisdom and War nearly as long as I have. You know how she feels about us. You know her role in the war, the lengths she went to in order to undo us. And you think that’s suddenly changed because she took you to her bed?”

“People change.”

“Yes.” I look her up and down with a disapproving glare. “They certainly do. They’ll change allegiances in a finger snap for something that isn’t even real.”

An anguished scream floats up from the pit below, and her throat contracts under my fingers.

“Ask yourself what Sabiya has done for you. In all the time you’ve been sleeping with her, how much has she asked of you, and how much has she done for you in return?”

Her gaze drops to the center of my chest and I watch emotion after emotion flit across her face. When the doubt filters through, she tightens her grip on my fingers. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I know you conspired to kidnap Elora.”

She glares at Elora, feet kicking as she uselessly tries to free herself. “You have no proof Sabiya kidnapped your precious mortal! And even if you did, have you ever considered your life would be better without her in it? Tying yourself down to mortals, Thieran. It’s pathetic. Perhaps I was doing you a favor by helping to get rid of her.”

I squeeze her throat until she coughs and sputters, her nails digging into the back of my hand and breaking the skin.

“One more, Iluna. Threaten her one more time, and I will be done with you. I am the only thing standing between you and the pit. And with each passing second, I ask myself why that is.”

“You would place a mortal above your own?” she rasps.

“I would place the one I love above everything. And you are hardly one to talk of loyalty to our own. While you openly consort with the enemy.”

“She’s not my enemy.”

“That’s the truth, then. And if you are on her side, you are not on mine.”

I hold her further over the edge of the pit until the wind whips around her, swirling her skirts and stinging her eyes. A tear slips down her cheek as she kicks and thrashes.

“You don’t have to do⁠—”

“You’ve given me no other choice. I cannot trust you. Enjoy your time with the Ancients. I wonder if they’ll remember how much you delight in severing limbs from bodies.”

“Wait! Sabiya has a secret room in her temple,” she says in a rush.

I tilt my head, wondering if this is truth or a lie she hopes will get her out of this.

“Lots of gods have secret rooms in their temples. I have about seven in the palace. What is your point?”

“She spends a lot of time in there.” Her eyes dart to Elora and back to my face. “I’m sure she keeps private correspondence there. Find it. You’ll see she is not who you think she is.”

“How do I get in?”

“I-I don’t know. She won’t let me in there. But it’s there, Thieran. I swear it. Please.”

Her plea only makes me eager for more. But I’ve wasted enough time on her already, and now I have another angle to explore.

I set her on the ground beside the pit but keep her rooted in place with my power. When she realizes she cannot shift away from me, she pins me with a glare, but it’s edged with fear.

“I’ve just given you everything you need to find proof Sabiya is not behind this.”

“Assuming you’re telling the truth, you’ve given me a place to gather information. Nothing more. And until I gather it, you’ll stay here. Where you can’t alert Sabiya and betray me again.”

She flicks a nervous glance at the pit. “I won’t tell her anything. Why would I? I want you to go and find what you need to realize you’re wrong about her.”

Her expression is stoic, but she can’t hide the quiver in her voice. I lay my hand on her shoulder and give it a squeeze.

“The problem is, Iluna, I don’t believe you.”

Her assurances are lost to the wind when I give her a shove into the pit. The scent of her power drifts up, followed quickly by the pungent smell of her terror, and I inhale them both deeply into my lungs.

The pit is vast. It could take the Ancients days to recognize and find her if she’s smart about it. Maybe her sense of self-preservation will be stronger now than it has been the last few months.

“You really think that was wise?” Elora asks at my elbow.

“I should have done that the minute we suspected her. I waited too long.”

“You’ll want to go to Sabiya’s temple.”

I nod, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and squeezing. “Yes. But first I want to hear confirmation of it from Kaia’s spy. To ensure Iluna isn’t sending us into a trap. Once we have that, a trip to Kinduria is definitely in order.”
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Meera knickers in excitement as I swing onto her back and lead her away from the barn. It’s been far too long since I’ve been in the saddle, and even though we’re only going on a short walk through the village, I feel settled for the first time in weeks.

Iluna is in the pit where she belongs, though I worry keeping her down there for too long will do more harm than good. I think Thieran is right, and finding proof that Sabiya is using Iluna to further her own cause will sway Iluna back to our side.

Or I hope he is. Because we cannot afford to lose allies in this. The king is planning something. We know this by the way he and the queen continue to meet in secret and in Kaia’s suspicions that someone else is collecting the ingredients needed for the potion she is trying to recreate.

For now, though, Iluna is exactly where we need her. Learning that her actions have consequences and you cannot betray the God of Death without punishment. Hopefully it will teach her not to do such a thing again.

Kaia is worried tormenting Iluna with surviving the ancient beings who would be all too happy to destroy her may make enemies of those closest to Iluna, namely Aeris. But Thieran disagrees.

And while I don’t know either goddess well enough to have an opinion, I can’t imagine Aeris would choose her friendship over standing against the high court. Not after seeing her raw reaction to the paintings at the palace in Talvi when we attended the luncheon.

The Goddess of Chaos hates the high court as much as anyone, and I don’t see her taking up for those who side with them. No matter how old or deep the friendship.

I could be wrong, of course. But the thought soothes me while we await confirmation from the spy in Sabiya’s temple that this secret room exists. Kaia seems to think a letter will come any day now that Sabiya’s feast days are done and the temple should be empty of celebrants.

I hope she’s right because this waiting pinches between my shoulder blades until I can barely sleep. I am as tired as Thieran is of always waiting to catch up. I want to be ahead of the high court for once, to have as much or more information as they do so we can make our next move.

The village is quiet today, a few children running after a barking Heks and a scattering of adults watching from their front doors. Most everyone is inside, cozied up around their fires and preparing for the next market day, and I’m happy to avoid them.

Knowing Iluna was able to get to Faisal with the promise of wealth he would not even experience for himself makes me wary of the other souls. Faisal obviously did not know about my godhood. I’d never met or interacted with him before. But there are souls in the village who know me well enough. Enough to hint to Iluna or anyone else who asks that I am far more than I seem.

I shudder to think how things might have played out differently if we had been more open about my godhood with the souls in recent weeks. If Iluna had passed that information to Sabiya and then to the king…

I shake off the fresh wave of pressure in my chest and shove those thoughts to the recesses of my mind. Needing some space from it all, even if only for an afternoon, is exactly why I decided to visit my parents. Not to drag it all with me across the realm and obsess over it instead of enjoying my time away.

My parents’ farm comes slowly into view. First the tops of the trees, lush and full, then the angled roof of their little cottage. My mother appears to have planted new flowers in a big pot by the front door, fat blooms spilling out over the edge.

The door opens as I pull Meera to a stop by the front gate, and my father steps onto the porch with a wide smile.

“I didn’t expect you to ride in on a horse today,” he says, meeting me at the gate and running his hand down Meera’s nose.

“She needed a bit of exercise, and I couldn’t say no to a quick ride.”

Meera chuffs and bumps his shoulder for a treat. Without missing a beat, he produces an apple from his pocket, carves it in half, and offers it to her. She looks at him with pure adoration while she munches.

“She’ll expect one every time she sees you now,” I inform him.

He laughs softly, feeding her the other half and gliding a hand across her jaw and down her neck. “And why shouldn’t she? She’s a good, steady girl who carries my girl. That deserves a treat now and again, I would say.”

The love and sincerity in his words arrow into my heart and bloom brightly. Since seeing them again and meeting with Melena, I lie awake at night, wondering what my life might have been like if I had grown up surrounded by love and warmth instead of hate and heartache.

That they could love me so much without even knowing the darkest parts of me, without knowing half of what I went through or who I had to become to survive it. Perhaps if they did know, their opinion of me would change, but I like to think otherwise. Or I like to pretend it.

Either way, I’ll take it for now. I’ll let it wrap around and warm me and distract me from everything else I am already dealing with, if only for a few hours.

He drapes an arm over my shoulders and takes the reins from my hands. “Will she wander?”

“No.”

With a nod and one last pat to Meera’s neck, he drapes the reins over a fence post and swings the gate open for me. My mother appears on the porch as we cross the small yard, wiping her hands on a cloth.

“I’m so happy you came,” she says, wonder and love in her voice, as if she is as surprised by my acceptance of her invitation as I was at receiving it.

“How could I turn you down?” I ask, squeezing her tight when she folds me into a hug.

She has tears in her eyes when she steps back, but her smile is brilliant. “I imagine you’re very busy.”

“Not too busy for this, for you.”

I didn’t think it was possible, but she smiles wider, looping her arm through mine and leading me inside.

“Besides, the last time I was here, you promised to teach me to make pie. I love pie.”

Her laugh is light and sweet. “No pie today, I’m afraid. But I will teach you to make the filling. Then next time, the pie.”

That there can and will be a next time is a balm to the soul. I never thought I’d have these moments with her, with either of them. That they are available to me now is nothing short of miraculous. Whatever comes, I would not waste a second.

The fire is banked low, a large stew pot hanging on a hook swung out into the room. Three bushels of bright green apples line the wall beside the small table.

My father drags a bench from opposite the fire across the room, waving me away when I move to help him, then motions me to sit. Hefting a bushel onto the table, he takes the spot beside me.

My mother sets a paring knife in front of me, then picks up her own and begins to easily carve the flesh from one of the apples. My father does the same, fingers moving quickly to separate the skin in one large, unbroken spiral.

The knife is smaller and lighter than the daggers I’m used to, and the only thing I’ve ever used a blade on an apple for is to cut them in half to eat or feed to Meera. Picking up the shiny fruit, I try to follow their lead, starting at the top and holding my blade at the slightest of angles while I rotate the apple.

But the knife slips and nicks into my finger, welling a small drop of blood. My mother gasps and rushes for a clean cloth while I suck the blood from my skin. It’s healed by the time she returns.

“Does that hurt?” she wonders, holding my hand gently in hers while she studies my uninjured finger.

“Which one? The cut or the healing?”

“Both.”

“Yes. They both hurt. But this was nothing. I’ve had much worse.”

And nothing quick to heal me then.

She frowns, a crease forming in her tan skin. For a moment, I think she’ll ask me about it, but she doesn’t, instead setting the cloth beside me and going back to her apple.

“I suppose I shouldn’t have assumed your aunt would teach you to peel apples. They had berry bushes on the edge of their farm, as I recall.”

I don’t have the heart to tell her my aunt didn’t teach me how to do much of anything domestic. I was always too busy hauling water or firewood or taking care of the animals to have much time for anything else.

Not that she would have wanted to teach me anything, anyway. She was too worried I would outshine her daughters in front of potential husbands. She needn’t have worried. They got rid of me well before I reached marrying age.

Now I can do little more than throw a few vegetables and a bit of rabbit in a stew pot. A hearty meal, but rarely a tasty one.

“Don’t grip your knife so tight, and hold it a little higher.”

“That’s the way,” my father adds when I adjust my grip. “Brace your thumb on the apple itself to hold it steady while you cut.”

I try again, and while the peel comes off in small chunks rather than one smooth ribbon like it does for my parents, I successfully peel one without losing a finger in the time it takes them to peel three. Each.

“How are you with chopping?” my mother asks me, and I laugh.

“I’m an expert at chopping.”

This part of the task goes much smoother. I can easily carve away the flesh from the core and slice it first into wedges and then chunks, separating each into the large bowls my mother brings me. When one is full, she whisks it away and adds water and lemon slices.

While we work, they tell stories. Of how they inherited the farm from my father’s parents and taught themselves how to irrigate from the river to water the grove in the dry season. Of the places they traveled for trade before they found me.

I shouldn’t be surprised to learn I felt drawn to many of the same places on my own travels. And when we talk about the things we’ve seen, standing in the same places and separated only by time, I am drawn ever closer to them.

My mother shows me how to measure out the ingredients for the apple pie filling. She dumps sugar and cinnamon and a little water in the pot with the apple wedges and sets it over the low flame, my father teasing her about never adding enough cinnamon.

It’s good to hear my parents’ easy laughter. Laying on my pallet in my uncle’s loft, I remembered them as always smiling and laughing. But it was impossible to know if that was real or a kinder memory I’d conjured for myself to get me through long, lonely nights and grueling days. I’m glad to see it was a memory that survived and not a story.

My father loops an arm around my mother’s waist when she reaches for the basket of scraps and presses a kiss to the side of her neck.

“Mind yourself in front of our daughter, you,” she says, tone all mock sternness.

“She’s a woman grown,” he replies, giving her a squeeze and moving the basket himself before she can. “She knows the way of things, I reckon.”

I swallow a laugh when my mother blushes crimson, refusing to meet my gaze. “You’ve been a hopeless case since I met you,” she teases him. “Embarrassing me so.”

“How did you two meet?”

“Didn’t your aunt ever tell you?”

“I never asked.”

I try to hide the sadness in my voice, but I do not succeed, and my mother runs a hand over my hair, giving the end of my braid a gentle tug. She used to do that when I was a girl, run her fingers through my hair and gently tug on the ends to make me smile. It works this time too.

“Your aunt and I grew up together and were quite close as girls. We were carrying water back from the river one day, and she told me all about this boy she was courting. How she wanted to go dancing and maybe a bit more with him on Lady Learia’s bonfire night, but his brother would be there, and she didn’t want him to get in the way.”

She shares a look with my father, who grins wide. “She begged me to go and distract his brother so she could have her fun. Even offered to pay me back later because she imagined your father to be a boring, stoic kind of boy.”

“Good thing you thought different,” he says. “Charmed her, I did,” he adds with a wink in my direction.

“You were a good dancer, I’ll give you that,” she replies.

He scoffs, taking her hand and spinning her into the middle of the floor. They twirl and dip to a rousing tune only they can hear, cheeks pressed together, arms wrapped around each other. And I try to picture my parents when they first met.

Fresh-faced and eager for life to begin. Enamored by the heady feeling of young love, surprised by the way it swept them both off their feet and carried them forward to the life they built for themselves. However short.

“We were married within the year,” my mother says after my father dips her with a flourish then sets her back on her feet, her face flushed and breath coming a little faster. “And you came to us only a few years after that.”

“Did you never want any children of your own?”

Brow furrowing, my mother releases my father and crosses the room to stand in front of me, taking my face in her hands and brushing her thumbs over my cheeks.

“You are ours, Elora. You might not have come from my body, but we made you in love all the same.” She swipes at a tear that makes it past my defenses. “What is troubling you, my girl?”

I almost tell her. The whole truth of it. Melena, the kidnapping, the king, Iluna, the plots against Thieran, and, by proxy, me. How we have no answers for any of it, no matter how deep we dig. How hopeless it all feels.

But I don’t want to bring any of that here today. It is too ugly, and they are too happy, too good. I don’t want to be the one to ruin that for them, to make them worry over something they cannot control.

“It’s nothing,” I assure them. “Just some things happening at the palace.”

“That business with Faisal?”

I twist around to look at my father. “How did you hear about that?”

“When I went yesterday to drop off apples and your mother’s letter. The kitchen was all aflutter with it. You and Lord Thieran came down to the kitchens to ask about Lady Iluna and then took him away and never brought him back.”

I purse my lips. “His punishment was permanent.”

“Punishment for what?”

“For betraying Lord Thieran’s confidences to Lady Iluna.”

My mother’s mouth drops open. “He what? Why would he do such a thing?”

“It seems she made promises to him she never intended to keep.”

My father’s mouth presses tight. “Betraying the god who sustains us for favors from another. And so he should be punished.”

“But you’re all right, aren’t you? He didn’t…” My mother chews on her bottom lip. “He didn’t put you in danger.”

I reach for her hand, gripping it tight. I could lie to them, tell them they have nothing to worry about and I am fine. But as much as I want to protect them, I cannot force an outright untruth past my lips. So I skirt around it instead.

“Lord Thieran would never let anything happen to me.”

“He loves you very much,” my mother assures me. “Everyone thinks so.”

I smile when she squeezes my hand. “Yes, he does. And I love him very much too.” A group of souls wander past on the road, their laughter echoing through the walls of my parents’ cabin. “What do the souls in the village really know of me?”

Caught off guard by the change in topic, my father scrubs a hand over his face and drops into a chair. “I’ve heard only rumors, whispered things. Some wonder at how a mortal can survive this side of the veil. Others think you might be a goddess. No one seems to know for certain.”

I think of Faisal and how readily he shared information about me to benefit those he loved without even considering the consequences. Something to address with Thieran.

“They can’t know about me. My godhood is a secret we need to keep from people as long as we can. There are consequences if people learn of it before we are ready.”

My mother’s fingers tighten on mine at the vehemence in my tone, but I press on.

“And I need you to spread the word to the others about what happens to those who betray Lord Thieran’s trust.”

“We will,” my father agrees. “Lord Thieran has been good to us, kind. None of us should speak against him, and we would never want to put you in harm's way, poppet.”

I hesitate to ask them to spy on their neighbors, but we can’t risk the gods finding any more souls to whisper into their ears until we are sure of their renewed loyalty.

“If you happen to see or hear anything suspicious, will you…can you tell me?”

“Of course,” they agree in unison.

I blow out a breath and force a smile. “Thank you.”

My mother gives a tentative smile in return, but I see the worry in her eyes. I don’t mean to scare her, but making sure we are the ones in control of who learns about my godhood and when is in everyone’s best interests.

As soon as the king learns of me, I become a target—and so does Thieran. If the Shadow Realm falls, the souls inside it are as vulnerable as we are. And I don’t want to think about what happens to my parents, to Dania, Corinne, and all the rest should that happen.
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The palace is seemingly empty when I return from my visit to the village. Eerily so. I’ve settled into the steady quiet of Thieran’s realm over these many months. But today I wouldn’t mind a little something to distract me.

I spent a brief summer working as an errand boy shortly after I ran away from the brothel. Disguised as a boy, I was able to get work most anywhere, though it didn’t pay much and never lasted more than a week or two before I was back picking pockets.

One grand manor home I dropped into looking for work when I needed it was always filled with noise. Not just in the bustling servants’ quarters and kitchens downstairs, but drifting down from the upper floors.

I could use that kind of noise right now, the low hum of conversation, the faint melody of a lively tune. Anything to banish this oppressive silence that leaves me alone with my thoughts.

Bypassing the hall that leads to the dining room and the back stairs to my old bedroom, I make my way to the main staircase and take it up. I poke my head Thieran’s study but find it empty. Can’t even distract myself with a sweaty romp.

Backtracking down the hall, I find him alone in what I’ve come to think of as my parlor, eyes tracking over the parchment in his hand. I lean against the doorframe, crossing my arms over my chest to watch him.

The firelight glints off his hair and the sharp cut of his jaw. He flips the parchment over, leaning forward slightly when he does. As if he’s so eager to finish the letter he must be closer to it in order to take it all in.

It takes him barely a moment to notice me, and when he does, he smiles.

“You were right.”

Thieran leans back against the couch, holding out a hand for me to join him.

“Of course I was.” I push away from the door and sink into his lap, wrapping my arm around his shoulders. “What was I right about this time?”

He chuckles, pressing a kiss to my temple, inhaling long and deep before pulling away.

“We should have tossed Iluna into the pit ages ago.”

I tilt my head to study him, eyebrow raised. “I don’t think I said it quite that way. What happened?”

“We’ve confirmed the existence of the secret room in Sabiya’s temple. The woman we have acting as a novice priestess has been trying to get into it for a few days now but has been unsuccessful.” He frowns, eyebrows slashing down over light eyes, and his hand skimming high on my thigh.

“What do we do if she can’t get in?”

“Whether she can or not, I want to go there myself as soon as Sabiya is not in residence.”

I huff out a breath. “How long will that take?”

“I’m not sure. She’s spent more time away in recent weeks, it would seem. Lots of trips to Fontoss.”

“To share information with the king, no doubt.”

“Mmm,” Thieran murmurs. “No doubt.”

“Is that who sent this letter?” I indicate the one he discarded on the seat beside him.

“No. This is a report from one of Garrick’s men. I have him patrolling the edge of the pit.”

“Why?”

His mouth lifts into a devious grin. “So I know when Iluna’s luck has finally run out and the Ancients find her.”

“And have they?”

The grin falls away. “Not yet. They will if I leave her down there long enough.”

“But not too long.”

“And why not?” His fingers dig into my thigh and he turns my face to his when I don’t immediately answer. “You want to release her so she can run back to the high court with more information on us?”

“No, of course not, but we may need her help, and she’s less likely to give it if she’s spent weeks being a plaything to your ancient beings who seem to hate her as much as the high court hates you.”

“The Ancients hate all of us, and I suppose they have good reason. But we had our reasons too, which is why they are there and we are here.”

Thieran wraps his arm around my waist and draws me in snug against his chest, his breath fluttering the hair at my temple.

“But that is history long past. Hopefully whatever we find in Sabiya’s temple will usher Iluna back into the fold and remind her where her loyalties lie and why. The high court is not to be trusted, and Sabiya especially. I don’t know how Iluna could so easily forget the way Sabiya was during the war. The things she did.”

Something in his tone has me pressing closer to him in an effort to soothe. I’m certain the war was far worse than the bards sing, and their songs are bad enough. But Thieran hasn’t spoken about it. He and Kaia both get a faraway look in their eyes whenever I ask.

I haven’t bothered to push for details. I’ll find out soon enough just what war with the king of the gods and his high court is like.

“It could be a blow to lose her,” I say, putting voice to my worries from earlier. “It could weaken our side. Cause unrest, discord.”

“No one will take her side once they learn of what she’s done.”

He slides his hand up to gently grip my throat, bringing my mouth close to his.

“And they will swear an oath to us both before I reveal you. Once they do, they will know you for who you are and what you mean.”

“And what is that?”

“A dark court goddess and my queen,” he explains.

“Is that so?”

Grinning, he presses his lips to mine, lingering over it, his fingers flexing on my throat as his tongue sweeps across my lower lip.

“It is so,” he assures me.

Before I can respond, a noise from the hall pulls our attention, and a moment later, Kaia stands in the doorway.

“I’m sorry to interrupt.”

Thieran’s hand slowly falls from my throat, but he cinches an arm around my waist when I try to scoot off his lap. “I find myself sorrier.” He chuckles when I pinch him. “Did you need something?”

“I’ve just had another letter from my spy in Sabiya’s temple, and I thought you’d both want to know what she has to say.”

Thieran motions Kaia forward, and she joins us, sinking into an overstuffed chair and folding her hands in her lap.

“It would seem Sabiya is not in residence at the moment. She’s informed her priestesses she will be gone for several days. Scouting.”

I don’t like the implication of that word, that she might be scouting locations for attacks in the lead-up to another war. A war we are not unaware of but I feel vastly unprepared for. We’re too fractured. There are too many secrets still, creating a chasm between Thieran and his court.

“With Sabiya being away and Iluna unable to warn her, we can’t waste this opportunity to see what she’s hiding.”

“We won’t be.” He slides me off his lap and pushes to his feet. “I’m going to Kinduria.”

“I’m coming with you.”

He looks as if he wants to argue but thinks better of it, cupping my jaw in his hand and brushing his thumb over my cheek.

“All right. We’ll go together. Can you alert your spy that we’re coming?” he asks Kaia.

“I can try. But she may not have time to read a letter if she’s busy with duties or surrounded by others. I assume you’re going under a glamour?”

Thieran runs his hands first down my body and then his own in response.

“Right,” Kaia says. “I’ll send a letter, but if she hasn’t read it, you can simply ask her if she knows the way to Roud. She’ll know you are with me when you do.”

“What is Roud?”

Kaia and Thieran share a look.

“It’s a kingdom that no longer exists. Wiped out by my brother during the war for its riches and strategic strongholds.”

“Cirelina would reign as its queen if it still stood.” Kaia’s voice is sad. “Her family has served the dark court for generations in varying capacities. This is hers. Her flame-red hair has gone gray,” she tells Thieran. “But you’ll know her face. She looks just like her mother.”

Thieran nods, reaching for my hand and giving it a squeeze before shifting us to the banks of a river, the spires of Sabiya’s temple visible in the distance.

The trees here are dense, crowding the riverbank and filling the air with the sweet scent of sap. Brush rustles underfoot as we move away from the rushing waters of the river toward the well-worn path curving around the grove of trees and disappearing around the side of a sprawling ruin.

Stones worn smooth by the elements mark the rough outline of what used to be a large house or barn, each section leaving its mark on the earth. Grass has grown up around it, swallowing up the past and obscuring it from view.

They don’t speak much of the kings and queens who ruled long-forgotten kingdoms spread across Acaria. The bards and the storytellers have scattered this particular part of the past across time, filling in the gaps with watered-down versions or outright lies.

Railan, Nevon, Hayle. They earned themselves a prominent place, judging the dead at the right hand of the God of Death, and still their story is full of holes and untruths. A bland version of a rich history. How many more are completely lost to us? Their stories carried on only by the bloodlines that have survived.

We skirt the ruins and the road, cutting behind some cottages and circling around to the side of Sabiya’s temple. The sun slants in harsh lines over the close-cropped grass, the sounds of lumbering carts and easy laughter occasionally punctuating the quiet.

“Don’t,” I say when Thieran glances down at me.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t ask me if I’m sure I want to do this. Because I am, and you’ll only be wasting time.”

He grunts, mouth thinning into a hard line, and steps around the side of the temple. When the crowd milling on the front steps comes into view, he pulls me in tight to his side.

“Stay close,” he warns, voice low as we weave through the people coming and going from the temple.

Climbing the stairs, we slip in behind a pair of men exiting. I’m overwhelmed by the scent of sage and clove, but I don’t see Sabiya lurking in corners, only bundles of incense burning in metal trays hanging from beams overhead. I cough as we push through the smoke toward the rear of the temple and a group of priestesses standing in a circle.

There are three women in this group with gray or graying hair, but only Thieran knows what she looks like. Exactly like her mother. Another forgotten queen of a dead kingdom.

Thieran’s eyes scan the group until they pause on a woman at the back of the circle, directly across from us. She glances up, seemingly seeing right through us, and goes back to her discussion. I take a step forward, but Thieran stops me with a squeeze of my hand.

When the woman flicks her gaze to us again, he inclines his head to the left and holds up two fingers pressed together. Her gaze slides over me, then back to his face, and she nods, excusing herself from the group and stepping back into the shadows.

I lose sight of her for a moment, only picking her back up when she steps around a fat column, makes eye contact, and turns and disappears again. Thieran waits a beat and then follows her until she’s led us down a long, dimly lit hallway and stopped in front of a large painting depicting Sabiya in a breastplate atop a horse, pale hair coiled on her head like snakes and looking down her nose at the viewer.

“The temple is closing to visitors soon since our lady is not in residence. I’m not sure how I can be of service,” she says in a soft voice with a lyrical accent.

“We only wish to know the way to Roud,” Thieran says, and the last of the tension drains from her face and shoulders.

She drops her voice and says, “I got a letter from Lady Kaia, but I didn’t have time to read it. I’m glad to know she’s finally sent someone. You are?”

Thieran glances at me, hesitating.

“Maybe it’s better not to know who else Lady Kaia has in her service.” Cirelina points down the hallway. “Continue that way. When you reach the end, turn right. It’s the fifth door on the left. The room is locked, but it’s warded. So all you see when you open the door are wooden boxes filled with candles and candlemaking supplies.”

“How do you know it’s the right one and not just candle storage, then?”

She pins me with a bemused expression. “I would not write to Lady Kaia with false information.”

I lift a brow. “That still doesn’t answer my question.”

Pulling a chain from under her robes, she holds it up, the pendant catching the torchlight. “This has been passed down through my mother’s line for generations. It can detect magick and power.” She holds my gaze. “Even yours. The room is warded, I can assure you.”

The sound of voices rises and fades as a pair of priestesses pass by the mouth of the hallway, and Cirelina quickly stuffs the pendant back under her robes.

“How much time do we have?” Thieran asks.

“More than you would with Sabiya not in residence. But don’t dawdle. Offerings are over, and we’ll go to evening prayers and then dinner soon. You’re not likely to encounter anyone, but I can’t guarantee no servant or priestess will wander past. Make haste and good luck.”

She turns on her heel and leaves us standing alone in the flickering light. Thieran looks at me, taking a deep breath at my answering nod before following the hall to the end. The sconces holding torches become further apart the longer we walk, casting long shadows on the dull gray stone.

When we reach the end, we turn right down a similarly lit hallway, wooden doors on either side closed tight. There’s a different feel this deep in the temple with no windows letting in any natural light, an unrecognizable energy softly buzzing.

The scent of sage and clove that had faded slowly returns the deeper we get down the hall. Thieran pauses in front of the fifth door, but we didn’t need to count. It would be hard to mistake any other door for the right one.

This one glows.

Thieran holds his hand out, tracing the shape of it with his palm but never making contact. I watch the light and the energy shift and fizzle around his fingers, molding to their shape as they pass over the wards Sabiya has put in place. They must be strong ones to give off a visual aura like this.

“They seem simple enough,” Thieran says, dropping his hand. “Not impenetrable by any means.”

“How is that possible?”

He glances at me, brows raised. “You doubt me?”

“No.” I shake my head and gesture in front of us. “I thought wards that looked like that would be much stronger.”

He looks at the door and frowns. “Wards that look like what?”

“Like that.” I point. “A faint yellow. You don’t see it?”

“I see a door.”

I sigh, nudging him with my shoulder. “Well, yes. I see that too. But it glows. Like the door itself is alight.”

Taking a step back, he considers it again. “You can see her power.”

I open my mouth to deny it, but the words die on my tongue. If all Thieran sees is wood and iron, what else would be left to glow but the swirl of her power? So far I’ve only been able to see and track it with my eyes closed. I never imagined it could look like this.

“Kaia was right,” I murmur. “That is very handy.”

Thieran chuckles, reaching out to press against the wards. They undulate under his hand, offering resistance when the black smoke of his power flows outward.

For a moment, I think they won’t give, that this trip was for nothing and whatever information Sabiya is hiding will remain a mystery to us. But slowly the wards begin to weaken, fading to a muted shade of yellow, until they dissolve completely, leaving us to face nothing but an ordinary door.

“I hope you know how to put those back.”

He twists the knob, pushing inward and gesturing for me to go ahead of him.

“It’s merely a temporary breach,” he assures me. “Only I did it without herbs and incantations.”

The corner of my mouth ticks up in a smirk seconds before he closes us in, plunging the room into darkness. I conjure a fat candle, squinting to try and make out what’s around us. But with a wave of his hand through the dark, the power sparking off him like a thousand tiny stars, the torches around the room flame, banishing the shadows.

“Better than a candle,” he says with a grin as I dispel it.

The room is smaller than I expected, a square with ceilings barely high enough to accommodate Thieran at full height. And he could easily extend his arms and brush his fingertips against each wall.

Two narrow tables are pushed up against the back wall and the wall to our left, a plain wooden chair tucked between them. Three hand-carved wooden boxes are lined up neatly along the edge of the rear table with perfectly straight stacks of parchment in front.

I take two steps forward and pick up the parchment on top of the nearest pile. Thieran moves in behind me, and we read what appears to be a list of ingredients. Thistle, sage, wormwood, eiger bark, beetle husks.

“Poppy powder?” I peer at Thieran over my shoulder, but he shakes his head.

“No rubra berries.”

He moves to open the middle box, leafing through a bundle of letters arranged from back to front. Seemingly finding nothing, he snaps the lid closed and moves to the furthest box while I reach for the next piece of parchment. An incantation in progress, with lines scratched out and notes made in the margins, little arrows drawn to show where things need to be rearranged and added.

“These sound like love letters,” Thieran says, folding the one he’s reading and reaching for another.

“From Iluna?” I ask, pulling the last box forward and flipping open the lid.

“No. It looks like my brother’s handwriting. But they aren’t signed with anything other than Yours Forever. Not exactly a sentiment I can see him using. Quite explicit, some of them,” he says, picking up a new one.

“As if you need any more ideas.”

He gives me a wolfish grin, and I pluck the first letter from the box in front of me. Turning it over to open it, I freeze, my fingers tracing the scepter crossed over the lightning bolt in red wax.

“Thieran.” I hold it up to him, but he doesn’t stop reading the letter in his hand. “This one has the royal seal.”

His head snaps up, and he quickly folds the parchment, dropping it on top of the rest before moving to stand next to me. With his breath warming my temple, I unfold the letter and smooth down the worn creases. Sabiya’s neat script flows down the page.

The forest guardians are tethered to the veil. It would take a prolonged attack to weaken Thieran’s power enough to untether them. But if we can untether enough, they could wreak havoc along the borderlands and incite unrest among the dark court.

Thieran snatches it from my hand to read the rest, and I reach for the next one. This one is about going farther than untethering the guardians. Instead they’re wondering if they could actually weaken the veil enough to cause a rift, loosing souls on Acaria as a distraction. But it doesn’t say what they want to distract mortals and dark court gods from exactly.

We split the rest between us, and they’re a map of everything that’s been happening to the Shadow Realm for the last year or so. From the guardians to the weakening of the veil to frustration that the veil seems stronger than it has since its inception to the discovery of the rubra berries tincture and how it can be used as a weapon against demigods and mortals.

But the next letter in the stack is a complete change in tone. They’ve gone from planning their latest attack to discussing the weather and which seeds they want to cultivate this year. The next three in my stack are like that. A lot of words to say nothing at all.

“These don’t make any sense.”

I lay it in Thieran’s palm when he holds his hand out, and he quickly scans the page.

“Some sort of code. Useless to us without a key. But I did find this.”

He brandishes a slip of parchment between two fingers before reading aloud.

“To speed up our campaign, I’ve recruited the Goddess of Night. I hope you’ll appreciate both my effort to further our cause and the fact that she means nothing to me. Taking her to my bed, keeping her in as much confidence as I can to make her feel like she knows my secrets, is an exercise in patience. I much prefer to be in your arms. But needs must, I suppose.”

He hands it to me. “The rest is about the best way to manipulate Iluna to their side without letting her know all the details. That should be proof enough for her.”

“We can only hope. Do you think Iluna knows the key to the rest of these?”

I indicate the stacks of letters written in a code we do not understand. This trip was for nothing if we cannot decipher what we’ve found.

Frowning, he begins to fold the letters and place them back in the box in the order we found them, tapping them into a regimented line. “It’s possible, I suppose. Whether she will tell us is less certain.”

“Why would we give her a choice?” I ask. “But even if she would, we can’t take this. Sabiya might realize it’s missing.”

He takes the letter and waves his hand over it, making a perfect replica and slotting the original back into the box.

“What about the rest?” I ask as he slides the box into place, lining it up with the other two. “There could be more information in them.”

“These were nothing but love letters, and these were mundane correspondence.” He points at the remaining boxes. “We know she was leading Iluna on and communicating with my brother. I’m not sure what else you hope to discover.”

“We should take them anyway. There could be something important in these pages. No detail is too⁠—”

“Small,” he finishes. “All right.”

With another wave of his hands, the letters accumulate, stacking one by one in a pile that reaches to the ceiling and then flowing into a box he shrinks down to the size of a pebble and presses into my palm.

“Hold that,” he says with a grin at my wide-eyed expression, reaching for my hand and pulling me toward the door.

With a final look to make sure everything is as we found it, he extinguishes the torches and leads me into the hall. He lays his hands against the frame and slowly draws power out from the door, like it’s leeching from the wall and soaking back into his palms. As the inky black of his smoke dissipates, the yellow shimmer of Sabiya’s power returns, as strong and bright as when we first arrived.

We turn back the way we came, the edges of the tiny box pressing into my skin where I grip it tightly, when the sound of voices echoes down the corridor.

“We’ll have Kaia send a letter to Cirelina to let her know all is well,” Thieran whispers, wrapping an arm around my waist and shifting us back to the parlor.

Kaia turns from the window, mouth pinched with worry. “You were gone longer than I expected.”

Thieran pries the box from my fingers and sets it on the table, where it springs back to its normal size, lifting the lid.

“There was quite a lot more than we anticipated.”

Kaia looks from me to Thieran, a challenging glint in her eye and a smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

“Then let’s get started.” She reaches for a piece of parchment. “Tell me everything.”
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I’ve misjudged the best day to visit Dremen. The roads and village are all teeming with mortals excited to make the most of the weather and market day. I scrunch my nose when a group of them walk past, talking and laughing.

Elora has insisted on reading through every piece of parchment we brought back from Sabiya’s temple, creating a timeline of events and a list of possible meanings behind their code. She’s learned a few things, but not much more than we already know.

Nothing significant to indicate what Sabiya and my brother are planning next. This gap in our knowledge, the fact they switched to code to avoid being easily detected, the advanced stage of the queen’s pregnancy—all of it has prompted me to accelerate my plans for a new oath ceremony.

We must be ready for whatever comes next, and part of that is announcing Elora to my court. And to do that, I require their solemn oath that they will serve her as they serve me.

Lucidas says he will take it, Kaia and the judges too, obviously. I have the proof Iluna wanted, though it won’t tell her what she hopes to hear. And I still haven’t decided if I’ll give her the opportunity to take the oath or leave her running from the Ancients for a few more decades. That leaves me with the Goddesses of Retribution, Nightmares, and Chaos.

I’ll leave Aeris until last. She has never been anything but loyal, and her desire for chaos has served us well in battle before. But this is a move I would hold close for as long as I can. She’ll know about the new oaths and Elora when it’s time for her to know and not before.

Vaeya is one of Kaia’s closest friends. They have always been of the same mind on the king and his court, especially after he betrayed Kaia all those years ago. Not to mention the Goddess of Retribution is driven by a need to right wrongs. She craves balance. I know she will renew her oath and fight by my side if I ask it of her.

That leaves me with Learia. Lucidas’s twin joined my side in the war because her brother did. She has her own reasons to hate the king and queen, but I do not know her as well as I do the others. And even those I thought were loyal have made choices edged in betrayal.

Bells toll for midday prayers, and some people abandon the busy town center to wander toward the temple. I trail behind a large group, the women at the back chatting about the nightmares one is having over an impending wedding. All her fears over the food spoiling and the dress being ruined made manifest in her dreams.

I don’t imagine Elora would have such anxieties about marrying me, but we haven’t talked about it plainly since I asked her on the balcony. She knows I want to make her queen, but our lives have been consumed by my brother’s letter and Iluna’s duplicity and finding the answers to all our unresolved questions.

Once this oath ceremony is done and she is revealed to my court, I will ask her again. She is already mine; her choice has been made. But I want the words written eons ago to fall from her lips, pledging herself to me, bonding us for eternity with an unbreakable oath between those who are fated. And I want to give them back to her in equal measure.

The crowd thickens the closer we draw to the temple, and the press of bodies makes me grit my teeth. A man runs into me, tripping over his own feet in the process.

“Watch what you’re⁠—”

His eyes widen when he recognizes me, and he creates more problems in the throng of people when he doubles over in a deep bow, dragging the hat from his head.

“Beg pardon, m’lord. I didn’t see you there.”

When more mortals take stock of who I am, gasping in surprise and dropping into more bows and curtsies, I shove my way through the crowd and up the steps. I am eager to find Learia, have this conversation, and get the fuck away from all these people.

Pausing at the entrance to the receiving room where many are already gathered for prayers, I scan the space for her. Seeing nothing, I shift to the second floor and breathe a sigh of relief at its emptiness. My footsteps echo into the vaulted ceiling as I make my way down the long hall that dead ends into her rooms.

She swings the door wide when I knock, though she doesn’t look surprised to see me, as I expected. Instead she takes a step back and gestures me inside.

“I was wondering when you might come.”

The door closes with a soft click, and she leaves me standing in the middle of the room when she crosses to a small table flanked by two chairs under the window.

“I was just finishing up something to eat. Would you like to join me?”

Without waiting for an answer, she conjures another plate of fruit and cold meats along with a glass of wine. I take my seat, sitting back and ignoring the food while she spears a berry with her fork and pops it into her mouth.

“Waiting for me?” She shrugs at my tone. “What makes you think I’d be coming to see you?”

She considers me over her glass of wine, taking a drink before responding. “Because despite how my brother grumbles about the vapidness of the gossip I bring him, he enjoys it. Both giving and receiving. He told me he’d been to visit you. That you’d asked him about Iluna and if he would be willing to take another oath.”

“And?”

She blinks big brown eyes at me, feigning innocence as the sun slants through the window and warms her tawny skin.

“And what?”

“I’ve come all this way, Learia. I’m hardly interested in games.”

Taking another sip of her wine, she sets the glass on the table and picks up her fork again. “I have the same questions as my brother. Should we be preparing for another war?”

“Yes. I think we should.”

She nods slowly, pushing a bite of pheasant around on her plate before setting her fork down with a clink and sitting back in her chair.

“I figured they were up to something. I never imagined it would be this serious. Or I would have told you myself instead of simply cautioning Lucidas to warn you.”

“They?”

“Mmm,” she murmurs. “I know my brother told you about Iluna wanting access to his forest to collect rubra berries.”

“To make a tincture that is better than ambrosia.”

Learia gives a dry chuckle. “It sounds as ridiculous to me now as it did when he first mentioned it. Then I saw Iluna and Sabiya at the theatre together one night, and it made more sense.”

“What makes you say that?” I ask, watching her as her eyes track across the room and land on the window.

“Because I will never forget the things Sabiya did to gain ground for and favors from the king during the war. It’s been so long you can almost pretend she’s changed, but I know better. I can still picture the villages she razed to the ground, the piles of mortal bodies discarded among the ash and rubble.”

She reaches up to rub her fingers over the snake pendant hanging around her neck, gaze distant.

“Using people to get what she wants is second nature to her.”

Learia’s words are filled with venom. Even before the war, she and Sabiya hardly ever saw eye to eye on anything. But Learia’s hate of the Goddess of Wisdom and War became fully formed when she discovered Sabiya was sneaking into her temple and stealing nightmares, using them to erase memories or plant new ones.

“Iluna seems a rather willing participant. She defends Sabiya at every turn. Her misplaced loyalty has become a danger to⁠—”

I catch myself before I utter Elora’s name, ignoring Learia’s pointed stare.

“A danger to your mortal?”

“You really do enjoy gossip with your brother,” I mutter, watching her carefully.

Her eyes sparkle with laughter and she pops another berry into her mouth. “He enjoys it as well. Don’t ever let him tell you different. But I didn’t hear about her from Lucidas, if that’s any consolation.”

It isn’t, but I am grateful Elora’s godhood appears to remain protected.

“How then?”

“I have my ways.” She sighs and brushes her skirts at my raised brow. “Sabiya’s high priestess is related to one of my ladies. Cousins or something. Occasionally they like to catch up.”

“And your lady innocently divulges everything she gathers from her cousin?”

Lifting a casual shoulder, Learia reclaims her seat. “Our feelings on the Goddess of Wisdom”—she sneers the word—“are quite similar. My lady has been on a campaign to get her kinswoman to leave service for a number of years. Perhaps she thinks confiding in me will help her cause.”

“But then how would you get your information?”

A self-indulgent smile paints Learia’s mouth. “Precisely.” She flicks a hand between us. “Whether she leaves service or not is none of my concern. It is not my responsibility to absolve this priestess of her life’s deeds, however much she might regret them in the end. That pleasure belongs to you and your judges once she crosses the veil.”

“I might actually look forward to this one.”

“Is this why you want new oaths?” she asks after a beat. “Because of this mortal?”

“Would it affect your decision if I said it was?”

Lifting her wineglass from the table, she presses the rim to her lower lip, studying me over the top. Slowly she takes a sip.

“No. It wouldn’t. I might have initially joined your cause to stand with my brother, but I am with you, Thieran, and I will do whatever is necessary to keep the king and his high court in check. I imagine most of the dark court will feel the same.”

“Only most of them?”

“Does Iluna plan to swear a new oath?”

I shift in my seat. I don’t want Learia to know Iluna still languishes at the bottom of the pit, running from the Ancients she helped trap and imprison.

“I’m not sure. Why do you ask?”

“You might lose Aeris if she does not. And Aeris could take Vaeya with her.”

“The Goddess of Retribution would not abandon my court over Iluna.”

“No. But she would if she owed Aeris a favor and this is how Aeris wanted to collect. Whatever Iluna’s misguided feelings are for Sabiya, you need to disentangle her from them. Or we could end up at a serious disadvantage against the king.”

This is what Elora is most afraid of. That alienating Iluna will cause an irreparable rift in my court we can’t mend. I’m not certain if the proof we brought back from Sabiya’s temple is enough to sway her, but I’ll likely be forced to bring her up from the pit sooner than I would like.

“I’ll take that under advisement,” I assure her. “But I don’t trust Iluna where Sabiya is concerned right now.”

“Nor should you. We all know how Iluna can be. You more than anyone.”

I snort softly. “I wish I didn’t. I appreciate your honesty, Learia.”

She inclines her head, rising with me and following me to the door.

“The oath ceremony is at the palace in two days’ time. There will be a dinner to follow.”

Brows raised, Learia waves a hand to open the door for me. “That’s far more pomp and circumstance than the last one, it would seem.”

Kaia’s idea. One I likely would have refused if I wasn’t so eager to see Elora dressed for the occasion, to reveal her to my court. But as much as I need their oaths, I also need unity. Something I have spent little time cultivating these many years.

“It feels warranted. Before we descend into madness.” I step into the doorway and turn to face her. “If you hear anything else about Sabiya, I want to know.”

Learia gives a quick nod. “I would keep nothing from you now that I know she’s up to something. Which reminds me, I thought you were here today to ask me about something else.”

I encourage her to continue with a flick of my wrist.

“Sabiya has been rather interested in a small town nestled in the foothills of the Fiel Mountains.”

“What of it? Don’t the mountains extend into her territory?”

“They do. But Hora is in Vaeya’s.”

“Hora. You’re certain?”

“Yes,” Learia confirms with a nod. “She just got back from a scouting trip there.”

“I’ve heard nothing of her interest in Hora, but did know of her scouting.”

“It’s a curious thing. If I manage to make sense of it before you do, I’ll share.”

I incline my head. “I would appreciate that.”

Shifting to the palace, I search for Elora. Perhaps she’s been able to decipher enough of Sabiya’s code to know why Sabiya would be interested in a tiny mountain town known for producing fat sheep and fine wool.

And how we can keep her from whatever she wants.
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The quill scratches across the parchment, the sound echoing into the silence of the library. With Thieran busy making arrangements for his oath ceremony, I’ve had plenty of time to read through every scrap of parchment we brought back from Sabiya’s temple. Many of them twice.

Most of what I can actually read are things that have already happened. And whatever hasn’t been carried out looks like foiled plots or scrapped plans. I’ve made note of them in case they become relevant later, but they haven’t been my focus.

What I’ve spent the majority of the last few days on are the letters written in code.

I’ve tried to find the patterns in the seemingly indecipherable talk of cultivating seeds, growing seasons, and weather patterns. Some phrases will appear in multiple letters back to back and then not be uttered again for weeks. There are short phrases and long ones and common words sprinkled throughout.

The patterns are there, and I have theories about what they mean. But without a key, I have no idea if those theories are correct or wishful thinking on my part. I want to know more than we do. And still we’re left with more questions than answers.

Tracking my finger down the page, I underline another phrase. The garden will be in full bloom. This particular phrase appears in several different contexts. Sometimes alongside talk of specific flowers, others in relation to the weather.

The more I see it, the more I think it could be related to the execution or completion of a plan. Especially since it often follows talk of tending or planting new blooms. I make note of it and scan the rest of the page.

There are more than a dozen different ideas here. All of them end with question marks because it is impossible to be sure if any of them are correct.

Tossing down my quill with a sigh, I shove away from the table and move to the window. A group of souls makes their way from Videva to the palace with baskets propped on their hips or hefted onto their shoulders. I have not returned to the kitchens since Thieran dispatched Faisal.

I know Thieran has met with Ygris a few times, and she has reported no issues or grievances. And still a worry that any god from Thieran’s court with easy access to the Shadow Realm could do the same has me keeping my distance.

My mother has twice asked if I would come visit again, and twice I have made excuses. I miss her and my father both. Meera too. But with the two of them indicating they have nothing to report from the village, I know I must focus on deciphering these letters if we ever hope to gain the upper hand against the high court.

Pressing my fingertips against my eyelids, I blow out a breath, long and slow, through pursed lips. As soon as I figure this out, I will take Meera for a ride and visit them. But not before.

Tensing when the air around me grows heavy, I relax when I sense Thieran’s power moments before he appears at my back. His arms wrap around me, and he buries his face in the crook of my neck, breathing me in.

“You’re worried about something,” he murmurs against my skin.

“That’s because there are a great many things to be worried about.”

His grip around my middle tightens, and he skims his lips up the side of my neck and over my jaw to my earlobe.

“We have it all in hand, little one. None of it will best us.”

“I take it your meeting with Learia went well?”

“It did. She has quite the network of information.”

I tilt my head so he can more easily explore my neck and jaw with his lips, melting into his chest with a contented sigh.

“More spies like Kaia?”

“Not really. Gossips who like to talk too much. It would seem Sabiya has not been quiet about your existence here.”

I stiffen in his arms, but his fingertips graze my hips in an effort to soothe.

“A mortal residing beyond the veil. Learia asked me if you were the reason I require new oaths.”

“And what did you tell her?”

“The truth.”

Wrapping my arm around his neck, I slide my fingers through his hair and guide his mouth to meet mine, nipping his bottom lip before pulling away.

“And Vaeya and Aeris will swear as well?”

Doubt flickers through his eyes so fast I’m sure I imagined it until he says, “I hope so.”

“I’d feel more comfortable if we had more than hope.”

“As would I. But Learia seems to think Aeris will not oath if Iluna does not, and Iluna is currently…indisposed.”

I draw my bottom lip between my teeth. “We could bring her out. Show her what we found in Sabiya’s temple.”

“We’ll see. We’ve time yet.” He nods his chin at the carefully arranged stacks of parchment on the table. “Have you made any progress here?”

I conjure my sheet of notes and hold it up for him to read.

“I have a lot of theories. Whether they are correct is impossible to know.” I point to a line in the middle of the page. “This one here is the most widely used across all the letters.”

“Collecting seeds and shoots,” he reads. “And what does it mean?”

I indicate the notes I’ve made underneath it with a flick of my fingers against the parchment.

“I have no idea. Sometimes it sounds like amassing resources, sometimes it sounds like collecting information, and other times it sounds like they’re actually planting a fucking garden. I must be missing something. How can you establish a code without a key?”

“I’m sure they had a key at one point.”

“I haven’t found it.”

“It was likely discarded once she had it memorized.” He reaches for the parchment and tucks it between two books on the nearby shelf. “You need a distraction.”

He pulls on the tie of my laces, gripping and tugging until my corset loosens.

“Thieran,” I chide, though I make no move to stop him. “We have so much to do.”

“There’s always something to do,” he reminds me. “You’ve been staring at these letters, trying to make sense of them for days. You need to give your mind a break. Allow me to help.”

Drawing my corset and then my tunic over my head, he cups my breasts in his palms, tracing circles around my nipples until they’re pebbled and aching. He tightens his fingers around them, increasing the pressure until I gasp and his lips curve against the side of my neck.

“I love that sound,” he murmurs, hands snaking down to work open my breeches and push them down to my knees. “Hands on the window, little one.”

Fingers splayed and curving into the cool glass, I press my palms against it, shivering when he kisses his way down my spine, tugging my breeches down to my ankles and helping me shed them along with my boots.

His lips brush the back of my thigh while his hand slips between them, urging my legs apart as his fingers climb higher. When he traces the length of my slit, I drop my forehead against the window with a groan and rock my hips back to give him better access.

He chuckles, his breath fanning the curve of my ass as he presses a finger deep, drawing it out slowly and rubbing circles over my clit, increasing the speed and the pressure until I am rocking against his hand, silently begging for more.

“So eager,” he says, rising.

He presses his body against mine and we’re skin to skin, the contact warming, the feel of his power rising to meet mine as familiar as it is thrilling. His cock slides against me, teasing, testing. Pulling on my hips, he bends me forward and slides the tip of his cock inside me.

“Thieran,” I groan.

“Hmm?”

Sliding his hand down my stomach to circle my clit, he grazes it with his fingertip and then quickly withdraws.

“Did you need something?”

“I need more.” I push my ass back against him, but he retreats from me, not pulling out but not giving me any more of him. “I thought you were supposed to be distracting me, not teasing me.”

“Why can’t it be both?” he asks, a wicked smile in his voice.

“Because—”

He doesn’t let me finish, slamming inside me and stealing my breath.

“Because?”

“Shut up,” I pant. “And distract me like you promised. Unless it was just talk.”

Grinding deep, he brackets my clit with his fingers and squeezes until I groan.

“It’s never just talk with you,” he assures me, squeezing harder.

“Then show me.”

“Keep your hands on the window,” he commands, pulling out until just the tip is inside me. “And watch me fuck you.”

It’s only then I realize I can perfectly make out our reflection in the fading light, his body looming over mine, one hand between my thighs and the other cupping my breast.

His eyes meet mine and he shoves himself deep, setting a frenzied pace as his fingers tease circles around my nipple before squeezing it roughly. It takes everything in me to hold his gaze through the rough thrust of his cock and the pinch of his insistent fingers.

My orgasm approaches, tingling down my spine and weakening my knees. He doesn’t slow his pace, watching me intently as I clamp my bottom lip between my teeth and meet him thrust for thrust, using the window as leverage.

“That’s it, little one. Be a good girl and come for me.”

It’s all the encouragement I need, gasping as my release washes over me, power humming along my skin and mingling with his. But he doesn’t stop, doesn’t slow, refusing to let me come down before urging me higher again with his fingers and his lips and his cock.

“Another,” he whispers against my ear, maintaining his brutal pace, his cock filling me and retreating again and again.

I want to feel him lose control, to remind myself I can do that to him. I squeeze his cock inside me, grinning when he buries his face in my hair with a groan. He fucks into me hard, shoving me onto my toes, and grips my breast tighter, pulling me back against him.

I can tell he’s close by the rapid punch of his hips against my ass, his urgent fingers on my clit. I want to wait for him, to tumble over the cliff together, but he is racing me toward the finish and determined to make me beat him.

“Thieran,” I grit out, losing the battle against my growing orgasm. “Wait. Together.”

“No,” he insists, the word deep and guttural in my ear.

He slaps my breast, the sting against my nipple pushing me over the edge so my pussy clamps around him. My orgasm rips through me, cascading stars across my vision. A moment later, he follows, emptying himself inside me.

He drops his forehead against my shoulder, his panting breath warming my skin. The distant echo of laughter brings me back down in a finger snap, and I see the same group of souls headed back to the village with empty baskets.

“What happens to the souls if the Shadow Realm falls?”

His head jerks up, and his fingers tighten around my breast before falling away.

“That’s quite the change in subject.”

I indicate the group of souls with a tilt of my chin, and he sighs, pressing a kiss to the side of my neck.

“The Shadow Realm will not fall.” He takes a step back, righting our clothes with a wave of his hand and tucking my hair behind my ear. “I will make sure of it.”

“But if Aeris won’t take the oath because Iluna won’t, will they defect to the high court? Will we lose two allies because of me?”

“These are their choices to be made. And I will do my best not to lose any of them. Especially not Vaeya.”

“Vaeya?” I spin to face him, my heart squeezing in my chest at the idea of losing a third ally against the king. “Why would she not take it?”

He waves a hand to dismiss the worry in my tone. “Learia seems to think she owes Aeris a favor, and Aeris may want to collect by having her refuse the oath.”

“Shit.”

“But that won’t happen.”

“You can’t possibly know that.”

Laying a finger under my chin, he tips my head back to meet his gaze. “Despite what you may think, I know my people. And what I’m doing.”

“I’ve never thought otherwise.” I ignore his huff of disagreement. “I’ve only ever wanted you to realize your voice and your opinion are not the only ones that matter. You are not in this alone anymore.”

He smiles, leaning down to capture my lips in a quick kiss. “I know. But Sabiya has been scouting in Vaeya’s territory, and the Goddess of Retribution will not stand for that.”

“Is that where she was when we got into the temple?”

“According to Learia’s sources.” He frowns. “She was in Hora.”

I’ve never heard of that town before, but Vaeya’s territory is quite remote, bordered to the south by the forest and to the west by the Fiel Mountains. The scenery is beautiful, but most of the towns and villages in her lands are sparsely populated.

“What’s in Hora?”

“I’m not sure. They raise sheep among the hills and mountains and sell some of the best wool in Acaria. And every year in late summer, the nerium fields attract visitors.”

I freeze, my heart shooting into my throat. “The what?”

“The flowers. They grow wild in vast fields all along the mountain’s edge.”

Darting around him, I grab my list from where he tucked it and dart to the table with the rest of the letters arranged in piles. Pulling the largest stack forward, I leaf through it, taking out what I want as I find it.

“What is it?”

“Nerium flowers.” I pluck the last page from this stack and move to the next one. “She talks about them all the time. And not just with the king. With Iluna too.”

I lay all the letters that make mention of nerium in a row. Twelve in total. Thieran picks up the one closest to him, but it’s old. I reach for the most recent one between Sabiya and Iluna and read aloud.

“In due time, we shall collect the seeds and shoots of the nerium flower. Though we’ll want to be prepared to cultivate them carefully in the shade and not overwork the soil. With a bit of hard work, the garden will soon be in full bloom.”

He takes the letter and reads it through himself. “And the translation?”

“It’s just a guess, but I’d say this is Sabiya telling Iluna her plans of harvesting the nerium flowers. The shade is a reference either to a time of day or month. I lean more toward a general time of the month based on the way it’s often used. There’s really only one way to be sure, though.”

I wait until Thieran lifts his gaze to mine.

“Release Iluna from the pit and make her tell us.”
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“She hasn’t exactly been forthcoming. That’s how she wound up there in the first place.”

Elora raises a challenging brow. “She’s the only one who can tell us what this means. What Sabiya wants with the nerium. Without knowing the code, we’ll never have more than hunches. I know we’re running out of time, even if you don’t want to say it.”

I toss the letter onto the table, pacing away and back. I can’t say for certain if time is running out, but I do know my brother and his allies are well ahead of us, and I am tired of always dogging to catch up. If Iluna can give us what we need, it’s worth trying to get it from her.

“I’ll want to be sure she isn’t lying to us.”

Elora understands my meaning and nods. “I can touch her. But she’ll know me for who I am. How do we keep her from shifting out of the realm and sharing that information?”

There’s really only one place in the realm besides the pit meant to cage anyone with power, and I haven’t used it since shortly after the realm was created. When Acarian tree nymphs crossed my border in an attempt to spy for my brother.

Not long after that, I bound the Shadow Realm to me and my power and added extra layers of protection to keep the high court and those aligned with it out and allow passage without my permission only for my dark court and the dead. It may not work now, but if it doesn’t, I can always send her back to the pit.

“Bring what proof we have that Sabiya was using her and meet me in the dungeon. Elora,” I say, drawing her attention when she turns toward the table. “If she threatens you again, I’ll send her back to the pit without hesitation.”

She pushes onto her tiptoes to brush a kiss across my lips. “When will you learn I can take care of myself?”

I claim her lips one more time, grinning when she nips my bottom lip roughly, and leave her to collect her evidence while I shift to the dungeon. The torches light under my direction, and Iluna appears in the cell directly in front of me a heartbeat later, stumbling forward and catching herself on the iron bars.

Her gown is ripped along the hem, the train that usually bustles behind her shredded to ribbons. She has scratches, red and swollen, down her arms, and tears have carved rivers through the dirt on her face.

Blinking against the brightness of the torches after so long in the dark, it takes her a moment to focus on me. When she finally does, her lip curls back over her teeth and she shoves an arm through the bars, swiping at only air when I take a step back.

“Now, now. Is that any way to greet an old friend?”

“Friend?” she snaps. “I’ve spent gods know how long running from the Ancients because of you.”

“To be fair, you’d be tucked warm and safe in your temple if you’d made better choices about your companions and didn’t threaten my woman.”

“I’m through playing this game with you, Thieran,” she grits out. “I did you a favor, and I won’t listen to this a second longer.”

I scent pine and ash on the air as her power rises, but she does not disappear. When she realizes she is as trapped here as she was in the pit, her fingers grip the bars with white knuckles and her angry gaze turns frightened and pleading.

“Let me out.”

I tilt my head. “No. I have questions for you.” Elora appears at my side, a bundle of letters bigger than I expected in her hand. “We have questions for you.”

“I have nothing to say to you or that thing.”

Elora stops me when I take a step forward, laying a hand on my forearm and squeezing.

“Can she get out?”

“No,” I assure her, and I feel the staccato of her heart slow to a steady rhythm. “Is that all of it?”

“There was more. But this is the most compelling.” She takes a step closer, and Iluna stumbles back until she’s out of reach. “Come here.”

“I do not take orders from mortals,” Iluna says, crossing her arms over her chest.

The red welts have begun to heal, but the process will be a slow one. The Ancients’ powers are different from ours, their effects more damaging, their wounds longer lasting.

I open my mouth to command Iluna to move, but Elora’s hand shoots out, a vine extending from her palm to wrap around Iluna’s wrist and tug her violently forward. The vine disconnects from Elora’s palm and she spins her finger in the air, making the thick stalk wind around the bars and hold Iluna in place.

“That was excellent,” I tell her. “But not very subtle.”

She shuffles through the pages in her hand. “I’ve been practicing that and wanted to try it. And we don’t have time for subtle.”

“What… Wh-who are you?”

“Another question for another day.” Elora holds up a letter. “Do you recognize the handwriting?”

Iluna’s gaze darts from Elora to the parchment to me. She opens her mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. Elora jiggles the paper in front of Iluna’s face. Iluna’s only answer is to try and free her wrist from Elora’s vine, but it cinches tighter at the movement, and Iluna yelps.

“The handwriting. Do you recognize it?” Elora asks again.

Resigned, Iluna studies the page, her eyes hard. “It looks like Sabiya’s.”

Nodding, Elora turns the page over and begins to read.

“I spent an insufferable evening with the Goddess of Night at the theatre. I was finally able to successfully plant the idea she should collect the rubra berries from Lucidas’s forest. Though I wish I didn’t have to let her touch me so much to do it. The next time we manage to steal a moment, you’ll have to erase her from⁠—”

“Stop it,” Iluna barks, swallowing hard. “That’s not true. She wouldn’t write that.”

Elora doesn’t respond, simply holds up a fresh piece of parchment. “Is this Sabiya’s handwriting?”

Iluna gives a curt nod, lower lip trembling.

“She was getting suspicious or jealous or both,” Elora begins. “So I told her I loved her. The words felt like daggers in my throat, but she seemed to believe them well enough. It pained me, though. They should only be meant for you. At least this has renewed her pathetic devotion. She swears she can get a palace source within a month’s time.”

Shoulders slumping, Iluna drops her head against the bars. “You’ve made this up,” she insists, voice breaking, but I hear the defeat in her tone.

Elora looks at me over her shoulder and then shuffles for another letter, taking a deep breath.

“I should have known Iluna’s jealousy would be a problem. She snooped through some of my things and found one of our letters. It was, thankfully, coded, but now she has questions. I told her it was a poem I didn’t want her to read yet, and she actually believed me.”

Iluna lets out a soft sob, but Elora pushes on, her voice softer, more apologetic than before.

“I’ve moved everything to a secret room in my temple, warded so no one can see what I’ve hidden there. But I’m going to teach her the code. Hopefully it will make her feel special and important enough to bring her in closer. We can’t risk her running to Thieran because she got her feelings hurt.”

“Are you happy now?” Iluna demands, but the question isn’t directed at Elora.

“You asked for proof.” I indicate the letters still clutched in Elora’s hand with a tilt of my head. “You were simply misguided about what we would uncover.”

She grunts. “And how do I know you haven’t made all this up just to get what you want from me?”

“There’s more,” Elora offers. “A few where she talks about giving you the nickname little s⁠—”

“Enough.” Iluna inhales sharply. “I’ll answer your questions. But not here. I want a bath and a hot meal first.”

“It doesn’t work that way. Unless you want to find yourself back in the pit.” When she protests, I tell her, “You will answer every question we have, and you’ll do it honestly.”

Iluna grits her teeth so loudly I hear it from across the room.

“Fine,” she spits. “At least tell your pet to release me.”

A laugh tumbles from Elora’s lips, light and sweet, and she moves with lightning speed to dispel the vine and wrap her fingers around Iluna’s wrist, yanking her so hard her forehead slams into the bars. Iluna mutters a stream of curses and then jerks when she notices the slide of Elora’s power against hers.

“You’re a…”

“Goddess,” Elora finishes. “Yes.”

“It’s not possible.” Iluna looks to me. “There hasn’t been a god born in hundreds of years. The queen’s baby is to be the first in centuries.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” Elora replies, holding up the wrist with her godmark in front of Iluna’s face.

Iluna takes it in, the truth of it all slowly dawning, her gaze dropping to my wrist and then flicking back to Elora’s.

“You’re fated.”

I nod, stepping up to lay a hand on Elora’s shoulder and squeezing. “We are.”

“Our questions?”

Iluna hesitates, jaw set, but ultimately says, “What do you want to know?”

“Why did Sabiya kidnap Elora?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t even know she was going to. She’d been asking so many questions about the Shadow Realm, and I was frustrated. I thought she was losing interest in favor of you. I know that sounds absurd,” she adds when I scoff. “You hate each other, but… Pathetic devotion,” she mutters.

“Do you know what her plans are with the king?”

“I know they were working on the poppy powder together. It was my idea to call it that.” Her laugh is bitter. “And in her most recent letter, she wanted to know if you were suspicious of the king.”

“I’m always suspicious of my brother. Did she ask about anything specific?”

“No.” She shakes her head. “She’s always careful never to be too specific.”

I glance at Elora, who acknowledges the truth in Iluna’s words with a dip of her head.

“What interest does Sabiya have in nerium?”

Iluna goes still, squirming when Elora tightens her grip.

“Nerium? Like the flower? I…I’m not entirely sure.”

“It’s not altogether a lie,” Elora says. “But it’s not the truth either.”

“Maybe some more time in the pit will finish clearing your head.”

I lift my hand.

“Wait!” She sucks in a sharp breath. “Wait. It’s not about the flowers. It’s about the town.”

“What about it?” Elora wonders.

“I don’t know. I swear I don’t. The flowers, they fit into her code, but it’s about Hora. Something she can only get there.”

“When are they planning on getting whatever it is they’re looking for?”

“She was leaving for a scouting trip when she last wrote to me. And she has to be careful crossing Vaeya’s borders.” Iluna’s gaze flits to me and then quickly away. “So she enters from my territory. If she found what she was looking for, she’ll go back for it by month’s end.”

Iluna’s sigh is heavy and long. “I don’t think she wanted me to know that. She looked annoyed when she revealed it to me.”

Elora nods. Iluna is telling the truth. It’ll have to be enough for now.

“I’m holding a new oath ceremony in two days. I expect you to be there, to swear to me again. And to my future queen.”

Straightening, Iluna looks between us. “You’re not going to let me out?”

Drawing Elora back from the cell, I conjure a bath in the corner, steam rising into the cool air of the underground dungeon.

“You will stay here until you are newly oathed. I cannot trust you until you have sworn to us both. War is coming, Iluna. And wittingly or not, you have helped it along. You put the one given to me by the Fates in danger. A week in the pit, two days in the dungeon. You deserve more. But this will have to do.”

Iluna steps back from the bars, but she doesn’t speak, and I’m not sure if that’s from resignation or anger. Uninterested in finding out which, I take Elora’s hand and shift us to our sitting room.

“Month’s end is just over a fortnight from now.”

“I know.” I run my hands up her arms to her shoulders, pulling her in against my chest. “Once we’re past the oath ceremony, we’ll meet with the core of us. Then we’ll bring the entire court into the fold.”

She wraps her arms around my middle, squeezing tight. “And you’re certain this oath will hold? That it will prevent something like this from happening again?”

“Yes. I don’t plan on underestimating what gods are capable of this time around.”
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The hard soles of the shoes Kaia insisted I wear click across the polished floor as I pace back and forth in front of the throne room door. I’d be far more comfortable in my usual garb, but this is a special occasion. A momentous one, in any case.

Thieran has been drafting and editing and finalizing the words he will require tonight for every bit of the last two days. He wouldn’t let me read them. I will hear them for the first time, along with the rest of the court. I trust he knows how to craft oaths for gods, how to play the game well enough to get the results he desires.

I also know tonight changes everything for us. After they have taken the oath—assuming everyone agrees to take it once they hear what it is—Thieran will reveal me to them. And there is no coming back from that.

My secret will be a secret no longer. This ceremony and these oaths are the turning point. Even if only a few of us realize what is at stake and what will come from this, the end result will be the same. War with the king and his court.

Thieran clears his throat from the landing, and my heartbeat quickens. He’s dressed in his formal robes embroidered with silver thread, but the pattern looks different than the other times I’ve seen him dressed so. And when he draws closer, I see a swirl of vines rather than the usual filigree.

Twin skulls facing each other adorn the collar, and twisting vines travel around his neck to connect them and climb down the front of his robes.

“You don’t like it,” he says.

“I…” My words catch in the back of my throat. “It’s perfect.”

He smiles wide, spinning his finger in the air to indicate I should turn. My full, heavy skirts rustle when I oblige him.

“As are you.”

“I would have preferred all black.” I glance down at the red silk gown overlaid with black lace. “But Kaia insisted.”

“It will go nicely with this.”

He holds out his hand, and a tiara appears. The shape of it is trimmed in black diamonds, each point inlaid with blood-red rubies shaped like teardrops, the largest in the center and growing smaller. It sits perfectly among the curls Kaia fastened, and I realize they must have been planning this together.

It’s not as heavy as the crown he placed on my head the night we had dinner with the king, but the weight of it is enough to remind me of what our future holds. What he’s said he wants from me.

He’s mentioned having me as queen, but he hasn’t asked me to marry him again since we received the letter from the king. And now that I know how oaths work between those who are fated, I’m not sure a bonding ceremony is the best idea.

Surely there are other, lighter, less eternal ways for us to pledge ourselves to each other. Once we are through tonight’s ceremony, I’ll make mention of it, and then we’ll see where we stand.

“Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.”

I lay my hand in his when he offers it, and the doors open soundlessly. A red carpet stretches before us, carving a path from the door to the dais on the opposite end. I’ve been in the throne room before, wandered past it dozens of times. But like the embroidery on Thieran’s robes, it includes me now.

Placed beside Thieran’s black throne, the sharp obsidian spearing up and glinting under the massive chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, is a second throne fashioned from silver and studded across the back with black and white diamonds. A ruby as big as my fist is inlaid at the apex of the chair.

“I am not queen,” I remind him. “Not yet.”

“You are in everything but name. And you deserve to have your place at my side recognized tonight.”

I don’t have a chance to respond before he is leading me forward. There are more people in attendance than I anticipated, lining the carpet and dropping into curtsies or bows as we pass.

Beyond the judges and the gods from Thieran’s court are Garrick and Cath, as well as at least two dozen more demigods I don’t recognize. I never imagined so many would come to swear loyalty to Thieran, that we had so large a number behind us.

Iluna does not make eye contact with me, but she stands in the back, flanked by Aeris and a guard who was tasked with following her tonight until her oath is renewed. Her tattered dress has been exchanged for a new one, her arms covered and hair bundled at the nape of her neck.

Kaia offers me an encouraging smile as we make the long walk to the dais and stop in front of the thrones, but it does nothing to quell the furious pounding of my heart. Thieran brings my knuckles to his lips, then turns to face his people.

“War is coming,” he says, and a murmur goes up around the room. “My brother and his queen have been plotting and planning for months, perhaps longer. We must be ready.”

The Goddess of Chaos steps forward, her flame-red hair pinned back from her face.

“We are with you, my lord,” she says, and the rest nod their agreement. “But we have sworn our oaths to you already. Have you grown dissatisfied with them?”

Thieran looks directly at Iluna even as she stares at her toes. “There are some who have found ways around their oaths, who have put all of us in danger, weakened our defenses, and broken my trust. Tonight, you strengthen your pledge to me.”

He glances at me. “And expand them. Tonight you will bind yourself not only to me but to my future queen and to my realm.”

The weight of scrutiny drapes itself around my shoulders, and I square them, lifting my chin. I do not know what it means to be Thieran’s queen any more than I knew what it was to be a goddess. I will learn one as I learned the other.

“These are the words you will give me tonight. I swear to protect, obey, defend, and honor the God of Death and King of Shadows as long as there is breath in my lungs. I pledge the same to his queen and his realm. If my words and deeds do not hold fast to my solemn oath, I will be marked as a liar and a traitor and cast out from the dark court to join my fate with the Ancients. I seal this covenant with my blood.”

At the last word, a silver chalice filled with wine appears in front of Thieran, hovering in midair. He draws a dagger from his robes, the blade curved and thin and etched with the ancient symbols for loyalty, honor, and truth.

Drawing the blade across the palm of his hand, he squeezes his fist over the cup, the wine sizzling when his blood makes contact.

“My blood.”

He looks to me, and I move to his side, taking the offered dagger and opening a thin wound along my own palm.

“Our blood,” I say, holding my hand over the cup, the steadiness of my voice belying the trembling of my hand.

“Will the judges three step forward?”

Railan, Nevon, and Hayle approach, dropping to their knees and acknowledging first Thieran and then me with a nod of their heads. Thieran touches the chalice for the first time, carrying it to Railan, and I follow with the dagger.

Railan mimics our gesture, adding his blood to the cup and reciting the oath. As soon as he takes a sip, a tether of light, hot and bright, snaps between us. It glows golden, connecting my chest to his, and I wonder if I am the only one who sees it.

I run my power along it, testing it, and he sighs. It feels similar to the bond I have with Thieran, but different at the same time. Whereas Thieran and I are connected soul to soul and heart to heart, this connection to Railan feels more like essence to essence. As if his consciousness is now somehow linked to mine.

As quickly as the feeling arises, it dissipates, but it is easy to grasp when I search for it, and Railan smiles knowingly at me. This must be why Thieran can call his court to him no matter where they are in Acaria. That connection hovers between them until he chooses to use it.

We continue with each of the judges in turn, that same tether forming between us and then fading into the background once the oaths are given and received. Then the gods step forward.

I expect it to be the same, but Kaia’s oath burns like the sun, and I gasp, steadying myself with a hand on Thieran’s arm. Thieran will tell them all who I am when this is done, but if the rest are like this, like fire coursing through my veins, then there will be no mistaking who and what I am.

Iluna is the last of the gods to step forward, slowly sinking to her knees. Her eyes are fixated on the dagger in my hand. Thieran moves closer and lowers his voice.

“This is your last chance. If you betray me again, I will make sure you never see the light of day as long as you live.”

Her gaze lifts to me and then shifts to Thieran. “I have no doubt.”

She takes the dagger when I hold it out, adding her blood to the chalice and reciting Thieran’s oath. The connection between us eases into place, slowly forming through Iluna’s dislike of me and anger at Thieran. But by the time she’s finished, it’s as strong as it was with the others, glowing and unbroken.

When I reach out through it, she jerks as she pushes to her feet. She does not want to be oathed to us, to me, but she uttered the words and accepted the consequences all the same. Still, I doubt I’ll ever trust her enough to give her my back.

Once Garrick, Cath, and all the rest have made their vows, Thieran reaches for me, lacing our fingers together and raising our joined hands into the air.

“It is done.”

The room erupts in unexpected cheers, and the rush of excitement is like a cool breeze over my heated skin. I am brimming with power and the connections newly formed, the buzz of it humming in my ears.

“We’ve dinner laid in the grand hall, and you are all invited to join and break bread with us. But first, an announcement.” He draws me in against his side, brushing a kiss to my temple. “I know some of you have heard stories of a mortal residing beyond the veil. That is what my brother and his allies on the high court believe her to be.”

I brace myself for their reaction to the truth of it all. I am the reason the king will declare war against us when he learns the true nature of my existence. I am responsible for bringing pain and suffering to the land again.

“But Elora is not a mortal. She is a god,” Thieran continues above the murmur of surprise going up around the room, skirts rustling as the gods shift on their feet. “As we are. Born of Melena, Goddess of the Harvest, fated to me, and woven into the Shadow Realm through a willing sacrifice. She is for the dark. One of us, your future queen.”

Vaeya straightens from her whispered conversation with Learia, eyes trained on me before shifting to Thieran. “How long have you known of her?”

“A few months only. I know you have questions, and I promise to answer them all in due time. We promise to answer them,” he amends when Vaeya glances at me.

“The king truly doesn’t know?” Learia wonders.

“He does not,” Thieran assures her.

“He will not react kindly when he does learn of her.”

Thieran nods at Lucidas. “No. He will not. We have been preparing for this. Digging, learning, putting the pieces together.” His gaze swings to Iluna, lingering there long enough to have heads turning toward her, more whispers floating up.

“We will discuss what the future holds in the coming days. Tonight we gather over food and drink. And soon we will gather for a wedding. A royal one.”

Servants appear at the back of the room when Thieran encourages everyone to file out, and I catch Kaia’s eye, returning her wide smile before Vaeya approaches her and they exit the throne room together.

“Are you sure a wedding is what you want?” I ask as the room empties and we are left alone. “It seems very permanent.”

He wraps his arms around my waist, drawing me onto my toes and pressing his lips to mine. His hands skim down to cup my ass as he teases his tongue along my lower lip, growling when I nip it with my teeth.

“Permanent is the point. Marrying you is never far from my mind.”

“But it would be an oath you cannot break, and that seems too heavy a promise to ask you to make.”

“You are not asking it of me. I am offering it freely. And I’d perform the bonding ceremony tonight if I didn’t want you to have a little bit of a fuss with it. Unless you don’t want that anymore.”

The disappointment and rejection in his tone wound me, and I link my fingers around the back of his neck.

“I want you,” I assure him. “And the life we can build together when this is all over. I never thought to be married at all, let alone to one given to me by the Fates. A god. A king.” He grins at my teasing tone. “But I don’t need a fuss.”

“You deserve one.” His fingers toy with the curls pinned over my shoulder. “And I want to give it to you. We’ll talk to Kaia and Ygris, plan something special.”

“All right. But don’t make me wait too long.”

He kisses the tip of my nose. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
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The palace is more alive than it has been in years. I can’t recall the last time I had so many in residence at once. Likely not since I stopped throwing a ball for my feast days. As much as I enjoy my solitude, I welcome the noise and the company, if for no other reason than what it means.

In four days’ time, Elora will be mine in every conceivable way. Body, soul, heart, mind. The ritual of the bonding ceremony is meant to join souls in every life. Since we are fated, our souls are already joined, but speaking the ritual into existence holds its own sort of power and weight.

We didn’t have a choice in the Fates bringing us together. This is my choice, my commitment to her, and hers to me. It matters more than I can say. And it is a bright spot in the darkness that is coming.

That darkness is why we could not put off meeting with those closest to us. I would wait until after the wedding if I could, but it’s better for Kaia, the judges, and Garrick to have all the information sooner rather than later. Once we make heads or tails of it and formulate a plan, then we can tell the rest of the court.

My brother will not wait to declare war forever, and the closer we draw to that inevitable conclusion, the more I think about making a preemptive strike. My brother does not think well on his feet, and throwing him off might well be the best course of action.

But that is a decision that will not be made today. Soon, perhaps. Kaia’s spies bring us more news of the king and queen’s withdrawal every day. They are up to something, something beyond the pregnancy. And it is unsettling not to know what.

The melodic hum of Elora’s voice is followed by Kaia’s throaty laugh, and their heads are bent close in conversation when they step into the war room.

“I told him not to do it, but he insisted,” Elora says, and Kaia laughs again.

“What an interesting boy he must have been.”

Elora’s smile turns sad for a fraction of a second, then rights itself. “He was a bright spot among dark days.”

Kaia runs a hand down her arm in understanding. “Your stories remind me of Thieran when he was younger.”

“What stories?” I wonder as Elora crosses to me and rises onto her toes to brush her lips across my cheek.

“Of my cousin, Renan. Hayle told me he arrived with the newest batch of souls. Took ill with a fever and never woke. Out of all my cousins, he was the only one who was well and truly nice to me. Took a beating for standing up on my behalf a time or two, but that never stopped him.”

I wrap my arm around her waist, and she leans into me, a smile playing at the corner of her mouth at the memories I see flitting through her eyes.

“And he always had a heart that longed for danger. Jumping from the barn loft into hay piles and climbing the tallest tree and wandering far enough into the forest to make up scary stories for the little ones.” She sighs, and it’s a despairing sound. “He married young to get away. I haven’t seen him since I was eight.”

“And where is he now?”

“Irios. He arrived confused and disoriented. Hayle thought it best he have some time to heal before moving to Videva. He has a wife and children in Acaria. I’m not sure how many.” She looks up at me, her gaze imploring. “I want to do something for them.”

“What would you like to do?”

She wets her lips, head tilting to the side while she considers. “Money? I’m sure they could use the coin.”

“That’s easily done,” I assure her, kissing her temple. “We’ll see they have what they need.”

“Do you know where they settled?”

“Where who settled?” Nevon asks from the door.

He’s followed closely by Hayle, Railan, and Garrick, and they all take their seats around the expansive table.

“My cousin,” Elora says, taking the chair to my right. “The one who arrived this morning.”

“Right.” Railan’s smile is sympathetic. “They didn’t go terribly far from Dremen. They built a little homestead just over the border with Aeris’s territory to the west. Seven children in total, four of them still living.”

“We can go see them whenever you like,” I say when her gaze swings to mine.

She shakes her head. “I don’t want to see them. They wouldn’t know me anyway. I only want to ease their burden.”

I grip her wrist, rubbing my thumb over her godmark and smiling when she sighs at the caress of my power.

“But we can talk about this another time,” she adds, squirming when she realizes she is the center of attention. “We’re here to talk about more important matters.”

Leaning close, I ghost my lips over the curve of her ear.

“You are an important matter,” I whisper, and she rewards me with a soft smile and a teasing bump of her shoulder. “But we do have other things to discuss,” I add to the room at large. “Iluna has helped us decode more of the letters.”

“She doesn’t know everything,” Elora adds. “But it’s enough to be useful and point us in the right direction. With their access to rubra berries cut off, they won’t be able to make more of their powder, but I’m not sure how much they’ve made already.”

“They don’t speak of it in their letters?” Nevon wonders, fingers tapping against the table’s edge.

“Not specifically,” Elora confirms. “Only that they’ve stockpiled some and hoped to make more.”

I look to Kaia. “How has the newest batch turned out with the list of ingredients we have from Sabiya’s letters?”

“The method is as important as the ingredients. A dozen different witches could make a dozen different things with the same list. I won’t know it’s the same or close enough until I can test it on someone.”

“And I’m the only one who would know.” Elora huffs out a shallow breath. “We should test it soon.”

“Just be careful,” I warn.

“Of course,” Kaia agrees. “I’d never be anything but.”

“I don’t know how they plan to use whatever they’ve made,” Elora says. “There’s nothing about it in the letters. But we should consider having our own supply.”

“I agree,” Railan says, and the rest nod along with him.

“How much is enough?” Kaia wonders. “Elora was taken down for hours with a palmful. Ten doses each? Less? More?”

The distress in Kaia’s voice surprises me, but it’s Elora who reaches across the table to cover Kaia’s hand with her own.

“We’ll figure it out. I’ll help in whatever way I can.”

Kaia forces a smile. “I’ll gladly accept.”

Elora and I share a look. We spoke this morning of our worry over Kaia and how withdrawn she’s seemed in recent days. I thought it was just the busyness of the palace and the preparations for the wedding occupying her thoughts. But Elora thinks it’s more, something else. I brushed it off initially, but Kaia’s reaction has given me pause.

If there’s more going on, something she isn’t telling me, I need to know. But I’m more likely to get answers out of her when we’re alone. So I’ll wait and watch and hope she tells me the truth.

“And what of Iluna?” Railan draws my attention with his pointed question.

“What of her?”

“She’s been feeding information to the king through Sabiya. I know she took the oath, but how much can we really trust her?”

Resting my elbows on the arms of my chair, I steeple my fingers. “We can trust her to uphold the oath. But I don’t intend to hold her very close ever again.”

“We can use her, though.”

“Use her how?” Kaia asks Elora.

Elora leans forward to plant her palms on the table. “If she abruptly stops all communication with Sabiya, Sabiya will get suspicious. They might change plans from what little we know, and then we’ll be right back where we started. Perhaps this is how we get the upper hand.”

A wide grin splits Nevon’s face. “Have Iluna pass information to Sabiya.”

Elora nods. “But only the information we want her to know. We can manipulate Sabiya as she has manipulated Iluna.”

“And if Iluna doesn’t agree?” I ask.

Sitting back, Elora gives me a self-satisfied grin. “I left the rest of Sabiya’s letters about her on Iluna’s doorstep. She’ll agree.”

“How can we be sure she won’t put any hidden message into her letters if she’s writing them in code?” Hayle asks.

“I can tell when she’s lying,” Elora reminds him.

“And the lie would strain the oath. We would both feel that.”

“What kind of information would we pass? We don’t know much about their plans.”

Tipping her head toward Nevon, Elora darts a look at me, waiting for my nod before speaking.

“We know from Iluna that a lot of the information Sabiya wanted from her was about Thieran and the Shadow Realm. Then once she learned of me, she had an almost dogged fascination with me, how I got here, and what Thieran wanted with me.”

“She wanted to know my movements, my habits.” I grit my teeth against the rising anger. “If the Shadow Realm was strong.”

“You think she was directly attacking the eastern border,” Garrick says, the barely leashed fury in his voice matching my own.

“Under the guise of collecting the rubra berries, yes,” Elora replies. “And every move she details in her letters is when Thieran was otherwise occupied. On the night of the winter ball, for instance.”

Railan shifts in his seat, looking from Elora to me and back. “What was she doing then?”

“She slipped out during the oracle reading and made another attempt to breach the veil,” I explain.

“In her next letter, she details how the veil not only refused to give under her assault as it had before, but it actually flung her back to the edge of the forest when her power made contact.”

“Your power,” Kaia breathes. “Infused with Thieran’s, it’s made the veil impenetrable to assault.”

“That’s what we’re hoping,” Elora says. “Shortly after that, they switched tactics and started scouting in the Fiel Mountains, moving steadily south looking for…something.”

“We’re not sure what,” I add, anticipating Garrick’s question. “But she might have found it in Vaeya’s territory. She’s written several letters about nerium.”

“Although Iluna says the nerium is just a convenient fit for their code. What they really want is something in the village itself.”

“What village?”

“Hora.”

Kaia makes a strangled sound, shoving up from the table and stumbling back. She paces to the window, then the fireplace, then back to the table, gripping her chair until she grimaces.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“You know what’s in Hora,” I say, and she nods at me, ignoring Elora’s questions. “Sit,” I add, my tone low and commanding.

She does so slowly, carefully folding her hands in her lap and leaving her gaze trained on her tightly clenched fingers. Everything about her demeanor sets me on edge, the air thick with tension, pulsing and palpable.

My patience snapping the end of its tether, I take a breath, but she speaks before I can compel her.

“Ehtur,” she murmurs.

“What is that?”

Kaia squeezes her eyes shut even though Railan’s question is gently asked.

“It’s a type of tree. They grow in a small grove in the Fiel Mountains. When you score the bark, it bleeds a dark red sap. Poisonous red sap.” Her gaze lifts to mine. “The sap is one of the final ingredients in the potion I created for the king.”

Elora sits back with a whoosh of breath. “The potion that can render a god powerless.”

“Yes.” Kaia clears her throat when her voice breaks. “That one.”

“And we can assume if they’ve reached the bottom of the list, they’re very near to recreating it.”

I can’t disguise the venom in my tone. I don’t try to. Elora has asked me to be understanding where Kaia and this potion are concerned, but the more I think of it, the angrier I become. I don’t know how Kaia could have been blind enough to my brother’s true nature to agree to something so dangerous to all of us.

“Like the other ingredients, it’s difficult to collect,” Kaia explains. “You can’t shift into or out of the grove. Even I can’t. And they’re my protections. You have to climb up to it through a steep mountain pass. And the only access to that pass is⁠—”

“In the village of Hora,” Elora finishes.

“Yes,” she replies, her voice tired.

“I’d like to speak to Kaia alone,” I announce.

“Thieran,” Elora warns amidst the scrape of chairs across the floor.

I sweep her with a look, then bring her knuckles to my lips. “I promise to behave, little one.”

She rises slowly, gaze traveling to Kaia, who refuses to make eye contact. “I’ll know if you don’t.”

I flash her a reassuring smile, watching her until she disappears into the hallway. The silence left behind is heavy and constricting, and I push back from the table in an effort to get distance from it.

“I don’t need to tell you again what a stupid and reckless thing this is you did.”

“No,” she agrees. “I feel bad enough already. I⁠—”

“Good,” I say, clenching my hands into fists. “You should feel bad. This puts all of us in danger. Elora especially. She’s so powerful. More than she realizes. My brother will want to eliminate that threat when he learns of her. We both know that. And now he has the means to do it.” I suck my teeth, crossing my arms over my chest to keep from hurling my power at the nearest breakable thing. “He has the power to take everything from me. From us.”

“I’m so close to being able to recreate it. I’ve collected almost half the ingredients already. And I found enough of my old journals in my temple to piece it all together.”

Her jaw is set when I turn from the window. At least now I know where she’s been disappearing to over the last few days. But having our own version of the same power isn’t enough. Wielding a poisoned blade means nothing if we are at risk of being injured by the same.

“I want more than our own potion if you can manage it.”

“More what?” she wonders.

“I want an antidote too.”

“I’ve been thinking on that. Working on the powder gave me an idea. I’ve also been working on developing something that could slow the potion down or possibly reverse its effects.”

“Good.” I stride for the hall. “I don’t care what you have to set aside or neglect to get this done. It’s your top priority.”

“Of course. Thieran?” she calls softly, stopping me in the doorway. “I’m sorry. I⁠—”

“Your apologies are useless to me,” I tell her. “What I want are results.”
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Kaia is mumbling to herself when I push into her tower room. Hair bundled on top of her head, bottles of ingredients haphazardly spread out across not one but two long workbenches. It’s the most frazzled I’ve ever seen her, and my stomach tightens.

Thieran has put a lot of pressure on her to get this potion brewed. And I worry she is sagging under the weight of both his expectations and his disappointment.

She doesn’t look up when the door latches behind me, her gaze fixed on the craggy bit of rock in front of her. It rises from the table like a misshapen tower, bulging out on one side and twisting back in on itself.

I watch as she picks up a curved dagger, murmuring words over it until the blade infuses with light that goes from white to crimson to violet. Sparks shower down on the table when she touches the blade to the rock, but that doesn’t stop her from carefully drawing the blade over the rough surface.

She isn’t making sawing motions as one would expect if she were sharpening the blade. It looks more as if she’s carving it. Her brow furrows as she continues to manipulate the rock, violet sparks dancing whenever steel meets stone.

When she finally sets the dagger down, the light extinguishing as soon as her fingers break contact, her hand is trembling. She squeezes it into a fist, then flexes her fingers before picking up the piece of parchment beneath the rock and carefully funneling the blackened fragments into a glass vial. Stoppering it, she seals it with black candle wax and sets it in a velvet-lined box, securing it with a wave of her hand over the lock.

Turning to place the box on the shelf behind her workbench, she sees me and jumps, cradling the box to her chest while she takes a deep breath.

“I didn’t mean to scare you.”

She tries for a smile, but it’s forced and unsure around the edges.

“I hope you haven’t been standing there long.”

“Long enough to watch you carve stone with a glowing blade.”

She huffs out a dry laugh, storing the box at the back of the shelf and carefully wrapping the rock in linen before sliding it into a leather bag and tying it tight. Bracing her hands on the small of her back, she stretches, eyes traveling over the rest of her workbench.

“It’s another piece, but it isn’t enough.”

“What is it?” I ask, gesturing to the bag.

“A stone from the Caves of Midor.”

“The ones tucked into the Teru Cliffs?”

“The very same.” Kaia reaches for a large jar with a tangle of roots inside and shakes it, flecks of soil fluttering to the bottom of the glass. “The rocks there echo siren song. Another ingredient.” She sighs. “One of many.”

“How many have you collected so far?”

She indicates a list with a tilt of her chin. Over half of the items have been ticked off, and the rest have notes beside them. She’s drawn a little skull and crossbones next to something called daefa toxin.

“And once you have them all?”

“Then the testing begins.”

Her gaze remains trained on the vials and jars she is painstakingly lining along the top of her workbench. She takes great care in placing them with precision in an effort to avoid eye contact.

When she is finished, she moves to the stand holding her old book, flipping through the pages until she finds the one she wants. Beckoning me over once she’s found it, she steps to the side to make room for me.

This page is new, the ink freshly penned. Kaia’s neat script fills the parchment from top to bottom and onto the other side. There are over two dozen steps to create this potion, and at the bottom of the second page, she’s listed a few notes cautioning the conjurer—or perhaps herself specifically—not to rush, not to perform anything out of order, and not to store unused mixture for more than a month or it could become volatile.

I trace my fingers over the word. Volatile. Fear creeps down my spine, leaching warmth from my body in thin tendrils. The king might be looking at the very same steps. He and Sabiya both could be inching ever closer to trying their own hand at recreating the potion.

A god killer, as Thieran called it. Because without our powers, we are as good as mortal. Fragile. Vulnerable. And that is exactly what the king is hoping for.

Thieran is angry at Kaia, but he’s worried about her too. He doesn’t have to say it. I see it plain on his face whenever she steps into a room, whenever someone mentions her name. And I am worried for her as well. I can’t imagine the memories this is unearthing for her, memories she would rather stay buried.

“This looks complicated. Are you sure the king could manage this without you?”

“He’s managed a great many things without me. With the proper patience and motivation, he can do anything. And I’m sure he’s getting all the motivation he needs from Sabiya.”

There’s a bite to her tone that prods at my curiosity over Kaia and her past with the king.

“Did you love him very much?”

The words tumble free before I can stop them, and she jerks away from me when they land.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have⁠—”

“It’s all right,” she assures me, moving to the window and wrapping her arms tightly around her middle. “He occupies my thoughts far more than I want him to these days. I might as well speak some of them aloud.” She takes a ragged breath. “Yes, I loved him very much.”

“What…”

I wrestle with the question I most want to ask. Not even Thieran will speak of it. He doesn’t like to talk much about his brother, and when he does, it is all from during and after the war, never before. If there were ever good times, he doesn’t like to remember them.

Kaia turns from the window, and her eyes are sad.

“What happened between us?”

I nod, moving to perch on the stool she conjures for me. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

“Do you know the story of how the gods came to be?”

“I…” It’s not what I expected her to say, but I can sense she needs to start here. “I know the story mortals tell.”

A smile tugs at the corner of her mouth, then falls away. “Tell me.”

“The Ancients fashioned three from clay, three from water, three from air. Made the gods in their likeness and gave them dominion over life and death and everything in between. Those gods spawned more. Created from lust or desire or sheer force of will. There hasn’t been a god birthed since Pramis and Pela were born.”

“Until you.” Her eyes dip down to my godmark, and I rub it with nervous fingers. “Acaria was so different back then. A beautiful, wild thing. Fresh and full of possibilities. Paradise.”

“And then?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

“And then we broke it. Jealousy is poison. Thieran and his brother were always more powerful than the rest of us, but Thieran was more powerful than the king. It didn’t seem to be an issue when they were younger. But as they aged, as the Ancients began to play favorites, it fomented cracks between them.”

Looking suddenly weary, she sinks onto the stool opposite mine and drops her hands into her lap.

“We were so close then. Before we waged war against the Ancients and then each other. We spent most of our days together, swimming at Talvi, hunting in the woods, evading the mortals who wandered too close to the palace for a glimpse of gods.” She smiles softly.

“Thieran was always like a brother to me, but the king was… He was different. The way he used to look at me. It made me believe everything was possible.”

I know the feeling well. My body fills with it whenever Thieran catches my eye from across the room, when I wake with his arms around me in the middle of the night, when he whispers his promises to never let anything happen to me.

But I know my connection to Thieran is different than Kaia’s was to the king. Unless…

“Were you fated?”

Her laugh is short and pained.

“No.” She reaches out to pat my knee. “You have nothing to worry about where Thieran is concerned. He would never betray you. He meant to sacrifice all of Acaria to protect you, even though it would have brought about his end.”

Tilting her head, she studies me. “Fate is a circumstance, Elora. Commitment is a choice. Thieran chose you long before he knew you were given to him by the Fates. As you chose him.”

I trace the lines of my godmark through my sleeve. Godhood or no, I would have chosen him a hundred different ways over a hundred different lifetimes, of that I am certain.

“The Fates write only the destination, not the journey.”

“That’s right.”

“Would you have chosen differently? If you’d known the ending.”

Her smile is sad. “I want to say yes. But honestly, I’m not sure. I loved him so deeply. I would have done anything for him.” She glances over her shoulder at the neat row of jars and sighs. “Almost anything. In the end, there were lines he wanted to cross that I couldn’t.”

I want to ask what lines, what version of the past she’s still mired in, and if we have to worry about it now. But she pushes to her feet, sweeping a fallen lock of hair back on top of her head and pinning it in place, and I decide not to press it any further.

“We should probably get to work. I have the powder here for you to test. Though I’m not sure how much to dose you with.”

She frowns, rummaging through the bottles on the shelf behind her book.

“Probably the same handful the demigod used. And the same delivery? Best to keep everything the same, I think. Then we’ll know it’s the powder and not something else if it doesn’t work.”

Conjuring a couch against the wall, she holds the vial up to a candle, seemingly satisfied when the powder sparkles golden in the light.

“It worked on one of my demi priestesses,” she says as I take a seat.

“You’ve already tested it?”

“Of course. I wouldn’t give it to you if it might cause you harm.”

I raise a brow. “But you would to a demi?”

Kaia lifts a shoulder. “I explained the risks, and she accepted them. She was out for a full day. But I’m not sure if that’s because I gave her too much or because she’s a demi and doesn’t heal as we do.”

“Only one way to find out.”

Anticipation and nerves curl into my belly. I know Kaia would never let any harm come to me, but knowing I won’t have my wits about me leaves me uneasy all the same.

“You’re safe here,” Kaia assures me with a comforting smile.

“I know.”

I watch her pour the powder into her palm, and I nod for her to stop when it looks to be the same amount used on me the first time. She holds her hand up to her face, lips gathering to blow a breath across the shimmering substance.

“Kaia?” She pauses, eyebrows raised in question. “Whatever Thieran says, this isn’t all on your shoulders.”

“Whether I believe that or not, the weight is heavy enough. Ready?”

I nod, bracing myself as she puffs the powder into my face. In a breath, familiar sensations wash over me, and I feel as if I’m floating, unable to lift my hands from where they grip the edge of the couch, air laboring in and out of my lungs.

Kaia’s form goes hazy. She says something to me, but I can’t quite make it out. I’m struggling against the weight of my eyelids and the dry, cracked heaviness of my tongue.

The last thing I feel is something soft under my cheek before I slip into the dark.
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The sound of metal rattling, followed by the warming scent of fresh bread, rouses me from sleep. The hour must be late if Elora’s breakfast tray has arrived before we could make it to the dining room.

She stirs beside me, rolling onto her back, the sheet slipping down to her waist. The cool air pebbles her nipple and coaxes goosebumps along her skin, and I can’t help but lean down and graze a kiss against the side of her breast.

The powder seems to have worn off much faster than it did last time, the effects taking not quite half a day to wear off. She was still groggy when I put her to bed last night, but alert enough to have her wits about her.

I’m not certain if that’s because the powder Kaia made is weaker than what Sabiya produced or if the healing is faster because Elora was not wounded. Could be both. Or either. I’m not nearly as concerned with the powder as I am with recreating the deadlier potion.

Elora draws my attention when she inhales long and slow, making a soft noise in the back of her throat. I trace my finger around her nipple, circling closer and closer until her back arches ever so slightly to guide and encourage my touch. Even in sleep, she doesn’t like to be teased.

Her eyes flutter open when I dance my finger over her nipple, and her lips curve slowly into a smile. She opens her mouth to speak, but her words fade into a soft, moaning sigh when I lean down to wrap my lips around the peak, swirling my tongue over it until she arches again.

Fingers tangling in my hair, she makes another needy sound as I tighten my lips and then my teeth around her, increasing the pressure until her breath catches in the back of her throat.

“Good morning to you too,” she says when I pull off her with a pop and trace my tongue down the swell of her breast, between the valley, and to the other.

My reply is to take the other nipple in my mouth, slicking over it with the flat of my tongue, then giving it a testing bite that is anything but gentle. She responds with a jerk and a gasp, fingernails digging into my scalp and tugging my hair.

“I might have recovered faster the last time if you’d woken me like this.”

I chuckle against her skin, giving her nipple a flick with my tongue and trailing my lips up her body to press a kiss to the hollow of her throat, doing it again when she hums.

“You’ve been out nearly a full day. Conveniently sleeping through all the wedding preparations.”

She leans up to nip my chin. “My plan has succeeded, then. I just get to wake up and marry you.”

“One more day yet.” I brush her hair off her face and trace the line of her jaw with my fingertip. “How do you feel?”

Faking a yawn, she loops her arm around my neck, pulling my body over hers. “Very sleepy. Keep waking me up.”

On a laugh, I roll onto my back and drag her with me, positioning her knees on the outside of my thighs. She braces her hands on either side of my head and leans down to capture my lips, her hair curtaining our faces.

“Is that your clever way of saying you don’t want to do any of the work?”

Grinning, I rock my hips up, dragging the length of my cock along her slit and making her squirm.

“Your penance for leaving all the decisions to me.”

“You insisted on a fussy thing.” She says, voice going breathy as I graze against her clit. “I would have married you in a moment. No fuss needed.”

I nip her bottom lip, pulling back until it releases and snaps back against her teeth. “I like to see you all dressed up for me. And I want the words.”

“I’ll give them to you,” she assures me with a shuddering breath when I slip the tip of my cock inside her.

“I know you will.”

“Right now,” she pants as I guide her onto my length.

“Tomorrow,” I whisper against her neck, grinding into her. “I’m a little busy right now.”

Brushing her lips across my cheek and down my jaw, she sits up, cupping her breasts in her hands and giving her nipples a twisting pinch that makes my mouth water. Pushing herself up and back down again, she finds a steady rhythm, riding me slowly until she’s turned the tables on me and I’m the one being teased.

I slide my hand across her thigh and between her legs, growling when she pushes it away.

“My penance, remember?” she asks, quickening her pace.

“Feels more like my penance if you won’t let me touch you. Let me make you come.”

She grins, slapping her hips to mine and squeezing the length of my cock inside her until my hips buck up and grind into her.

“Don’t worry. You’re definitely going to make me come.”

I watch her, mesmerized, as she takes her pleasure from me, my fingers digging into the flesh of her thighs as she rides me faster. Leaning forward, she plants her hands on my abs to give herself better leverage, her pussy rippling along my length, her hips jerking and twitching with each thrust.

She’s close, eyes squeezed shut, body trembling, nails digging into my skin. The scent of her power rises, surrounding us, as do the stars she often conjures, unfurling over us like a blanket.

“That’s my good girl,” I murmur when her movements become rough and uneven, using my hands splayed over the backs of her thighs to continue lifting her up and down. “Come all over me.”

She grips me hard when she does, dropping her head between her shoulders as she writhes and moans. I don’t give her a moment to recover, flipping her onto her stomach and driving my cock inside her.

Her groan is low and needy, and I snake my hand between her body and the bed to find her clit, pinching it roughly between my fingers.

“You’ve been absolved,” I murmur against her ear. “And now you’re going to come for me again.”

I drive my cock into her again and again and pinch her clit a second time. She jerks underneath me, rocking her ass into every thrust as much as my weight on top of her will allow.

“Thieran,” she begs, the desperate plea in her voice only making me fuck her harder.

The heat of her pulses around me, her power twining with mine and racing down my spine. I grit my teeth against my own release, wanting her to come undone again before I let go. Needing her to.

“Now, Elora,” I growl in her ear, my hips punching into hers in short, staccato thrusts.

It rolls over her in waves, her fingers gripping the sheets until her knuckles are white while she gasps for breath and presses back against me. I slide slowly out of her and then back in, filling her completely, and she rewards me with a groan.

“You’re going to kill me,” she whimpers when I draw out and thrust in deep again.

“You have another for me,” I inform her, grinding until she shudders.

“I don’t.”

I tap gentle fingers against her sensitive clit, and she twitches. “Your body betrays you. One more,” I whisper. “I want to hear you scream for me.”

I lift her onto her knees, pressing her shoulders into the bed when she starts to rise up on her hands. Leaning over her, I groan when her pussy squeezes me.

“Play with your clit,” I tell her, gripping her hips and rearing back until only the tip of my cock is buried inside her.

She turns her head to peer at me out of eyes gone hazy with desire but obeys, hand slipping between her thighs. I know when she makes contact because her pussy contracts and her body jerks, and I thrust inside her at the same moment, tearing a cry from her throat.

Her fingers work over her clit in fast circles as she meets me thrust for thrust, breaths coming faster, harder as I pound her.

“Oh fuck,” she groans as I push her higher, needing more from her.

“That’s it,” I tell her. “So close. Give me what I want.”

Leaning over her, I slap her hand out of the way and rub roughly across her clit, making her shudder. With one last brutal thrust, my name is a scream on her lips as her orgasm consumes her, and I follow her over the edge into blinding light.

“Gods.” Her voice is muffled, her face buried against the bedsheets as she fights to get her breath back. “I’m absolutely dead.”

I chuckle into her hair. “I can make you come again to prove you’re very much alive.”

She shoves at me with her elbow enough to roll away, squeaking when I wrap an arm around her waist and tug her back against me.

“Not so fast, little one.” I nuzzle the back of her neck, delighting in the way she sighs and arches into me. “I will never tire of that.”

“Which part?” She reaches back and wraps an arm around me, her fingers combing through my hair.

“Hearing you scream my name, making you come on my cock.”

She hums as I trace a finger down the side and around the curve of her breast.

“Of waking up beside you, inhaling your scent.” Her fingers still, a satisfied smile painting her lips. “Of feeling your heartbeat in my chest. Tomorrow you’ll be mine.”

“I’m already yours.”

I smile at the truth in that, the steady thump of her heart as she says it.

A knock on the sitting room door makes us sigh in unison, and I will whoever it is to go the fuck away so I can enjoy breakfast in bed with her—and maybe a bit more. As much as there is to do, both for the wedding and everything else, keeping her naked and full of my cock all day long certainly has its appeal.

As quickly as the knocking subsides, it resumes, and she pushes up, reaching for her robe. She barely pulls it on and covers herself before Kaia appears at the bedside, eyes widening before she slaps a hand over her face and spins away from us.

“Sorry! I’m sorry. You weren’t at breakfast, so I assumed Elora was still sleeping, and I wanted to check on her. To make sure she recovered from the powder and didn’t have any lingering effects or…something,” she babbles, and Elora chuckles. “Clearly you’re all right.”

“I’m fine,” Elora tells her, sliding off the edge of the bed and belting her robe. “Better than fine,” she adds with a grin in my direction.

“Great.” Kaia clears her throat and keeps her eyes covered.

“Thieran,” Elora admonishes. “Get dressed so she can stop standing there like that and tell us what else she has to say.”

“It’s my room,” I grumble, waving a hand over myself and conjuring a fresh set of robes when Elora raises a brow. “Happy now?”

“Yes.”

Elora picks up the tray from the table against the far wall and carries it into the sitting room. Kaia quickly follows behind without glancing back at me.

I trail after them, plucking up a slice of bacon and biting it in half as I claim the seat beside Elora. Kaia watches Elora prepare a cup of tea in silence.

“Do spit it out,” I say, gesturing with the bacon.

“The powder,” she asks Elora. “How did it feel?”

Elora takes a sip, considering. “The same, really.” Turning her hand over, she conjures a ball of flame in her palm, closing her fist to extinguish it. “Power’s fine. The drowsiness came on sudden and strong. You spoke, but I couldn’t make out what you were saying. Then there was nothing. I vaguely remember Thieran bringing me to bed.”

I ghost a hand down her arm, and she smiles.

“And I slept like the dead until Thieran woke me up. I feel well.”

“Quite well,” I tell her, pressing a kiss to her shoulder and making her blush.

“I am sorry for interrupting.”

Elora waves Kaia’s apology away, biting the end off a triangle of toasted bread. “There’s something else. What is it?”

Kaia looks at me for the first time, hesitation in her eyes.

“I visited Hora this morning. To see if the pass was clear of snow.”

“And?” Elora takes another sip. “Is it?”

“It is. I wanted to tell you before I made the climb. It’s long and steep. I’d prefer not to do it in the middle of the day, but I don’t want to let it wait much longer. It’s one of the last ingredients I need.”

“You had at least eight left to gather just yesterday.”

Kaia folds her hands in her lap. “I couldn’t sleep last night. Now all I need is the ehtur sap and daefa toxin. The toxin is best collected at the full moon, which isn’t until next week. The sap I can get now. I just⁠—”

“I’m coming with you.”

Elora pushes to her feet, and I follow.

“You will not.”

She raises a brow at my tone. “How do you plan on stopping me? Tossing me into the pit?” Replacing her robe with a wave of her hand, she smooths her fingers through her hair and quickly twists it into a braid. “If Sabiya has been keeping a close eye on the pass as well, she will make a play for the sap soon too. And I’d rather she not catch Kaia alone.”

I sigh at the logic. I don’t like it, but I can’t argue against it. My affection for Kaia aside, she’s the only one who knows how to make this potion and give us a another weapon against my brother.

“Fine. I’ll go.”

“No. You stay and see to the last of the wedding preparations.” She pats my chest. “This is women’s work.”

I lift a brow at her teasing tone, and she laughs softly, pushing onto her toes to brush a quick kiss across my lips.

“Don’t worry. We’ll be quick,” she assures me. “Do you have what you need to collect it?” she asks Kaia.

“In my tower.”

“Perfect. I’ll meet you in the front hall.” Kaia disappears with a nod of her head, and Elora sighs once we’re alone. “I grow more worried about her by the day.”

“So do I. And I’d feel better if I went with her.”

“I’m sure you would. But I have questions I didn’t get to ask yesterday. And a long trek through a steep mountain pass seems as good a time as any to ask them. Besides.” She strokes her fingers over my heart. “You’ll know if something goes wrong.”

“Don’t forget.” I wrap my arm around her waist and draw her onto her toes.

“Forget what?”

“You’ve a wedding to attend tomorrow.”

Smiling, she loops her arm around my neck, sliding her fingers into my hair and guiding my mouth to hers. “I wouldn’t miss it.”

Her scent lingers when she disappears, and I expel a long breath. I don’t like that she’s gone where I can’t see her. Not when Sabiya could be preparing to make her own journey up Hora’s mountain pass. But if she can help Kaia get the sap and answers to the questions that plague us both, I can force myself to let her go.

Shifting to the edge of Síra, I go in search of someone to torment. The second best way to spend the day before my wedding—covered in blood and gore with a blade in my hand.
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The mountains tower above us, steel gray peaks capped in white snow. The small village is nestled up against them, a scattering of cottages along the skirts surrounded by lush fields of nerium and long grass. Grazing sheep crisscross and meander, bleating to each other in their fluffy wool coats.

It’s cold yet, despite the way the sun slants over the land, throwing the cottages in relief against the mountain. Mist hovers along the ground as the dampness of night clings on, slowly losing the battle against the sun’s rays.

The village is more remote than I expected. Aside from the handful of cottages in front of us, faded brick chimneys pumping wisps of smoke into the air, there’s nothing but gently rolling green in every direction.

Hora sits on the westernmost edge of Vaeya’s territory, with Iluna’s to the east and Sabiya’s to the north. We’re far enough from the forest that I can’t feel its buzzing presence, but I’m not sure how far exactly.

There’s only a single pockmarked road into and out of town, wagons used in trading their prized wool with the rest of Acaria having carved deep gashes in the earth. You don’t find this place unless you’re looking for it.

A boy with a flash of red hair hops over a low fence and uses a long stick to prod the sheep grazing in the field into motion. Anytime one of them wanders too far out of line, he nudges it back, ushering them through a fence into a new field and latching the gate behind.

Kaia pushes the hood of her cloak onto her shoulders and props her hands on her hips as she stares beyond the village to the mountain. So used to seeing her in a gown, she looks like a stranger in a pair of leather breeches and a linen tunic. A sack is slung across her body, the glass vials inside clinking as she moves.

“The pass is there.”

She points to a distant spot on the far edge of the village where a narrow path appears to wind down from the mountains, curving through the rough brush at the mountain’s base like a snake.

“How far up is the grove?”

Her nose scrunches, and she taps her fingers against her hip.

“An hour? Maybe more. The trail starts easy enough, but it isn’t long before it becomes steep and a bit precarious in places. I’ve only been here twice before.”

“That’s two more times than me.”

She nods. “I’ll lead. But stay close. I’d like to get in and out as quickly as possible.”

She steps from the shadow of the large shade tree and picks her way across the pitted road. People take note of our presence as we move through the village, but no one stops us or asks us to explain ourselves or even calls out a greeting. Kaia drops coin into a jar beside a basket of fresh bread and takes out a loaf, ripping off a chunk and holding it out to me.

“I doubt we’ll need provisions for such a short trek.”

“We wouldn’t.” She gives a polite nod to an older woman sweeping her stoop, seemingly satisfied when the woman nods back. “Mortals would. Besides.” She stuffs a piece into her mouth. “It’s delicious.”

Laughing, I take a bite, the crunchy crust giving way to a tender middle. It would be better with a slather of fresh butter and a bit of blackcurrant jam, but it’s good. Comforting.

Kaia pauses in the mountain’s shadow, craning her neck to look up at the peak. The path up doesn’t connect to the main road, the well-worn dirt fading into the grass. We pick our way to its beginning, damp green shoots tickling my fingertips.

From up close, I see what Kaia means about the path starting off easy enough. It climbs gently before reaching up and curving sharply to the right, disappearing behind rock and scrubby bushes.

“Could we just shift near the grove? Above or below it. Avoid the climb.”

Kaia sighs, shaking her head. “No, my protections cover the whole pass. As a precaution.”

She starts up the trail at a steady pace, and I jog to catch up. Her face is set with determination, concentration. She hasn’t objected to my coming with her, but she’s hardly her typical bubbly conversational self. Still, my questions beg for answers.

“Precautions against what?”

“When he first asked me if it was possible to create a ritual or potion to draw power from an immortal, I worked on it. But only in theory. We were battling the Ancients, and we weren’t winning much at first. We worried we might have started something we couldn’t finish.”

“And he wanted something as backup if you couldn’t win power against power.”

“Something like that. The longer the war dragged on, the more worried he became. So I took my theory from idea to reality. Writing up a list of ingredients for the potion, a method. I tested it until I was sure it would work, gathering everything I needed from all across Acaria.”

“But you never used it on anyone.”

She stops abruptly, squinting against the sun as she studies a distant point. I doubt she’s seeing the rock and crooked trees surrounding us.

“He came to me one day. The king. Though he wasn’t the king then. Not yet.”

Her brows draw together.

“We were winning. At long last. Thieran had fashioned a pit and secured it with his power, with Vaeya’s, with mine and Jorreign’s, in what would become the Shadow Realm. We had all but two Ancients locked in their permanent prison and knew they would easily be ours. It was a matter of weeks before it would all be over.”

Turning quickly, she begins her climb again, and I keep pace beside her.

“He found me in the gardens. He knew I liked to escape there to think in the quiet. And he asked me if I’d brewed the potion yet, if I thought it would work.” She sighs. “I told him I had, and I thought it would, but that we didn’t need it. The war was as good as won.”

“He wasn’t satisfied with that answer,” I murmur.

“No. He wasn’t. He said the land would need a king once the Ancients were gone. That he should be the one to rule. Even though he and Thieran and the rest of the gods had already voted for both to take the throne. For Thieran to be a level head to his brother’s temper.”

I snort at the idea of Thieran being the levelheaded brother. Then again, from what I know of the king, he certainly sounds far more impulsive and erratic.

“But he wanted the title and the power for himself.”

“Yes. By any means necessary.”

The heat in her tone sparks something in my belly. Mortals tell of the war between the gods as one long war that raged for over a decade. But Kaia’s telling of it paints an uglier picture. Of gods battling a common enemy and then each other for nothing more than greed and gain.

“He wanted to use the potion on Thieran,” Kaia continues, my stomach tightening. “He was so sure I would help him, that I loved him enough I’d do anything. Even kill my oldest friend. His own brother.”

“But you didn’t,” I remind her, leaning forward for balance as the path pitches even steeper.

“Not only that, I destroyed the potion I’d already made and hid my journals with instructions on how to make more.” Her jaw ripples. “And I warned Thieran.”

Thieran has mentioned a betrayal was behind the war with his brother. I always thought it was a betrayal between them. And while the king wanting to kill him with Kaia’s potion certainly warrants the word, I imagine the king would have felt similarly betrayed by Kaia. He would have expected her blind loyalty, and instead she sided with Thieran.

“We had been a united front against the Ancients until then. When Thieran confronted his brother about it, the king didn’t even try to deny it. No one expected the king to declare outright war. But everyone took sides.”

“Sides that eventually became the high court and the dark court.”

Kaia nods, falling into silence as we continue to climb. The rocks jutting out of the soil grow larger, and we’re forced to pick around them or scramble over them when they’re big enough. The path flattens a bit, a copse of gnarled trees clustered just beyond it. I pause, but Kaia doesn’t, breezing past me and around the bend of the path carved into the earth.

“You did the right thing,” I tell her, catching up.

“I know that,” she snaps.

Stopping abruptly, she places her hands on her hips and tips her head back to stare up at the endless stretch of blue sky dotted with occasional clouds.

“I know that,” she says again, gentler this time. “I don’t regret it. I’d do it again.” She swings her gaze to mine. “I’ve thought about the question you asked me yesterday. If I’d do it all over again. Can’t stop thinking about it,” she murmurs.

I give her the space to tell the rest of it when she’s ready. Her voice is full of a sadness that arrows straight to my heart when she speaks again.

“There are a great many things I would do differently. I don’t know if I could choose not to love him. Sometimes love just is. But perhaps if I had seen him for who he was sooner. The unquenchable thirst for power, whatever the cost. I could have done something before it got too far.”

“You are not responsible for what he did, what he wanted.”

“No.” She huffs out a dry laugh. “Just for creating the means by which he could acquire it.”

“But as soon as you knew⁠—”

“I should have known sooner.” Wisps of shadow forms dance at her fingertips until she closes them into fists. “I spent more time with him than anyone. I should have known. Zanirah knew.”

She opens her mouth to say more but thinks better of it, closing it again and resuming the climb. I want to ask exactly how the queen fits into all of this. I want to know if the conclusions I’m drawing are correct.

“Mortal stories say the king and queen were fated to rule this land.”

Kaia snorts. “And you believe them?”

“Not anymore.”

Peering back at me over her shoulder, she trails her fingers over the rock wall to keep her balance.

“Zanirah was everything I couldn’t be. As power-mad and greedy as he was—is,” she corrects. “He orchestrated it.”

“The war?”

She hums low in her throat, and there’s a pain in the sound that hits me like a wave of grief.

“No. Discovering the two of them. In our place. A grove in the woods behind the southern palace, not far from the edge of the lake. We would go there to be truly alone. Talk, read, make lo—be intimate.”

Her brows draw together in anger, but tears catch the light and sparkle in her eyes.

“He asked me to meet him there under the guise of discussing our next and final battle against the last Ancient, who was holed up in a cave in what is now Orella’s territory. And when I arrived, she was there. They were naked. They were…”

“Oh, Kaia…”

She shakes off my comforting hand.

“I didn’t even rage. I couldn’t. I was too stunned, too shaken, too broken. They were better suited, he said. He couldn’t trust me now, not after I’d told Thieran about his intention to claim the throne for himself. He needed a queen who would stand beside him no matter what.”

Her laugh is bitter and sharp. “And now he has one.”

I leave her to the silence, following behind as the sheer faces of mountain rock choke the sun and swath us in shadows. The air thins and cools even further, snow still dotting the ground in tiny mounds at the base of trees and packed into crevices.

We top a final rise, and the terrain finally, blessedly flattens. I can see nothing of the way we came but rock and dirt and more of the same in front of us, interrupted only by a tight cluster of trees.

Their branches are bare of leaves but speckled in fresh green shoots beginning to go pink in the center. A strong wind whips through the pass, stirring up debris on the ground and dancing the sweet scent of sticky syrup and young flowers across the air.

“Put these on.”

Kaia digs a pair of thick leather workman’s gloves out of her bag and passes them to me. The material covers up to my elbows, and the power she must have infused into them sighs up my arm. Next she retrieves a vial, removing the cork and placing it in an outer pocket of her bag before retrieving the same curved dagger I saw her use to carve the rock from the Caves of Midor.

“You’ll use this to catch the sap. I want three vials to be safe. No. Four. That way we don’t have to come back here.” She holds the first vial out to me but doesn’t let go. “Don’t let the sap touch your skin.”

She doesn’t say why, pulling on her own gloves and readying the other three vials, and I choose not to ask. Pinching the blade of the dagger between two fingers, she draws them up the steel and blue flames follow in their wake, flaring up into spears of light before disappearing.

“To cleanse it,” she says in response to my wide-eyed, unasked question.

Touching the tip of the dagger to the bark of the nearest tree, she maneuvers the vial in my hand where she wants it and then slowly draws a shallow cut horizontally over the trunk. I don’t expect it to ooze, she didn’t cut deep enough for that, but seconds later, a viscous substance that eerily resembles blood begins to slide down the bark.

I hold my breath until my lungs burn as it funnels into the vial, carefully corking it once it fills. We do each in turn, and it takes longer than I realize, the sun beginning to peak over the edges of the mountain by the time the last vial is secured. Kaia runs her hands over them to cleanse anything that might still cling to the outside of the glass, wrapping them in a protective cloth for good measure before storing them in her bag.

“That should do it,” she says, taking a step back. “Just the daefa toxin left to collect now.”

“I can help with that one as well. So long as it’s after the wedding.”

She waves a hand, turning back for the path. “There’s no need. I can get it myself.”

“I know that,” I say, glancing over my shoulder. “But I still want to help.”

“You want to help, or you want to keep an eye on me and make sure I don’t do anything else reckless?”

I stop short, and it takes her a minute to realize it. When she does, she pivots deliberately on her heel.

“That’s not fair.”

“You didn’t say it wasn’t the truth, though.”

“I’m worried about you,” I confess. “We’re worried about you. And not because we think you’ll do something reckless. But because you’re working yourself ragged trying to correct a mistake you could never have seen coming. Thieran is upset you created this potion because he is looking at it from the wrong angle.”

She crosses her arms over her chest. “And what angle is that?”

“Hindsight. How could you possibly have known what he really wanted it for then? Let alone that he’d attempt to recreate it all these years later. You have to stop working yourself to death to make amends. You’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Thieran disagrees.”

“I know. That doesn’t make him right.”

She doesn’t look convinced, but she nods and drops her arms.

“We should get back. Luckily, the climb down is better than up.”

“Should we leave the trees here?” She glances with me at the grove. “We could burn them. Deny them access to one of the ingredients.”

“We could,” she agrees. “But if they know we’re onto them, they might do as you said the other day and change their plans. Best to leave them be, I’m afraid. In case Sabiya hasn’t yet made the climb.”

“What about a ward? An alarm. Something to alert us when she comes.”

Kaia purses her lips, eyes darting around the grove. Pressing her palms together, she lifts them over her head and then brings them down on either side of her. A blue curtain shimmers in their wake, sparking in the air and undulating in a translucent cloud.

Turning her palms away from her, she pushes them out, and the blue curtain of delicate light follows, dropping down on all sides of the cluster of trees. When the protective barrier is in place, Kaia chants words too soft for me to hear, spinning her finger in the air until the blue glows brighter and brighter.

I shield my eyes just as Kaia brings her hands together with a loud clap, the blue barrier of light instantly softening in a puff of sparkling stars. Once they float away on the breeze, there is nothing left but a delicate blue tint to the air. The trees and rocks around us look untouched, unharmed. Even the tree Kaia scored with her dagger is whole.

“There. If Sabiya or anyone passes this point”—she indicates the edge of the faint blue barrier on the ground with her finger—“we’ll know about it. It’s smart,” she adds. “I should have thought of it with all the others.”

“You’re not required to think of everything.”

“But wouldn’t it be convenient if I did?”

Her tone is more chastising than teasing. She’s annoyed with herself, frustrated, angry. But we can no more go back and change the past than we can predict the future. Only the Fates know what lies ahead. The best we can do is to be as prepared as possible.

Down is easier than up, but the sun is dropping to the opposite horizon by the time we reach the village. The same redheaded boy from this morning glances over at us as he shepherds the sheep back to the other pasture. Kaia digs out the bread and hands me another piece, then a leather sack filled with water I didn’t even know she was carrying.

I don’t need either, but I drink deeply and take a big bite of bread. She does the same.

As the boy latches the gate behind the sheep, the door of the cottage at the far edge of the field opens, and a woman steps onto the narrow stoop, waving the boy in. A man with the same red hair going gray at the temples joins her, wrapping an arm around her waist and leaning down to say something in her ear that makes her laugh.

Kaia sighs, rubbing a hand over her heart.

“Do you still love him?”

I know it’s an impossibly hard question. One I probably shouldn’t have asked. And I’m not sure how I would answer it were I in her place and we were talking about Thieran. There isn’t much Thieran could do to shake my love for him. Though seeing him naked with someone else would top the list.

“I love the god he used to be, not the one he has become. I’m still not sure which is the truest version.”

I follow her through the village and to the other side, the clink of glass punctuating each step. When we reach the shelter of the large shade tree and move out of sight of the village, she runs a hand down my arm and shifts us back to the palace.

She gives me a sad smile before descending the main staircase and turning toward her tower. I feel the ripple of Thieran’s power on the air seconds before he appears at my back, his hands moving to rest on my shoulders.

“Well?”

“She’s still in love with him.”

Thieran’s grip tightens, then releases. “She shouldn’t be.”

“She doesn’t want to be,” I assure him.

“How could she? After what he did to her.”

“Sometimes love just is,” I say, echoing her words.

He turns me to face him, smoothing my windblown hair back from my face and claiming my lips in a gentle kiss.

“There is nothing in this world more precious to me than you. I could never do what he did and live with myself.”

“I know.” I kiss him again, lingering over it. “And if you did, I’d cut off your balls.”

He throws his head back with a laugh, wrapping an arm around my waist. “I have a much better use for them anyway.”

He shifts us back to our bedroom, stripping me of my clothes with a grin.

“We have a million things to do,” I remind him as he stalks toward me, shedding his robes. “We can’t spend the entire day in bed.”

“We can. We will.” He circles his fingers over my nipple, and it hardens instantly. “Allow me to demonstrate.”
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“Ithink I’m going to throw up.”

I press a hand to the butterflies doing loops in my stomach.

“Don’t do that,” Kaia says, adjusting a lock of hair and securing it with a pin. “I just finished applying color to your lips.”

She steps back and assesses her work in the mirror, making the smallest of adjustments to the hair she’s twisted and looped as she tilts her head to the side. She’s energized today, happy, smiling. More than I’ve seen her in recent days. I wish it was a better balm for my nerves.

The door to my old sitting room opens, and my mother steps in. Her smile is instant and wide, her eyes misting. It’s a surreal day. I’d never thought to be a wife. What little I could remember of my parents’ marriage seemed a dream in contrast to the brokenness of my uncle and aunt.

But more than that, I never thought I’d get to share that day with my mother and father. I never thought I’d get to share anything with them ever again.

She looks beautiful in silk the color of a stormy sea, her black hair bundled at the nape of her neck with a few tendrils loose to frame her face. We are obviously not blood kin, not with her golden skin and dark eyes. I would have noticed it eventually, had they lived that long.

But it wouldn’t have mattered. They are too kind, too loving, too accepting for something as inconsequential as blood to come between us.

“You look wonderful,” I tell her, and she grips the fabric of her skirts.

“It’s not too much? Lady Kaia insisted.”

“And I was right,” Kaia says, taking in my mother’s gown with an approving nod. “You’re the mother of the bride. You deserve to look the part.”

“Today isn’t about me.”

“Without you, today would not be nearly as joyful.”

My mother’s face softens, and she knuckles a tear away. “It’s a sweet thing to say, even if it isn’t true.”

Tears gather in my eyes and my throat sticks when I swallow, so I don’t respond, don’t assure her she’s wrong. No matter how nervous I am to be scrutinized by so many or say the wrong thing, having her and my father here today is a blessing to me.

“We should get going soon,” Kaia says.

“Gods.” I press another hand to my stomach and take a deep breath, pushing it out through my teeth. “Five more minutes.”

“Would it help you to know Thieran is nervous too?”

“No. Yes.” I turn in my chair to look at Kaia. “How do you know he’s nervous?”

She smiles. “He’s been making an absolute menace of himself with the servants today, seeing to it that every little detail is perfect. I convinced Railan to haul him off for a drink so they could finish their work.”

I blow out a breath. It doesn’t sound like Thieran’s nerves are a result of second thoughts. A worry I didn’t realize still needed easing.

“We could have done something much smaller. Then neither of us would be nervous.”

Kaia quirks a disbelieving brow. “You think it’s the size of the ceremony making you nervous?”

“It certainly isn’t helping,” I grumble.

“I was nervous on my wedding day,” my mother says, sinking to her knees beside me and cupping my cheek. “I knew I loved your father, but marriage is bigger than love. It requires more.”

“Why did you go through with it?”

“Because the life I pictured with your father is better than the life I pictured without him.”

I try to imagine my life without Thieran, and I can’t. Moreover, I don’t want to. My fate has always been him. We were entwined, destined from my first breath, whether we liked it or not. But I gave him my heart willingly. I trust him to love and protect it, whatever comes.

“I made something for you,” my mother says, producing a velvet pouch and pressing it into my palm.

I fish a small silver ring from the fabric, and my chest tightens. Engraved on the flat head of the ring’s face is an apple tree, heavy with fruit, with vines wrapping around its trunk.

“Where you came from,” she explains, “and who you are. You don’t have to wear it. I just thought⁠—”

“It’s perfect,” I assure her, slipping it onto my finger. “I love it.”

My mother leans up and presses a kiss to both my cheeks and then the tip of my nose, as she often did when I was a child.

“It’s time,” Kaia says.

Pushing to my feet, I study my reflection. Green lace climbs like vines down a bodice of black silk molded to my body from breast to knee before fanning out into layers of green and black gossamer that whisper when I move. It’s the first time I’ve worn a gown that isn’t meant to conceal my mark, the sheer flowing sleeves falling delicately from shoulder to wrist.

Kaia moves in front of me to fluff my skirts, smoothing the fabric with her fingers until she’s satisfied. When she rises, I grip her hand, squeezing it tight.

“I’ve never had friends before, not true ones. I don’t know what I would do without your friendship.”

Wrapping me in a tight hug, her voice catches when she takes a breath.

“May we never have to find out. Ready?”

I nod, holding my hand out for my mother’s. Once we are all joined, Kaia shifts us to the edge of the grove on the southernmost border of the Shadow Realm. I’ve been here before, the night Thieran brought me here from his bonfire celebration.

I thought the lights dancing across the starless sky would provide the perfect backdrop for walking through the steps of the bonding ceremony with him. But it has been transformed beyond my wildest imagination.

It’s been made bigger than I remember, a necessary endeavor, given how many people have chosen to bear witness. The entire court, all those who took their oaths, and what looks like the whole of Videva are in attendance.

Candles float overhead, casting the clearing in an ethereal golden glow. Thieran asked me to create tangles of vines as tall as he is and as thick as my thigh, but wouldn’t tell me what for. I see now he’s hung lanterns from them, using them to encircle the space and provide more light.

Flower petals cleave a pathway through the crowd, and at the end of them stands Thieran in his formal black robes, dark hair framing his face. One of Kaia’s high priestesses stands behind him in robes of deep violet, a book clutched to her chest.

Kaia gives my waist a squeeze and moves to take her place with the rest of the court. At movement to my left, I turn in time to see my father step out from the crowd. He’s wearing buttery soft leather breeches and a woolen coat the same blue as my mother’s gown, brass buttons marching down the front in a neat row.

“You’re a vision,” he says, laying my hand in the crook of his elbow. “Ready?”

“Ready,” I whisper.

My mother gives my hand a gentle squeeze, and they both lead me forward. The path to Thieran feels endless with so many eyes on me, and though I will my heartbeat to slow, it does not obey.

I want to run to him, say the words, bind ourselves forever, and be done with it, so instead I concentrate on walking slowly. Don’t trip, don’t show weakness, smile.

Thieran’s gaze travels down the length of my body and back up, and when his eyes meet mine, everything else falls away. All I’m left with is Thieran and this moment and the slow, steady, sure beat of his heart.

When we stop in front of him, he holds my gaze for a moment, smiling in a way that warms me down to my toes. My parents each hug me in turn, then step back to join Kaia, smiles on their faces and tears in their eyes.

Thieran’s power envelops me before his arms do, circling around my waist and drawing me in against his chest. Leaning down, he presses his forehead to mine, and the last of my nerves dissipate.

The priestess opens the heavy tome in her hands, and when she speaks, her voice carries over the stillness of the night.

“On this night, in this hour, two become one. A bonding of love and light and promise. A binding of souls in this life and every life. It is not a choice to be made lightly. It should be earnest in its purpose, honest in its answer. This bond is forever.”

“Forever,” Thieran whispers, his warm breath fanning my lips. “Didn’t I tell you?”

I laugh softly, linking my fingers with his when he takes a step back.

“Do you, Thieran, God of Death and King of Shadows, consent in true heart and spirit to be bound to the one before you?”

“I do.”

“And do you, Elora, Goddess of Spring and Queen of Shadows, consent in true heart and spirit to be bound to the one before you?”

I jerk at the titles she uses, darting a look at the gathered crowd and then back at him.

“Goddess of Spring?” I murmur.

He lifts a shoulder. “Sometimes you crave the sun, and you create life from death.” He indicates the columns of vines supporting wrought iron lanterns with a tilt of his chin. “It seemed fitting.”

I can’t argue with his logic, and I’m not exactly an expert on the titles and purposes of gods. The priestess clears her throat.

“My lady? Do you consent?”

“Ah, yes.” My cheeks burn hot, and Thieran’s mouth ticks up in a grin. “I do.”

She lays the book on a stand and picks up a length of rope from a small table. At the same time, Thieran conjures the ceremonial dagger we used for the oath ceremony, drawing the sleeve of his robes up to reveal his godmark. I do the same, seeing the vines winding in and out and around the skull that is identical to his with new eyes. Life from death.

Using the curved tip of the blade, he draws a line down the center of his mark, and I instantly feel the shallow cut over my own mark, as if he was carving my skin and not his. He passes it to me, and I do the same, marveling at how I feel both cuts simultaneously.

Pressing our marks together sends a jolt up my arm and into my chest, and I sigh as warmth spreads. Beginning at Thieran’s elbow, the priestess winds the rope down his forearm, over our joined hands, and up mine, securing it with a series of elaborate knots.

“Mark to mark, heart to heart, soul to soul. Two destined by the Fates and joined by choice.” She turns to Thieran. “If your heart is true, repeat these words I give to you.”

His voice is clear and deep as he says his vow.

“As this cord has bound our bodies, so too it binds our lives. We are forever one, foretold by the Fates, sealed with our blood, strengthened by our power. My soul, my heart, my promise are yours for eternity and beyond. This is the sacred vow I give to you.”

The rope binding us begins to glow, tightening as he finishes. I swallow around the lump in my throat, fingers digging into the flesh of his arm as I give the words back to him. As I do, the rope burns brighter, beams of brilliant light shooting up into the dark sky and illuminating his face.

“Your words are spoken true, your intentions pure. Seal your vows with a kiss,” the priestess says, her voice far away and muffled.

Cupping my cheek, Thieran tilts my head back, tracing down my jaw to my chin with his thumb. When our lips meet, light radiates out from our joined marks, blanketing the clearing and turning night to day.

The wind picks up, whipping Thieran’s hair around our faces, my gown around my legs, but I cling to him, to the promise he made and the steadiness of it, of him. I might not have chosen the path that brought me here, but here is where I belong. Beside him. Forever.

He pulls away, and the light fades to nothing but the soft golden glow from the candles floating above. As the priestess slides the rope from our bodies, leaving the knots intact, the first brilliant flash of light shoots through the sky overhead.

Mine.

I hear Thieran’s voice clearly in my head even though his lips remain sealed.

Mine, I think, and when he smiles, I know he’s heard me too.

“That’ll either come in handy or be very irritating,” I murmur, and he chuckles, bringing my mark to his lips and kissing the cut that’s already healed.

“What now?” I ask him.

He turns toward the crowd, raises our joined hands into the air, and shouts, “Now we feast!”

A cheer goes up, and everyone vanishes to the great hall where I know Thieran and Kaia have planned an elaborate dinner and entertainment. Kaia told me this morning about the musicians from Videva who were excited to perform.

“We should go,” I tell him. “We don’t want to keep everyone waiting.”

He grins, tracing his finger down the side of my neck and over the swell of my breasts.

“We could be a little late.”

“But…” I capture my bottom lip between my teeth, considering. “It is our celebration. We’ve a right to make a grand entrance.”

“Absolutely we do. And I need to be inside y⁠—”

Before he can finish, I shift us both.
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When we appear on the banks of the hot springs, I can’t help but laugh.

She slides a gaze full of longing to the water, then back to my face. “If you don’t like the springs, we could…”

“We’re not going anywhere. I’ve been trying to get you naked in there since your arrival. Tonight we’ll both get our wish, it seems.”

She moves to dispel our clothes with a wiggle of her fingers, and I capture them, kissing the pad of each one in turn.

“I don’t need my hands to get you naked,” she reminds me, eyebrow raised.

“Let me unwrap you.” A slow, dreamy smile paints her lips. “I think the occasion calls for it.”

Sliding my hands to her waist, I pull her in flush against my chest and claim her mouth. Her fingers flex where they grip my robes as her lips part for me, her tongue sliding against mine. She makes a noise low in her throat, and I wrap my hand around her, feeling the hum vibrate against my fingers.

Moving through layers of fabric until her hands find my chest, she runs them up to my shoulders, working my robes off and down my arms until they fall to the forest floor in a rustle of leaves. I’m meant to be unwrapping her, and she’s already winning.

When she reaches to tug my tunic free from my breeches, I capture her hands again, turning her in my arms and dropping a kiss to the bare skin of her shoulder.

“You are exquisite,” I tell her, freeing the laces tucked against the base of her spine and untying the bow. “Everything I never knew I wanted.”

She tilts her head for my lips, sighing when I trail a line of kisses across her shoulder to her neck.

“Kaia must have conjured up something extra in this dress,” she murmurs, breath hitching when I loosen the last of her laces and the dress falls slack over her shoulders.

“Just you. It’s always been you. Long before I knew you existed, it was you. No one else ever fit quite right.”

She peers at me over her shoulder. “Lucky for me, you’re stubborn.”

Chuckling, I ease the dress down her shoulders and arms, letting it pool at her waist and skimming my hands back up to caress the sides of her breasts, tracing my fingertip along the lace edge of her corset.

“I was going to say patient.”

She huffs out a soft laugh, and I feel her power rise with each brush of my hands along her body. We were connected before, but it's deeper now in a way I didn’t imagine possible. My thoughts are hers if I will it, and deeper than that, her feelings are mine.

The anticipation of where I’ll touch her next, the fire pooling in her core, the deep, unerring love for me, the nerves over her new role in the Shadow Realm and by my side. And the worry over what is coming simmers under it all. But those worries are for tomorrow. Tonight, I want to be her sole focus.

“I will never let anything happen to you,” I assure her, working open her corset, smiling at the way she shivers each time my fingers brush the bare skin of her back.

I expect her doubt to flash through me at my promise, but trust and love burn so brightly they nearly bring me to my knees.

“I know,” she says simply.

Lifting her corset over her head, I discard it on the ground beside us and help her step out of her gown, pressing a kiss to the curve of her hip, then the small of her back. She sighs and squirms as I trace my lips up her spine to the nape of her neck, sliding my hands around to cup her breasts gently.

“Thieran,” she breathes, arching against me and wrapping her arm around me to fist her fingers in my hair.

“What is it, little one?”

“I’m unwrapped.” Her voice goes smoky when I tighten my fingers on her nipples by degrees. “Time to stop stalling.”

“Is that what you think I’ve been doing?” I whisper, twisting until air shudders through her lips in a low hiss.

“What else?” she wonders.

“Savoring you.” I drag my thumbs over her sensitive nipples. “Exploring you.” Gliding my hands down her stomach, I cup her between her legs. “So wet for me.”

“That’s your fault.”

“I could apologize. But you’d know I didn’t mean it.”

Her laugh fades to a moan when I rub a finger over clit, her body jerking when I pull away to trace her slit, dipping it inside her. Everything about the way she responds to me when I slide a finger in fully is heightened a hundredfold. Not just the physical way her body responds but the way every single emotion, want, and need she feels has nestled itself under my skin, twining with my own until I can’t tell where she ends and I begin.

I add a second finger, and she rewards me with a needy groan, her fingernails digging into the skin of my neck, her pussy clenching hard around me. I move the hand braced against her hip down between her legs and bracket her clit with my fingers, slowly squeezing as I pick up the pace of my fingers moving inside her.

Her hips rock, and her hand grips my forearm, in desperate need of purchase as I push her closer to the edge. Her want and desire hit me like a bolt of lightning seconds before she succumbs to her orgasm with a gasp.

“I… What was that?” she demands.

“You came for me,” I murmur against her cheek. “Like a good girl.”

She melts into me for a moment before straightening and turning in my arms. “I did, but that isn’t what I meant.”

Her hair is mussed from the way she writhed against me, and I reach up to twirl a strand around my finger. “What did you mean, then?”

Tugging my tunic from my breeches, she slips it off and leans in to press a kiss over my heart, the heat of her lips radiating into my chest.

“It’s like I could feel everything you were feeling, everything you wanted. Like the way I can feel your heartbeat, but more.”

“But more,” I echo, taking her hand and kissing her palm. “I felt the same. As if we are both one and separate at once.”

She meets my eyes with a soft smile. “That’s exactly it.” Leaning up on her tiptoes, she presses a kiss to my chin as she undoes the tie of my breeches and slips her hand inside, wrapping her fingers around my length. “I wonder what that will feel like with your cock inside me.”

Making quick work of the rest of my clothes, I gather her into my arms and shift us into the warmth of the hot springs, groaning when she wraps her legs around my waist in the water. I fill her slowly, kissing the hollow of her throat as her pussy ripples around me.

“I think about coming here with Nevon all the time,” she says.

My eyes narrow on her face. “You what?”

She laughs, and I dig my fingers into her ass, grinding into her until she moans softly.

“I meant I think about that night,” she amends, a little breathless. “About the first time you touched me. How much I wanted you then, even though I hated to admit it. How much I’d never wanted anyone that much until you.”

“And now you have me.”

Wrapping her fingers around my throat, she squeezes gently. “Forever. Thieran?”

“Hmm?” I ask, grinding into her again.

“Fuck me. And don’t be gentle.”

I pull out and thrust back in hard enough to make her arch against me, her nipples dragging against my chest.

“What about savoring you?”

“We have lifetimes for savoring,” she assures me. “Right now I need my husband to fuck me.”

That word—husband—the permanence of it, sinks into me, warming me from the inside out. When her lips tick up at the corner, I know she feels what that word does to me.

“As my wife commands,” I reply, satisfied when that same warm feeling from her fans over me.

Holding her ass in my punishing grip, I move her up and down on my cock, slowly at first, my feet digging into the sandy floor of the springs, then faster until the water eddies and swirls around us. She holds my gaze, those emerald eyes filled with love and lust in equal measure.

She uses her power to cast stars above us in the dark, and her face glows with it, her pussy clenching around me as I give her every inch of my cock. Her grip tightens on my throat, and I feel her impending release as if it were my own, racing down my spine and heating me like fire.

I love to watch her come undone for me. I live for the sight of her eyes going hazy and her skin flushing, for the sound of her breaths going ragged as she fights to hold out as long as possible. She is a sight to behold when her orgasm barrels through her. The way her eyes squeeze shut and her mouth twists into a scream of pleasure and her fingers tighten wherever they grip my body until her nails draw blood.

She’s always, always surprised when I don’t relent in my pace, my cock continuing to slam into her. But she shouldn’t be. Once is never enough with her. I’m not sure anything with her would ever be enough.

She rises again quickly, creating violent waves that crash against us as she meets me thrust for thrust.

Come inside me. Her pleading voice whispers through my mind. I need to feel you. Don’t stop.

As if I could with the way her desire pulses through me, the way her pussy grips my shaft and her nails carve half-moons into my skin. She’s close again, and that spurs me on, cock punching into her again and again until I steal her breath.

When she screams my name, the sound of it echoing through the trees, I give her exactly what she asked for and fill her up. She buries her face in the crook of my neck, her breath cooling my heated skin.

“That…was worth the wait,” she pants, groaning softly when I resettle my grip and seat my cock deeper inside her.

“You always will be.”

The stars above us brighten unexpectedly, and we both look up to see one arc across the black of the treetops.

“We should probably get back,” she says, bringing my face level with hers and brushing a kiss over my lips. “Or Kaia will send out a search party.”

“I imagine she knows what we’re about.”

The horrified look on her face makes me laugh, and I shift us to the bank of the springs, running my hands over her from neck to knee to dry her, then back up to palm her breasts simply because I can. And because I like the way her lips curve into a satisfied smile when I do.

“Have I told you how exquisite you are?” I ask, watching as she dresses herself in a blink, adjusting the sleeves of her gown.

“At least once. But I wouldn’t mind hearing it again.”

Slipping my arms into my robes, I wrap my hand around her waist and pull her up against me, leaning down to nibble her lower lip.

“You are absolutely magnificent. I will never have enough time with you.”

She lifts a brow. “We have forever.”

I give a curt nod. “As I said. Never enough. I will always want just one minute more with you.” I lean my forehead against her temple. “Wife.”

She smiles, eyes fluttering closed. “Husband.”

Trailing my lips over her jaw to her ear, I whisper, “Queen.”

In the next breath, I hold a crown in my hand. Her crown. It’s the same one I put on her head the night we had dinner with my brother. Silver vines twisting around themselves to form an inverted V. The black and white diamonds sparkle even in the low light, and the teardrop black gem inlaid at the top is almost as perfect as she is.

I place it on her head, nestling it among the braids Kaia artfully fashioned, and remind her what I wanted to do the first night I conjured it. “I want to fuck you wearing this.”

“I think I can accommodate that. After th⁠—”

“Wearing only this.”

Her breath leaves her in a rush, and she leans against me. “How am I supposed to concentrate at the feast now with that image in my mind?”

Grinning, I bring her knuckles to my lips and shift us outside the doors to the grand hall. Music, voices, and laughter filter through the thick wood, and her shoulders straighten in anticipation.

“Maybe I don’t want you to concentrate. Maybe I want you to picture yourself on your knees with your mouth full of my cock and my crown on your head.”

She elbows me in the side playfully, but her eyes darken with lust as a servant rushes forward to open the doors and we step into the arched entrance. It takes a moment for the gathered guests to fall silent, but they do, one by one, until all eyes are on us.

I lead her past the tables full of my—our—court and souls from Videva to the one at the head of the room, waiting empty for us. The chairs here are high-backed, throne-like, and covered in black and green velvet. I pull one out for her, waiting until she’s settled in to take my seat. As soon as I do, Kaia rises from her place at the head of the table to my left and raises her glass.

“To our king and his queen,” she says, gaze drifting from me to Elora. “May you rule long and well.”

The rest of the room recites her toast then throws back the contents of their glasses, slamming them on the table with whoops and shouts. The music resumes as Kaia takes her seat, and servants rush forward to bring us plates of food.

“Are you all right?” I ask Elora when she doesn’t eat, her gaze roaming over the crowd instead.

When she turns to me, her eyes are shining with tears, but her smile is bright. “I am. Better than I’ve been in a long time. Better, I think, than I ever was.”

I lean over to capture her lips, making her grin when I nip her bottom one. “Good. Then eat up.” My eyes dart up to her crown, and her chest flushes. “So I can ravish you later.”

She’s just carving a bite of lamb off the bone when the doors to the great hall burst open. One of my brother’s winged messengers stands framed in the arch, a piece of parchment clutched in his hands. He looks surprised by the number of people I have in attendance tonight, a detail he is sure to report back to his master.

He doesn’t wait for my invitation, lifting into the air with a gentle flap of his wings and landing two paces from the table. His gaze lingers on Elora’s crown and then drops to her face, but his thoughts are not reflected on his features.

“What do you want?” I spread my arms out to encompass the room around us. “I’m busy.”

“I have a message from the one true king.”

“Careful, Sularia,” I growl. “Your only protection here is whether I feel inclined to honor my brother’s stipulations not to harm messengers.”

“We are a neutral party.” He bristles when I scoff. “We serve the gods. All the gods,” he adds, darting a look over his shoulder to where my court watches closely.

“So you say. Well?”

He straightens and steps forward, holding the parchment out to me across the table. Elora leans over my arm as I rip open the seal and unfold the letter.

I tire of your secrets and your schemes, brother. Did you think I wouldn’t find out about your farce of a wedding? Or its ramifications? I expect you and the girl in Fontoss in an hour to explain yourself.

The set of Elora’s jaw is firm when I meet her gaze, and she gives an almost imperceptible shake of her head. Our game of concealing her is finished. My brother knows. But whatever power he thinks he wields here, he is mistaken. I am through being summoned by him, through waiting to see what he will do so I can calculate my next move.

I hold the parchment over a candle flame, ignoring Sularia’s gasp when it catches, smoke spiraling into the air as it burns.

“Have you no response for the king, my lord?”

I drop the parchment onto an empty plate and watch it curl in on itself.

“Yes. You can tell the king to go fuck himself.”

Sularia gapes and sputters before collecting himself. “I can say no such thing to my king.”

“You are a messenger, are you not?”

“I am,” he grits out.

I wave a dismissive hand in the air. “Well, that is my message.”

“I refuse to repeat it.”

I shove to my feet, and he stumbles back a step, lurching to a stop when I wrap him in my power and suspend him in the air.

“Then I have no use for you.”

“You cannot kill a messenger,” he squeaks, flailing uselessly against my hold.

“You are mistaken.” I tilt my head, squeezing him until he goes still. “You are in my realm, by my good graces. And your body is quite fragile.”

“My lord,” he gasps. “Any other message, I will deliver it for you.”

“I have only one,” I tell him, watching as his lips, then his face, turn blue. “I’ll deliver it myself.”

With a quick jerk of my wrist, his neck twists violently to the side, and he collapses to the ground in a heap before disappearing in a wisp of silver smoke.

“Was that really necessary?” Elora wonders as I take my seat again, conjuring a piece of parchment with my message on it.

“No. But it was very satisfying.”

“Thieran,” she says, laying her hand over mine before I can send the note to my brother. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

I hold her gaze, feeling her apprehension and worry over my brother battle with her trust and love for me. Ultimately, she releases my hand, and the letter disappears.

I know what I’m doing, just as I know what the consequences will be. Only this time, I mean to beat my brother at his own game.
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It’s been nearly a full day since Thieran rejected his brother’s summons to Fontoss. The king hasn’t sent another messenger or another missive. The silence is as unnerving as his knowledge that we’re married, that I’m more than mortal.

Thieran promised the dark court answers last night and again this morning over breakfast. I was too nervous to eat, pushing eggs and roasted potatoes around on my plate, and now my stomach growls indignantly. But it’s too late to eat now. The rest of the court will be arriving any minute. And I’m not certain nerves won’t cause me to throw it all up again.

“Nothing has changed,” Thieran attempts to soothe me for the thousandth time. “Not really.”

“That’s absurd,” I assure him, dropping into the chair beside him with a huff. “Everything has changed.”

“It hasn’t,” he insists, leaning over to brush a kiss across my temple. “You are still a goddess, and my brother is still full of himself. The only difference now is we have the upper hand.”

“Is that what we’re calling murdering a messenger these days?” Vaeya asks from the doorway. “The upper hand?”

The Goddess of Retribution’s long blonde hair falls in gentle waves over a gown the color of the sky on a summer’s day, a jeweled pendant in the shape of balanced scales resting against her chest. It matches the godmark on her wrist.

Thieran sits back and lifts a shoulder. “I have no use for a messenger who won’t deliver messages.”“

Vaeya takes a seat, making a noise in her throat somewhere between humor and disagreement.

“You’ve been playing games with the high court, my lord.” Her gaze slides to me. “And keeping us from the fun.”

“There’s still plenty of amusement to be had,” he assures her.

“I love a good bit of fun,” Aeris says, claiming a seat across the table from me.

Iluna isn’t with her, an oddity considering I’ve been told time and again how close they are. As if reading my mind, Aeris cocks her head and smiles a curious smile.

“The Goddess of Night is just freshening up. She’ll be arriving momentarily.”

The Goddess of Nightmares steps in shoulder to shoulder with her brother, The God of Sleep. Learia nods first at Thieran and then at me. Lucidas does the same, though Learia’s gaze is far more searching than her brother’s, and it unnerves me. They say the Goddess of Nightmares knows your deepest, darkest fears and uses them against you.

The rest of them arrive in turn, Kaia appearing last with Cath and taking the empty seat beside me no one else dared claim.

The large table we’ve gathered around several times in recent weeks looks suddenly smaller, with every seat filled and a few of Kaia’s demigod spies and Garrick standing behind.

“Where to begin?” Thieran wonders, spreading his hands palm up. “A few of you know all of it.” He glances at Kaia, the judges, and Garrick. “Most of you know some of it.”

“Perhaps we could start with how a Goddess of Spring came to be?” Learia suggests, and I squirm under everyone’s direct attention.

“Melena completed the fertility ritual,” I explain. “Nearly thirty years ago.”

“An undertaking that usually results in a little more fanfare,” Aeris points out.

“And might have,” Thieran agrees, “were it not for the prophecy she had told. As is tradition.” He flicks a glance at me, waiting for my nod before continuing. “A prophecy that warned of one who would see Elora’s power as a threat.”

“The king,” Lucidas says into the following silence.

“What Melena thought,” Thieran confirms with a nod. “And myself as well. So Melena killed the oracle and hid her pregnancy.”

“Then she aban—left me with a nice couple a day’s ride from Dremen,” I amend, remembering how I had to soothe my parents when I brought them home from the feast the night before.

My mother is right to be worried, but I refused to admit it to her. I simply reminded her I am a goddess and Thieran knows what he is about. If only it were that simple. Still, the worry in her eyes was torment enough; I hardly felt it necessary to heap on more.

Learia’s brown eyes bore into me. “And they never suspected? Even mortal parents would know the power of a god.”

“Melena bound me using strong blood magick.” I clear my throat, shifting in my seat. “I didn’t know who I was either until I sacrificed myself to the veil.”

“We’re leaving parts of it out,” Kaia says gently when Vaeya’s brows knit together and she opens her mouth to speak.

“There’s so much of it to tell.” Thieran sighs. “Based on what we’ve come to know, the king, with the help of Sabiya, has been attacking the veil on the eastern border for at least a year. I suspect he was hoping to weaken my powers and violate our treaty, leaving me none the wiser until it was too late.”

“And it was working,” Kaia adds, gaze shifting to me. “Until Elora. Her blood in the soil brings life to the Shadow Realm. Even before her powers were unbound, vines sprouted wherever they met.”

Pulling my sleeve up to reveal my godmark, I lay my wrist on the table, looking up at Vaeya when she mumbles something indecipherable under her breath.

“Thieran and I may be fated, but I gave myself to the veil in a willing sacrifice. To save Thieran and the realm.”

“Something that would have killed a mere mortal,” Aeris says, and Thieran lays his palm over mine, giving it a squeeze. “But for you, it revealed your godhood.”

“Yes.”

“How do you know Sabiya is working with the king?” Lucidas wonders.

Thieran’s eyes fall on Iluna, who refuses to meet his gaze, and all heads turn toward her.

“Someone was sharing information about Elora with her lover. Putting Elora and the Shadow Realm at further risk.”

“But,” I add as the mood in the room darkens by degrees. “Iluna has been helpful in undoing her mistakes. Translating coded letters and relaying whatever details she can remember.”

“You forget what the high court did to us, to our people,” Aeris says with a hint of disgust in her voice. “All because we would not condone Thieran’s murder and give in to the king’s tyranny.”

“I…” Iluna’s shoulders square, but almost instantly, the fight goes out of her, and she collapses back against the chair with an irritated huff. “I made a mistake. I’m trying to make up for it as best I can.”

“The king knows of her now,” Cath says from down the table, arms clasped behind his back. “That’s why he sent the messenger.”

“It would be hard not to know of her,” Vaeya adds. “With the way your powers combined and exploded last night. I imagine the king and all the rest of them felt it all the way in Fontoss.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, darting a look at Thieran when he sits back. “You knew that would happen?”

“I suspected it might. Something similar happened when Orella and Xarin got married. Though I don’t remember it being quite so powerful.”

Knowing we could have avoided this confrontation with the king a little longer has something twisting in my gut.

“Thieran,” I chide. “Then we shouldn’t have… We could have waited.”

“Why? That would only have delayed the inevitable. And I didn’t want to wait.” He traces a fingertip down my jaw to my chin, cupping it and rubbing his thumb over my lower lip before releasing me. “We have enough information to know what we’re about here.”

“And what we’re about is another war with the king and his court,” Learia says.

“My brother has, no doubt, been plotting this for decades, executing it for a year. It’s why he was attacking the veil,” I remind them. “All I have done is help us be more prepared, put us on the offensive this time around.”

“He can’t match us for strength,” Lucidas says. “Especially not now that you are bonded to the one gifted to you by the Fates. Your powers are more now, as are hers.”

Thieran smiles, and I feel his surge of pride snake through me.

“That’s true. We were enough before, however long the battle might have raged before it was finished. But with Elora on our side, we won’t need to give in to them this time. We can⁠—”

“You’re forgetting something,” Iluna announces.

I know instantly what she means, and so does Thieran, by the way his fingers tighten on the arm of his chair.

“Tell them about the potion,” Iluna adds.

Her eyes are dark, the tilt of her mouth smug when she pins Kaia with a look. As if she is happy to finally transfer some of the blame for the situation we find ourselves in. She doesn’t whither under Thieran’s glare, but she does fidget in her seat.

“There’s—”

“No,” Kaia says, stopping my explanation with a wave of her hand. “It’s my doing. Let me tell it.”

She takes a bracing breath, squaring her shoulders as she faces the rest of the table. “In our fight against the Ancients, the king asked me if it was possible to create a potion or ritual that would drain a god’s powers, essentially making them mortal.”

“Please tell me you refused,” Aeris says, swearing under her breath when Kaia shakes her head.

“We never used any such thing on any of them, though,” Vaeya adds. “At least not that I recall.”

“We did not,” Kaia confirms. “By the time I created it, we had all but won. And the king devised a new use for it instead.” Her gaze shifts to Thieran. “Now we have reason to believe the king and Sabiya are collecting the ingredients necessary to make the potion.”

“You’ve killed us all,” Learia snaps, her hand curling into a fist on the arm of her chair. “What could possibly possess you to agree to such a request? To give him a means to kill anyone who opposes him.”

“Love. Misplaced trust. Stupidity.” Kaia sucks in a sharp breath, laying her hand over mine when I reach out to bolster her. “I have been working on recreating the same potion. It’s never been tested, then or now, so I have no idea if it will even work. But in case it does, I’ve been creating an antidote for it as well. An antidote the high court will not have.”

The room is silent, the tension palpable and suffocating as they share looks and silent thoughts between them. I’m not sure what happens now. Their oaths have bound them to us, but will they willingly fight in another war against the king? Or will they simply be forced to answer Thieran’s call whenever he makes it?

We cannot win this war without them. Not even with Kaia’s potion—assuming it works. And while my life is certainly on the line, I know there is far more at stake here. The legacy of gods hangs in the balance, the future of us.

Vaeya is the first to speak, folding her hands across her stomach as she looks at each god seated around the table in turn, then me, and finally, Thieran.

“I did not hesitate to stand with you in the first war. You were my brother in arms then, unseating the Ancients, who were mad for power and destructive with it. Now you are my king, and I know, oath or no, I would stand with you still. Against any threat to you”—she looks at me—“to what’s yours. To the land. And now to our very existence. I am with you, Thieran.”

Lucidas pounds a fist on the table. “As am I.”

“I have always stood with my brother,” Learia says slowly. “And now I will stand proudly with my king and his queen.” She inclines her head to me. “Whatever comes.”

“As will the judges three,” Railan says, earning a nod from Nevon and Hayle. “Always.”

Cath lays a hand over his heart. “As long as there is breath in my lungs,” he says. “I am at your service.”

“I have a lot to make up for.” Kaia’s words land like an arrow to the heart, her sad smile twisting it sharply. “But I am loyal and true and ever will be to the King of Shadows.” She laces her fingers with mine. “And his queen.”

“Your faith in me and mine in myself has been shaken. But I will stand with you against the high court. I will remember my place in the dark with you.” Iluna’s pledge is soft, but her gaze is fierce.

All eyes turn to Aeris, her flame-red hair gathered at the nape of her neck, a wicked grin splitting her lips.

“I’ll never say no to a bit of chaos.” She claps her hands together under her chin and gives a giddy laugh. “Where do we begin?”
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Smoke fills the air as fire crawls along the ground, nipping at my heels while I dodge and spin. Elora cries out, her voice carrying to me over the clash of steel and crackle of flames. But I can’t reach her.

Her heartbeat in my chest is strong and fast. She’s safe. For now. All I can think about is getting to her. I want to see for myself she’s all right.

I hear a whistle on the air seconds before a sword arcs past my ear, and I narrowly dodge out of its path before it slices me in two. My attacker takes aim again, and I deflect a wide swing with a clang that reverberates up my arm.

When I take a step back, the flames dance higher, as if sensing my presence and reminding me I am backed into a corner. Two—no, three—more men emerge from the orange haze dressed in black with hoods and scarves obscuring their faces.

Calling fire to my palm, I use it to flame my sword, lobbing what remains at the man closest to me. He dives out of the way, but not before it grazes his leg and the fabric of his breeches ignites. He screams, dropping to the ground and writhing in an effort to put the fire out.

The one closest to him doesn’t register his friend’s plight, his muscles bunching as he rushes me, sword swinging overhead. But I am faster, knocking his sword up and back, then sending a blast of power into the center of his chest. He splinters like shards of glass, his agony lost to the roar of the fire.

Circling when the two men remaining do the same, I realize we’re completely surrounded by fire, the flames tall enough to obscure any view of what might be going on beyond me. The heat has sweat dripping between my shoulder blades and sliding off my temples.

Light sparks at the fingertips of the taller man. A demi, then. He flings his hand toward me, lightning bolts closing the distance between us. I deflect the first with my sword, the second with a twist of my wrist and a whirlwind of smoke. But the third tears a hole in my side that has Elora screaming my name in my head.

I’m fine, I tell her. Stay focused and don’t worry about me.

Her hesitation lingers, but I don’t have time to try and convince her. The demi rushes me, forcing me to dance around his bolts of lightning. Tossing down the sword, I bring my hands together in a clap, sending a blast of smoke that hurtles him into the air, spinning him around and tossing him into the flames. I grin as his screams fade into silence.

The last man watches me, unmoving, and I’m forced to take a step toward him when the flames advance at my back. Smoke winds up my legs and over my torso, pouring off me in a whirl of air that spins faster and faster at my command. But before I can knock him off his feet with it, he reaches up to yank down the scarf covering his nose and mouth and pushes back the hood shielding his eyes.

He looks like my brother did when we were younger. Thick white hair past his shoulders blowing around a clean-shaven face. They could be mirror images save for the scar carved through this man’s right eye. One of my brother’s many bastards.

“Uncle,” the demi says with a sneer that is very much like my brother. “And should I call you aunt?”

I glance with him to see Elora step forward by my elbow, her face smeared with blood, hair plastered to her neck with sweat.

“Perhaps we should skip the formalities entirely.”

He lunges for her, and on instinct, I shove between them. But his sword comes down on my forearm, cutting me to the bone, and Elora drops her own sword with a shuddering gasp in reaction to my pain.

When the demi dances around me, I send a blast of power toward him. He evades it easily, but he’s not clever or quick enough to avoid the chasm Elora opens in the earth, tripping over the undulating ground and scrambling for purchase as his body slides into the gap. Clinging to the edge by fingertips, he attempts to pull himself up, but the wall is nothing but hard-packed dirt.

Elora crouches down in front of him, laying her finger in the soil and slowly tracing around his fingertips. As she does, the earth loosens and begins to fall away.

“Wait! Please,” he begs. “We’re family.”

She laughs, continuing to carve away at the only thing he has left to hold on to.

“You should have thought about that before you attacked my husband.”

With one final drag of her finger, the section of soil falls away, and the demi with it. His screams echo as he plummets until she waves her hand over the earth and the ground is whole again.

As she pushes to her feet, the flames surrounding us disappear and the haze of smoke clears. The gray grass tickles my fingertips as I smear it with the blood dripping down my arm, and the Shadow Realm’s crooked black trees are whole again.

“Let me see that.” She takes my arm, carefully moving my ruined sleeve out of the way and inspecting the gash that has already started to close. “You shouldn’t have stepped in front of me like that.”

I tilt her chin up with my free hand and drop a kiss to her lips. “I like to see you breathing.”

“I’m glad. But if you do that in a real battle, you might end up doing more harm than good to us both. I can take care of myself, Thieran.”

“Hmm,” I murmur, letting the subject drop in favor of turning to Nevon when he steps out of the trees. “That was unnecessarily realistic.”

He gestures to Elora as she bends to retrieve her sword from the ground. “It’s what she asked for. I simply recreated the Battle of Casera to the best of my recollection.”

“You weren’t at the Battle of Casera,” I remind him. “You were wandering around dead.”

“So I was.” He grins. “But I’ve heard plenty of stories over the centuries.”

“I thought it was excellent.” Elora tosses her sword from hand to hand before spinning it in a dizzying figure eight and slipping it into the sheath at her waist. “How’d you do that thing with the tree?” she asks Nevon.

“What thing?” I wonder.

She points over her shoulder. “He made a tree explode. Two of them, actually. Then he turned the shards of bark into daggers.”

She flicks a finger and turns a current of air to ice, flinging it at a tree so hard it punches through the bark and pokes out the other side.

“My talents know no bounds,” Nevon replies. “You did well using a sword and your powers.”

“I’m getting better.” She conjures a ball of green fire in her palm and bounces it up and down. “Slowly.”

“Nonsense.” Nevon waves her words away. “Each time you practice, you improve by leaps and bounds. Soon you’ll be better than him.” He hooks a thumb at me. “Though Thieran has always preferred his power to a blade.”

“Steel is weak by comparison.”

I hold out my hand, fingers curved as if gripping something, and wrap my power around the tree standing beside the one Elora ran through with ice. With a squeeze of my fingers, the tree snaps in half, raining splinters of wood down on the forest floor.

“Showoff,” Elora mutters, poking at my shoulder. “I’ll take all the weapons I can get, immortal or not. Especially knowing they have that potion, same as we do.”

Either Elora sees it on my face or senses it in me, but she wraps her hand around my now healed arm at the first tug of anger in my chest. Kaia’s potion, and knowing my brother is likely in the process of brewing his own if he hasn’t already, never fails to fill me with rage. There’s nothing we can do about it now except use it to our own advantage, but that doesn’t mean I like it.

“Has she made any more progress on it?” Nevon asks, keeping his voice carefully neutral.

“The first batch didn’t work,” Elora supplies, giving my arm a warning squeeze when I jerk.

“How do you know that?”

“I asked Kaia how it was going over dinner last night. Apparently it’s supposed to thicken like molasses and turn so purple it’s almost black. And the first batch she tried did neither.”

“Perhaps that means it doesn’t work.”

Elora shakes her head. “She’s made it before.”

“She’s what?” I demand.

“You know,” Elora says with an exasperated huff, releasing my arm, “you’d know this if you did more than lecture her and seethe when she tries to speak of it. When she devised a recipe for the potion, she actually made some. You know how she is about testing things.”

I grunt in acknowledgment. Kaia is nothing if not meticulous about her craft. I imagine if my brother had not suggested the potion be used to destroy me, she would have tested it on one of the Ancients we’d captured, just to be sure.

“She destroyed it when she learned of the king’s new desired use for it and hid her journal with the ingredients and method.”

“She should have told me of it back then,” I snap.

“Why? So you could treat her as you have been for centuries instead of weeks?” Elora props her hands on her hips, glaring at me in disapproval. “You can’t be upset at her forever, Thieran. She made a mistake. Stop making her pay for it.”

She’s right. I know she is. I can’t go back and undo the past as much as I might wish it. The potion exists. My brother knows of it and is trying to create it himself to use against me and, no doubt, Elora. I will have to let my anger toward Kaia go if we are going to come together as one and win this. Because we have no other option but to win.

“You’re exquisite when you’re annoyed with me,” I tell Elora, wrapping my arm around her waist and drawing her up against my side. “It’s enticing.”

“Nice try,” she says, laying a hand on my chest, though she doesn’t push me away. “My point still stands. You have to forgive her and move on. We cannot be a truly united front when this sits between you.”

“I will.”

Elora raises a skeptical brow.

“I swear it on your life.”

“My life? Why not yours?”

I duck my head to capture her lips. “Because yours is much more precious to me.”

Nevon clears his throat before I can have another taste of her, and she turns her head so my lips connect with her cheek instead.

“So sorry to interrupt,” he says, tongue in cheek. “But I am still standing right here.”

“Feel free to go stand somewhere else,” I tell him, tightening my grip on Elora’s waist when she tries to wiggle free. “I’d like to be alone with my wife.”

“Stay,” Elora commands when Nevon takes a step back, preparing to shift. “We have a few more hours of daylight we should use to keep training.”

“I have a better idea.” I tilt my head to nibble the side of her neck. “Let’s practice your endurance and stamina.”

“Thieran.” She sighs. “We need to prepare ourselves. I hardly think that is going to be necessary in the middle of a battlefield.”

“Endurance is a crucial component to winning.” I flick my tongue against her earlobe. “Nevon knows.”

“I’d rather not get into the middle of this particular conversation if it’s all the same. I’m still trying to keep all my body parts in the right place.”

Elora laughs, shoving at my shoulder and stepping out of my embrace. When I reach for her, she dances out of my grasp, laughing again at my scowl.

If I could have kept her naked and beneath me every waking moment between the wedding and now, I would have. Alas, she has insisted on training and meeting with spies and working with Kaia in her tower room. Though she keeps Kaia company in silence more than she helps from what she’s told me.

“Let’s go again. There’s something new inside me. I want to see if I can tease it out.”

“Something new? Like what?”

“I don’t know.” She flutters a hand over her chest. “It came with all the rest after the bonding ceremony was finished. Feeling you, hearing your thoughts, and something else. Some new kind of power I haven’t been able to figure out.”

“I thought it was just me.”

Eyes alight, she takes a step closer. “You feel it too?”

“I’m not sure if what we’re feeling is the same, but yes, I feel something new humming in and around what is familiar. Here.” I lay a hand just under where my heart beats. “A pulsing.”

She lays one hand over mine and the other on her own torso. “That’s exactly the spot.”

“A new power?” Nevon wonders, and Elora jumps as if she forgot he was there.

“Is that possible?”

“I’ve never been fated or bonded before,” I remind her. “I suppose it is. But I never heard of it happening with Orella and Xarin.”

“How do we figure out what it is? And use it?”

I sigh, knowing she was right after all. “We practice.”

She gives me a triumphant smile, bouncing up on her tiptoes and brushing a kiss over my lips before stepping back.

My power is as much a part of me as the blood flowing through my veins. It has always been a part of me, and reaching for it has never been anything but second nature. But this seed among the rest is untouched, waiting to be discovered.

Her eyebrows raise in silent question, and I nod, sensing her poke carefully at the newness while I yank it forth. Unlike the rest of my power, it’s warm and thick, oozing like jam each time I try to harness it.

“It’s me, but it’s not,” Elora murmurs.

“Yes,” I agree. “Mine but not mine.”

“Could be a bit of both of you,” Nevon suggests. “The two of you coming together to create a new power you can both harness.”

“That’s—”

“Odd,” Elora finishes.

“I was going to say interesting. Perhaps we can⁠—”

I feel a sharp tug in my gut, one I haven’t felt in a long time, and I lose my tenuous grip on the newness inside me.

“What was that?” Elora asks, eyes wide.

“You felt that too?”

Nodding, she moves to stand beside me.

“That is someone approaching Tearna.”

“The mortal entrance to the Shadow Realm?” she asks, peering over her shoulder in the direction of the veil.

“The only entrance to the realm if you don’t have my permission. Not generally easy for mortals to find, though a few have tried over the centuries, hoping to beg for a loved one to be returned to them.”

“Who would be trying to get into the realm?”

An envelope appears at my feet in response to her question, and I pluck it from the ground, turning it to show the royal seal securing the flap. I haven’t heard from my brother again since I killed his messenger and sent my reply. But he should know me well enough to know the only way I will meet with him is if he comes to my door and begs for an audience. Looks like he might have finally accepted the truth.

Breaking the seal, I shuffle the piece of parchment out. The message is simple, and it makes me laugh. Impatient, Elora snatches the note from my hands.

“Happy now? I’m waiting,” she reads. Her head jerks up, mouth hanging open. “It’s the king?”

“It would seem so.” I reclaim the note and read it through again before dispelling it. “Not even the king of the gods can cross my borders until I bid him enter.”

“And you want to let him in.”

“I want to see what he has to say for himself, yes.”

She draws her bottom lip between her teeth, eyes dropping to my empty hands, then snapping back to my face. “And you think that’s wise?”

“He will not touch you here,” I assure her. “Most of the court is still in residence, and we’ll call the rest of them back as a show of force and solidarity. He won’t attack when he’s outnumbered.”

“What if he isn’t alone?”

I reach for her hand, pulling her in close. “He will be. He’s the only one I’ll give leave to enter.” Meeting Nevon’s eyes over her head, I give him a knowing look, and he nods. “Meet us in the throne room,” I tell him, waiting for him to disappear before looking down at Elora again.

“Ready?”

She blows out a shaky breath. “No.”

Tightening my grip on her hand, I shift us to the palace and prepare for the show.
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The moment we arrive in the throne room, warmth gathers in my center and climbs into my chest, and I realize Thieran is using the connection forged by the oath to call the dark court to us.

Kaia is first, hair mussed and skin flushed. We’ve obviously interrupted her work, but she smiles when she meets my gaze. It’s the way her smile falters and falls away when she looks at Thieran that saddens me.

Learia appears as Kaia removes the pins holding her hair aloft, and Lucidas isn’t far behind, hands clasped behind his back, patiently waiting as if it’s normal to be summoned by his king in the middle of the day for no reason.

Aeris again arrives alone, her fiery hair twisted in a thick braid resting over her shoulder, and I again wonder if cracks are forming in her friendship with Iluna. And if that will be a problem for us.

The rest appear slowly, Vaeya moving to stand next to Kaia and speaking in hushed tones, Nevon nodding at me from the back of the room. When Cath and a few other demi spies shift into view, Thieran raises a brow.

“Demis were not summoned,” Thieran tells Cath. “And you are spies on top of that. If you stay, we cannot use you in secret any longer.”

Cath’s gaze darts to Kaia, then to me, and back to Thieran. “If secrets are where you need me, then I will go. But I would prefer to fight in the open, shoulder to shoulder.”

The rest of the demis murmur their agreement.

Thieran takes him in, then slides a look at me. Numbers are numbers, and while I appreciate the strategy behind maintaining spies, I know Kaia’s network is vast, and these make up only a small number of them. They could well benefit us more than harm if they stand with us in the presence of the king.

“Seeing a son of the God of War in our numbers”—I indicate Cath with a nod of my head—“could make the king wonder who he can and can’t trust in his own court.”

A slow smile paints Thieran’s mouth, and he turns back to Cath. “Publicly aligning yourself with me and mine could also make you a target for your father.”

Cath’s eyes darken, and his jaw sets. “Nothing new there.”

“And the rest of you are agreed?” Thieran looks at each demi gathered in turn, waiting for them to nod their ascent before continuing. “My brother begs entrance to the realm at Tearna.”

Vaeya’s eyebrows wing up. “That is a development.”

“It would seem he’s finally realized I tire of his demands.”

“This isn’t going to end well,” Iluna reminds us, pinning me with a hard stare.

“It was never meant to,” Thieran replies, drawing her gaze. “If you plan on fighting against your oath so soon, I have the means to persuade you to make different choices.”

The Goddess of Night blanches, gripping her hands in front of her tightly when Aeris subtly moves away from her.

“I have no desire to fight the oath I freely gave.” Her jaw clenches, then relaxes. “To both of you.”

“Glad that’s settled,” Thieran says. “When I grant my brother permission to enter, none of you will engage with him.”

“You want us to stay?” Aeris asks, surprise lacing her question. “Instead of meeting with him in private?”

“That’s exactly what I want. A show of force, of unity.” He glances at me, and I squeeze his hand. “An added layer of protection against any rash decisions my brother might think of making.”

“He won’t attack when he is so outnumbered.”

Thieran nods at Lucidas. “Precisely. Ready?”

My heart pounds furiously as they all nod their agreement, and I allow Thieran to lead me to the thrones at the front of the room, sitting in the one he conjured for me for the first time. The silver is warm where I expect it to be cold, and sinking onto the soft cushion feels like a caress, as if the chair recognizes me and is welcoming me home.

Or the power does, Thieran’s cedar, cinnamon, and woodsmoke twining with my sandalwood and jasmine. Another thing that is equal parts him and me until it becomes ours.

Your rightful place. His voice echoes in my head. Don’t be nervous.

I snort softly. It’s a bit late for that.

His fingers flex in mine, and I feel that sharp tug in my gut again. The barrier hidden deep in the caves of Tearna being opened for the king? I’ll have to ask Thieran how it works later. Everything I know about the entrance to the Shadow Realm comes from mortal stories, and the truth in them has proven far less common than I ever could have realized.

The air in the center of the room begins to stir, and Thieran leans casually back in his chair. His face looks almost bored, but his grip is tight on mine. The king arrives with a flourish, lightning bolts pulsing in the air around him before dissipating. I’d laugh at the absurdity of his need for attention, his childish way of showing off, if not for the relentless pounding of my heart against my ribs making it hard to take a full breath.

The king glances behind him, gaze pausing on Cath and the other demis as it sweeps the room. I expect him to linger on Kaia, but he doesn’t, turning in dismissal to face Thieran.

Opening his mouth to speak, his eyes meet mine, and he closes it again. He assesses my appearance with a look of disdain, and his disapproval only makes my chin tick up and my spine straighten.

He’s poised to comment until he finally takes in the throne I sit on and the way Thieran’s fingers are laced with mine. The smug grin at my discomfort from his appraisal falls from his mouth, and his eyes narrow.

“So it’s true then,” he says to Thieran, voice tight. “I had hoped I was mistaken.”

Thieran raises a brow. “What truth do you speak of? You'll have to be more specific.”

The king gestures to me, lip curling back over his teeth. “You married her. And since she’s obviously not a mortal, you’ve been keeping secrets as well.”

“We are made of secrets, you and I. I hardly think one more will upset the balance of things.”

“You don’t know what you’re doing here, brother,” the king says through gritted teeth.

Thieran’s face is blank, his body sprawled in his chair, but his gaze is sharp. “Why don’t you tell me, then?”

“I have a right to know of a new god amongst us, a right to know of one who could be a threat to me and mine.”

He grips my hand tightly at the king’s words, and I give Thieran’s fingers a squeeze until he relaxes.

“She is no threat to you. And you have no rights here.” He gestures to the court gathered with a broad sweep of his arm. “You never have. By design.”

A muscle thrums in the king’s neck as he clenches and unclenches his jaw.

“Don’t presume to tell me where my power does and does not reach. I am⁠—”

“It is not a presumption,” Thieran assures him. “Your power, your influence end where my borders begin. I have not told you of my wife”—the king jerks at the word—“because it is none of your business. I grow bored with this conversation. Tell me why you came begging at my door.”

The king sucks in a sharp breath, running his tongue over his teeth as he clearly fights for calm. When he speaks again, there’s a forced measuredness to his words.

“You should have told me of her before you completed the bonding ceremony. It is not something to be taken lightly.”

“I owe you nothing, especially not an explanation of my choices.” Thieran flicks his wrist in dismissal. “The decision was hardly made lightly. She is mine, gifted to me by the Fates. If you’re that upset about it, take it up with them.”

It feels like a mistake the moment the words leave Thieran’s lips, and I sense he knows the same when his heavy dread sinks into my belly beside my own. Taking a lurching step forward, the king’s eyes drop to where my godmark is concealed by my sleeve.

“Fated?” he growls. “Isn’t that a curious development.”

“Only for you,” Thieran replies, struggling to keep his voice even.

There’s a glint in the king’s eyes now that puts me on edge, a challenge, and something burns in my chest when he trains his gaze on me again.

“You hid yourself well from me when I invited you into my home to break bread at my table with my wife, who carries what is most precious to me inside her.”

I see Kaia’s hands ball into fists at her side out of the corner of my eye, Vaeya and Learia moving to flank her.

“I am not a threat to you and yours,” I remind him. “I cannot say the same for myself where you are concerned.”

His grin is sharp and chilling, and he takes another step forward, turning his sinister smile to Thieran when he sits upright.

“She’s got spirit, this one. A far cry from your usual choices, Thieran.”

Thieran’s jaw tightens, a vein standing out in his temple while it flexes. “Be very careful, brother.”

“I’ve always been careful with the things you cherish.” The king turns to Kaia, their gazes locking. “As you have been with mine.”

Kaia doesn’t react, but I can read the longing and pain in her eyes. I wonder if the king can as well. If he ever really knew her at all, expecting her to betray Thieran the way he did. I doubt it. I can’t picture the king ever caring about anyone but himself.

Clasping his hands behind his back, the king faces us again. Thieran’s eyes dart beyond him to Kaia, who gives a subtle nod of her head, swirls of blue light sparking at her fingertips before she crosses her arms over her chest to extinguish them.

“Marrying this girl⁠—”

“Goddess,” I correct, unable to stop myself and earning a deadly glare from the king.

If he’s going to threaten me, to escalate tensions between his court and ours to a fever pitch, he can at least do it with my proper title.

“Goddess,” Thieran echoes, motioning to his brother to continue.

“Marrying her was a mistake,” the king replies. “It’s upset the balance between our courts. A balance you agreed to in our treaty.”

“I don’t remember agreeing to remain a bachelor for all eternity.”

The king widens his stance, and Kaia moves subtly behind him, giving Thieran another nod of her head. It’s a signal. For what, I’m not certain, but it’s starting to make me nervous. More nervous than I already am. If that’s possible.

“We agreed the courts would remain as they were,” the king says. “That neither side would add to theirs.”

“Then you shouldn’t have fathered so many bastards. How many are there by now? Do you even know?”

The king’s nostrils flare. “You know demigods are not what I speak of.”

“No. They aren’t, are they?” Caressing my palm with his fingertips as he lets go of my hand, Thieran leans forward, bracing his elbows on his knees. “And what of the son growing inside your wife? What balance does he upset?”

“My son is none of your concern.”

“I must heartily disagree. I did not create Elora.”

He reaches for my hand again, and the warmth of our connection floods up my arm. If only it could dispel the growing fear.

“The same cannot be said of you and your son.”

“A different matter entirely. Someone created her,” the king snaps, jabbing his finger at me. “Without my knowledge or permission.”

Thieran taps his fingers on the arm of his throne. “Obviously.”

He doesn’t offer the king any more information than that, doesn’t mention Melena, one of the king’s own high court gods, as the one who made me and sabotaged the balance the king seems so troubled at Thieran disrupting.

I wonder if he does that for Melena or for me. A new, unfamiliar twinge of worry sparks in my chest at the idea that revealing Melena’s identity as my creator might put her in danger of retaliation from the king. I hardly know what to make of it.

“Is this the path you want to take, then?” the king wonders. “Spitting on the treaty that has held this land in peace for thousands of years?”

“Me?” Thieran replies. “I thought you’d already done that.”

The king spreads his hands out, palms up, bolts of lightning shooting from his fingertips and hovering in the air before exploding into blinding balls of light.

“You should know better than to trifle with me, brother. Remember what happened the last time you did?”

Thieran stands, drawing me to my feet as his power unspools, smoke curling down his torso and over his arms.

“You nearly destroyed us in your grab for power and control. And I kept the madness at bay.”

The king laughs, the empty, hollow sound echoing in every corner of the room.

“That’s not quite how I remember it. In any case, things are different now.” His cold gaze slides to me, shimmering lightning reflecting in his eyes. “Now you have something more important to lose. And I have the means to take it from you.”

The smoke of Thieran’s power darkens to an opaque cloud, and he grips one of the king’s lightning bolts, hurling it at his brother’s feet, where it blackens the stone.

“Do not think I will stand idly by while you threaten what is mine. Our peace and our agreement are done, brother. And you are no longer welcome here.”

The king’s reply is lost as he disappears from view, and Thieran wraps his arm around my shoulders, pulling me in close and pressing a kiss to the top of my head.

“You’re all right,” he murmurs, though I’m not sure if he’s reassuring me or himself because nothing feels all right at the moment.

“That’s it then,” Aeris says.

“That’s it,” Thieran agrees. “War between the high court and the dark. Again.”

A heavy silence settles over us as they all exchange glances, the weight of it constricting my chest and making it difficult to breathe, to think, to move. As much as I might have wanted to avoid it, war was always going to be the conclusion of this journey.

Because I was wrong. The Fates don’t spin lies. They weave ruin.
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One thing that always strikes me when I venture outside the Shadow Realm and into Acaria is the noise. Even cloaked in darkness, there is a never-ending cacophony of sounds. The buzzing of insects and hoot of owls, the scurry of predator and prey through the grass, the huff and shuffle of animals asleep in their stalls.

Mortals make their presence known as well, despite the late hour. A shouted argument reaching beyond closed doors, a whispered conversation slipping through an open window, a groan of pleasure seeping through threadbare walls. There is no relief from it.

Just as there is no relief from the steady stream of moonlight overhead, simultaneously lighting our way and making it difficult to conceal our presence here. And while I can see the merit of sneaking like mortals, I would have preferred to sabotage the numerous smithies in Ogein with a quick blast of power. But I was outvoted.

The God of Fire’s capital city is a strategic necessity for my brother. Xarin forges weapons of both steel and power, and during the last war, he recruited dozens of mortals he’d trained as blacksmiths to produce steel blades and spiked clubs and all manner of things that kill. My brother put these weapons into the hands of mortals who killed other mortals, thinking they were helping him win some righteous battle for the land.

Protecting dark court lands from high court invaders kept us too busy, too distracted, and gave my brother the upper hand too many times. Our business here tonight won’t stop Xarin from creating weapons should my brother command it, or recruiting mortals to do the same, but it will slow him down.

And Elora had the bright idea to bring high court demis in case Xarin has placed wards protecting his forges and tools from the likes of me and mine. They should be able to slip through in the event that we cannot.

There’s an advantage to making it look like the king’s own are responsible for taking a direct hit at my brother’s ability to defend and arm himself against me. It will propel him to further close ranks and trust even fewer people than he already does.

We know through Cath that the king is suspicious of Jorreign, or at least irate over Jorreign’s inability to control his children. As Elora said he would be. After tonight, my brother’s circle will shrink further while mine holds strong.

That is worth a hundred destroyed forges.

A cloud floats in front of the moon, hanging full and round in the sky, and we use the opportunity to cut across the last street separating homes from shops. To the right are merchant shops, and to our left are rows of smithies lined up like soldiers. Even with fires banked for the night, I feel the heat of them as we make our way down the street.

We walk until the road dead ends into a patch of grass encircled by a fence in need of repair. Elora turns to survey the stretch of cobbled stone before us just as the cloud frees the moon and bathes the road in milky light again.

“I counted fifteen,” she says to Cath, who nods.

“As did I.”

“Eight on the left, seven on the right,” Railan confirms.

“I don’t see any wards.” Her brows lift in question when she flicks a glance at me.

“I didn’t sense any either. We can set fire to them all and be done with it.”

Conjuring a ball of flame in my palm, I frown when she lays her hand over mine to extinguish it.

“That is not the plan.”

“We made that plan because we thought Xarin was smart enough to ward his rather extensive collection of forges. Now that we know he doesn’t, we can get in and out as I wanted.”

“We made that plan,” she corrects, “because we need this to look like the God of War sent his demi soldiers to sabotage the forges. To shake the king’s confidence in him.”

“I was hoping you’d change your mind.”

“Your mistake.” She gives me a sympathetic pat on the arm and turns to Cath. “You’re still comfortable with this?”

Cath’s jaw is firm, but he nods. “I haven’t used my powers in years. They make me feel too much like him. But I am ready to do this. I won’t let you down.”

“Destroy anything they’ve already created, mangle the tools, stoke the fires until they’re out of control.” She repeats the plan I voted against in the war room at the palace.

“Let it burn,” he finishes with a nod.

She lays her hand on his shoulder, fingers squeezing. “I’ll come with you. We ca⁠—”

“No. That was most definitely not part of the plan,” I remind her when she begins to protest. “We watch, we shield. And we help only if we’re needed.”

“Fine,” she says after a beat, turning back to the others. “Go. Quickly. I want to be gone before anyone who can’t sleep looks out their window and sees us.”

Cath, Railan, and the two other demis who accompanied us shift, and Elora jumps at the first clang of metal on metal a few moments later. I move behind her, waving my hand and cloaking the sound until it fades.

“I could be helping.” She tips her head at the flickering orange glow behind the windows in the smithy closest to us. “Instead of out here watching and useless.”

“You could be safely tucked in bed at home.” I lean down to kiss the side of her neck while she grumbles her disagreement. “It was your idea to make this look like Jorreign’s handiwork.”

“And you think it’s a bad one.”

“I didn’t say that. I think this is exactly the kind of thing that will set my brother on edge. It’s a good plan. And part of that plan is you not participating.”

“It’s not like I’d use my powers,” she insists. “But snapping swords in two would be fun.”

I chuckle against her ear, raising goosebumps on her neck. “You’ll have plenty of opportunities to play with swords, little one.”

“I know, but⁠—”

“What is it?” I ask, trying to follow her gaze when her head tilts to the side.

Four smithies burn steadily, fire and smoke lashing the windows even as my power keeps them contained. But she is looking beyond them into the yawning dark.

“Movement,” she murmurs, taking a step away from me. “I could have sworn I saw movement. There!”

She points to a shadow floating across the slash of moonlight over the road.

“They can’t see the fire. Or hear the noises,” I assure her when the windows in the building nearest us explode in a shatter of glass.

“And what happens if they try to access one of the smithies and meet your wards instead? Might they find that a little odd? We need a distraction.”

She conjures a nightgown, pulling a thick knitted shawl around her shoulders and shuffling feet covered in thin slippers in the grass.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m going to intercept whoever that is and lead them away from this street.”

Gripping her arm, I haul her back when she makes to sprint through the shadows.

“You are absolutely not doing that.”

Her jaw is firm, her eyes defiant. “As much as I would love to argue with you about that, we don’t have the time. Let go and trust me, Thieran. Or the entire thing is a waste.”

The shadow moves closer at the edge of my vision, and I reluctantly release her, watching her dart quickly over the cobblestones and disappear around the side of a building. When a second shadow joins the first, I know she’s found her mark.

I debate between shifting to be with her, watching their interaction from the shadows, or helping our band of saboteurs as they move from one side of the street to the other. Reaching out between our bond, I find Elora relaxed, calm, and impatiently batting away my concern.

With a sigh, I shift into the smithy with the others, waving away the words of protest when Railan catches sight of me.

“We need to speed it up. Someone was making their way down this street. Elora went to distract them. And I’m not certain how long that will keep them from investigating whatever has raised their suspicions.”

On a nod, Cath collects a handful of swords, cleaving blades from their hilts before mangling hammers, tongs, chisels, and punches into hunks of metal. Railan and the other two make quick work of stoking the fire, adding log after log of wood until it rages and flames lick out of the hearth and up to the ceiling.

The beams overhead ignite, and it isn’t long before fire and smoke crawl across the ceiling and down the walls. When it is well and truly beyond saving, we move on to the next.

“I’ll take these,” I tell Cath, moving him away from the weapons stacked in the corner. “Do what we need you to do.”

There are too many of them. My brother has been preparing for longer than I realized. If the other smithies held the same number of finished weapons, this is months of work stacked casually in a corner. I destroy it in seconds.

Elora’s mood never changes, never switches to one of fear or concern, and that sets me at ease as we move from forge to forge.

Are you finished yet?

Her question in my mind is more impatient than worried.

Last one, I tell her, snapping a spiked ball from its handle and tossing the wood into the fire. Meet us at the ridge.

As the flames consume the final structure, we shift away to the grassy knoll where we first arrived. Elora has abandoned her flimsy nightgown for her usual garb, and she twists the blade of her dagger through her fingers.

“Well?” she demands.

“There were more weapons than I anticipated,” Railan said.

“A lot more,” Cath agreed.

“So we perhaps dealt a bigger blow than we first anticipated.”

“Perhaps,” I agree. “Xarin can easily recreate what we destroyed.”

“But that’s not the purpose of this tonight. Were you able to do it?” she asks Cath.

A smile curves the corner of his mouth, his eyes trained on the black horizon. “I was.”

“Excellent.” She grins. “Hopefully this causes the king to further distrust those he calls allies.”

“What of the wandering mortal? Did they give you any trouble?”

“A man who couldn’t sleep.” She shakes her head. “He told me a rather boring story about his dead wife. Then asked if I’d like to help exhaust him. Apparently he thinks I’d have a talented mouth.”

“He put his hands on you?” I growl, gripping her elbow and spinning her to face me. “And you just let him go?”

“Don’t insult me,” she replies, sheathing her dagger. “Of course I didn’t let him touch me.”

“But you did let him go.”

“I probably should have.” She shrugs at my raised brow. “It’s been such a long time since I’ve gotten to enjoy a kill.”

Railan chuckles. “Not that he didn’t deserve it, but what of the body?”

“He’s close enough to the fire. He’ll burn when we lift the wards.”

I move behind her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders when she leans back against me.

“Well then, best not to linger.”

With a flick of my wrist, my wards dissipate, and orange and red flames shoot into the sky in a blink, banishing the dark. Candles light in the city slowly, flickering to life one by one until most windows close to the smithies glow. People swarm into the street, screaming for water or for loved ones as fire jumps from forges to shops to homes, spreading over the city.

I wait and watch, Elora’s body rigid and expectant against me. She didn’t like this part of the plan, didn’t like mortals paying any price for this strike against my brother tonight. But if we spared them, it would not make my brother wary of those he calls allies. The God of War would not have been so kind.

It takes only a few minutes for someone to finally procure water, and I know it only when they toss it on the flames and red sparks fly into the night sky.

Water will not help them fight this particular beast. Not after we used Cath’s ability through Jorreign to feed the fire with water and douse it only with sand and dirt. A power Jorreign used prolifically during the first war, decimating entire villages one right after another. There were too many for us to save, and it was too difficult for them to save themselves.

Now my brother will know, or at least suspect, that Jorreign or his demis were behind this. Which is exactly what we want him to think. All we have to do is wait and see how he responds.
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Thieran’s breath fans warm against my shoulder, and his hold tightens reflexively on my waist before relaxing again. Turning carefully in his arms so as not to wake him, I lay my hand over his heart, the steady thumping rising to my fingertips.

Gliding my hand up his chest to his throat, I search for the gentle beat of his pulse, brushing the pad of my thumb across it. I should be curled around him, as lost to sleep as he is, but it eludes me, dancing beyond my reach each time I try to claim it for myself.

Leaving Thieran to his dreams, I slip soundlessly out of bed, tucking a pillow under his arm and smiling as he crushes it to his chest. If I stay away too long, he will realize I’m gone and most likely come in search of me. But I need time alone with my thoughts. I have so many.

My feet whisper across the carpet, and I slip my robe on over bare skin, cinching it tight. I shift into the hall to avoid the heavy, creaking doors, and torches illuminate as I pass, casting flickering shadows down the wide passageway.

It’s been a long time since I wandered the Shadow Realm at night. I forgot how absolute the darkness is. In it lurks a sense of foreboding I cannot shake.

It’s been days since we attacked Ogein, and the king’s response has been nothing but silence. Nothing to report from our spies, no attacks in any dark court lands, no movement of demi troops or supplies. But it’s not the king’s silence that unsettles me. It’s Thieran’s worry over it.

I expected this, expected the sabotage in Ogein to throw the king off, force him to close ranks, make him wonder and doubt. I assumed it would slow him down and keep him from retaliating too quickly, despite how rash and bullheaded he is.

But the more Thieran worries, the more I wonder if I should be worried as well. There is so much uncertainty here, so much I don’t know about the gods and how they wage war, how I fit into it all.

I can’t shake what Thieran said to me at dinner when I told him we had it all in hand, that the plan was working. How he fears we may be letting the king corner us in a cell we won’t know exists until the gate swings closed.

Word from Kaia’s spy in Fontoss claims the king has spent most of his time with two advisers, often slipping away for hours at a time with no one knowing where he might be. Not even the queen is seen in close company with him for more than a few minutes.

It’s certainly a change after they have worked so closely in recent months. But the queen is due to deliver soon. And if the customs of the gods are the same as mortals when it comes to giving birth, it’s more likely the queen is lying in than the king is hiding her away. Although according to the lady Kaia has embedded in the queen’s inner circle, Zanirah isn’t enjoying being sequestered.

But the more I try to put Thieran at ease, the more I doubt my own reasoning and the more constricting his worries become, robbing me of sleep and distracting me while I train.

Stepping onto the balcony off the dining room, I draw the night air deep into my lungs, the chill bleeding out into my limbs. The village spreads out just over the rise, around the bend of the trees, and I wonder if my parents are awake, if they are as upset as Meera was this afternoon that I haven’t visited in weeks.

There is so much to do, so much to think about, and so little time for any of it. I look forward to life when this is all over, when the threat of war and battle, of blood and death, is behind us. Even if I have no idea what that life might look like, if the future I dream of for myself and for Thieran will even be possible.

How do we keep the Shadow Realm and all the souls who reside within it safe? What if we can’t? If Thieran and I fall, the realm falls with us. And then what?

The wind lifts my hair, lashing tendrils across my face, and I bend at the waist to rest my forehead against the smooth stone of the balcony’s railing.

This fight is about so much more than my life or the legacy of the gods. The very existence of Acaria and all who reside on either side of the veil hangs in the balance. A fact I cannot forget. Not even long enough to get some sleep.

Abandoning the crisp night air, I let myself back in, crossing to the main staircase and making my way up. If I’m going to be awake all night, I might as well be warm in Thieran’s arms instead of chilled on the balcony.

The torches that flamed for me as I left extinguish as I make my way back to our bedroom, and I shift to stand at the foot of our bed.

Conjuring a soft ball of light in my palm, I move closer to see Thieran in the pitch black. He has rolled onto his back since I left, one arm draped over the pillow in the way I usually find it over my side when he sleeps this way. His dark hair crisscrosses his face, and the sheet has slipped down to his waist to reveal the ridged plane of his stomach.

I could shed my robe and crawl into bed, knowing Thieran would instantly roll onto his side again to wrap around me. He’d bury his face in my hair and inhale my scent, and his hand would move to cup my breast or my throat. I’m usually asleep in seconds when he does that.

But my mind is too full, and there is only one way to empty it.

Tossing the ball of light into the air, it explodes into stars, casting the bed in a dreamy glow, and I untie my robe and let it flutter to the floor. Crawling onto the bed, I slide the pillow out of my way and straddle Thieran’s hips on my knees.

He stirs, murmuring my name, but doesn’t wake, so I trail my fingertips over his stomach, tracing the shape of his abs and circling his nipples. Rocking my hips gently, I feel him harden slowly against my core.

My breath catches in the back of my throat when his eyes flutter open and glow in the light. It takes him only a moment to recognize me, to take me in, to smile as his hands glide up my thighs to my waist.

“After the way I fucked you before bed, you need more?”

His voice is raspy with sleep and I lean down, sliding his length against my dampening slit, to nibble his chin.

“I can’t settle. I thought you might be willing to help me with that.”

He’s frowning when I sit back, his fingertips brushing my hair hanging loose behind my ear.

“What troubles you, little one?”

I shake my head. “Later. First this.”

If he was going to object, it’s lost when I capture his mouth, his tongue sliding eagerly against mine as he lifts his hips to grind against me. He moves his hands to the back of my thighs, using his newfound leverage to rock me against the hard length of his cock, making me groan.

I am as eager to clear these thoughts from my head with a quick and dirty fuck as he is to tease me, it would seem, because when I go to adjust his cock to slip him inside me, he pushes my hand away. Grinning when I grumble a protest, he digs his fingertips into my thigh and rolls until I am on my back and he is looming above me, my conjured starlight haloing his dark hair.

“I thought you liked to watch me ride you,” I say, my pout fading into a gasp when his fingers find my clit and pinch it.

“I do. But I like when you’re at my mercy more.” He uses his other hand to caress my stomach, palming my breast before moving up to squeeze my throat. “And you’ll sleep so much better after you scream for me.”

His hand tightens on my throat while his fingers move faster over my clit, pinching and rubbing before easing off again. He works me expertly, pushing me higher and higher, closer to release, only to stop and let me drift back down. My body hums with need, with want, with desperation, and I wrap my fingers around his wrist, squirming against him when he moves his fingers away again.

I twitch when he swirls his fingers over my clit then traces down my pussy and dips a finger inside me, making me whimper when he draws it out too quickly.

“I thought,” I pant, “you wanted to make me scream.”

“I do,” he assures me. “You will.”

“Maybe I won’t. Just to spite you.”

He grins, leaning down to whisper against my lips. “Is that a challenge, little one?”

He grips my throat harder as he shoves two fingers deep into my pussy, swallowing my moan with his mouth, his tongue tangling with mine. He is in command of every sense, his thumb on my clit sending shockwaves through me as his fingers curl up against that sensitive spot inside me and beat a furious rhythm.

He steals my air, then gives it back to me, over and over until I’m lightheaded and breathless, the pain only magnifying the heat and the need. His godmark warms under my fingers, and I know he feels what I do just as I feel his pleasure at giving it to me, both of them heightened until they are all-consuming, a fire in desperate need of fuel.

“Come for me, Elora,” he commands, pressing his thumb to my clit as his fingers move inside me.

I have no choice but to obey, the air leaving my lungs in a strangled rush as my orgasm turns me inside out. He forces another from me as he slams his cock inside me, groaning when my pussy squeezes and flutters around him.

“Perfect,” he gasps softly in my ear. “You are perfect.”

Wrapping around him, I pull his body flush with mine, relishing in the heat and weight of him. And when his hips start to slowly rock against mine, I groan in his ear.

“I’m not finished with you. You need more.”

He sits back on his heels, dragging my body with him and sliding his arms under my thighs to hold me in place. Rearing back, he slams his cock in to the hilt, drawing a groan from low in my throat.

“That’s it,” he croons, pounding into me again and again. “Pinch your nipples while I fuck you.”

My hands fly to my breasts, cupping and squeezing as I roll my nipples between my fingers.

“Harder,” he growls, giving me every inch of his cock in a brutally deep thrust.

I pinch them until I arch my back against the pain, and when my pussy tightens around him, he groans, moving faster, his fingers digging into the flesh of my thighs as he pounds me.

“Th-Thieran,” I plead, easing the pressure on my nipples when his eyes dart to my face.

“Come for me again,” he says, his voice low and hoarse. “I want to feel you.”

My words are lost to a gasp when he moves above me, changing the angle of his cock inside me and fucking me harder, faster, deeper than before. I am chasing my orgasm to the peak, and Thieran is close on my heels, gritting his teeth against the effort.

If I could hold off, I would, just to see what he would do. But I can’t. My body is vibrating with energy in desperate need of release. And with one final, brutal thrust inside me, we’re both lost to it.

Thieran collapses on top of me, his breath warm against my ear, before he collects himself and rolls onto his side, pulling me against him.

“Want to tell me what was bothering you enough to keep you from sleep?” He nibbles the soft shell of my ear.

“No,” I reply through a yawn.

“You should tell me,” he insists, nuzzling my neck.

“In the light of day,” I promise him. “You seem to have had the desired effect. I’d hate to bring it all back up again.”

He grunts, tracing the underside of my breast with his fingertips before cupping it in his palm. “Tomorrow then,” he murmurs. “We should really⁠—”

But the rest of his words are lost to the blessed haze of sleep.
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Meera snorts and sidesteps as the barn comes into view. I’m not happy with the brevity of our ride today either, but Thieran called a meeting in the war room over breakfast to discuss the king’s lack of response to our attack in Ogein. He was up early after fucking me to sleep last night, restless and pacing, the rapid beat of his heart beside mine rousing me just after dawn. His worries deepen, and he’s taking mine with him.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her as we make our way down the small hill, and I open the paddock gate with a flick of my wrist.

Her ears flatten against her head, and she snorts again.

“You don’t have to believe me.” I hop down, looping the reins over her head and guiding her around the goats grazing happily. “It doesn’t make my apology any less sincere.”

She paws at the ground while I unlatch the door, and I sigh. A few souls from the village ride Meera when I cannot, for the exercise and the enjoyment of it, and she’s spent more time with them than me these last few weeks.

I miss her, miss the thrill of riding, the feel of the wind in my hair and her strong body steady under mine. But it cannot be helped. Duty takes precedence over pleasure. And since she will not be accompanying me into any battles, she and I both will have to console ourselves with short rides when I can sneak away without feeling guilty.

“When this is over, we’ll go for as long a ride as you can stand,” I assure her. “And there will be piles of apples and oats for you at the end of it.”

She nickers, bumping my arm with her head hard enough to push me back from the door of her stall. Making her way inside, she nips at the fresh hay Corinne must have set out while we were gone and swats at me with her tail when I remove her saddle and bridle.

“Keep that up and I’ll see to it you get a bath.”

Her ears twitch, and she gives me a long look out of the corner of her eye before lowering her head for another bite of hay. I stroke my hand down the side of her neck and over her flank. She could probably use one, but that can wait too. When there aren’t so many hurt feelings.

Pulling an apple from my pocket, I carve it in two and hold one half out to her. She hesitates, eyes swinging up to my face while she considers the peace offering. I start to wonder if she’s so angry she’ll refuse to take it just to prove her point, but she ultimately nips it from my palm and stares at me until I produce the other half.

“I have to go,” I say when Thieran’s voice echoes in my head. “I am sorry. Even if you don’t believe me.”

With one last rub, I move to the door, and she whinnies softly. I smile.

“I love you too.”

Shifting to the palace, I find the war room empty, but Thieran appears a heartbeat later, idly running a hand down my arm as he reads over the parchment he’s holding.

“News of the king?”

He passes it to me and pinches the bridge of his nose with a sigh. “Not exactly.”

It’s a report from one of our spies. The queen’s lady, by the handwriting. She notes an influx of soldiers in Fontoss. They crowd the palace grounds in a sea of white tents against the green. And the queen was seen arguing with the king over it in the hallway before he dismissed her and left the palace for the night.

“Planning an attack?”

Thieran’s jaw is tight when I look up, and he nods. “That would be my assumption. Though where or when is less certain. Kaia’s spy in Zanirah’s inner circle proves less and less useful now that my brother is no longer keeping his wife close.”

“Do we have the ability to slip someone in anywhere else? Among the soldiers, perhaps?”

He considers, gliding his hand up my spine to squeeze the back of my neck. “Perhaps. But I want to strike again. Bigger this time. Force him to deploy these troops where I want him instead of somewhere else.”

“Where?”

“Kinduria.”

“A direct attack on the Goddess of Wisdom and War?”

Thieran nods. “There’s no way my brother won’t rush to protect his lover. And she has long been known to use her access to the Fiel Mountains to hide troops so we don’t know their true numbers.”

“And if she’s hiding troops there now?”

“Then we’ll take them by surprise.”

“It could work, b⁠—”

That foreign yet familiar sharp tug in my center cuts me off. A call from Basal, the ferryman who transports souls ready to cross over and guards the entrance at Tearna with his boat. Another high court god is requesting entrance to the Shadow Realm.

“The king?” I wonder as a note appears on the table beside us.

Thieran plucks it from the polished wood, his brows winging up when he recognizes the script.

“Not the king.” He flips it around to show me Melena’s signature. “Your mother.”

“My mother resides in Videva. What does she want?” I ask before he can argue or correct me.

“An audience.”

With a nod, I move to his side, and it isn’t long before Melena stands before us in a gown the color of freshly scythed grass. Her godmark flashes when she clasps her hands in front of her. A bundle of wheat, a symbol of health and growth and plenty. A thing that grows from the earth, as my vines do. The only real connection we share besides our ability to harness the elements.

“Speak,” Thieran says when she only stares at me.

Dragging her eyes from my face to his, she takes a deep breath. “The king gathers troops around him. Demi and mortal soldiers. They stretch behind the palace walls almost as far as the eye can see.”

Thieran and I exchange a look. We already know this information. Why a high court god is sharing it with us is the mystery.

“And you’re telling us this because…?”

She looks at me again, her green eyes boring into mine. “Because your safety is important to me.”

I snort. “And how do we know this isn’t a trap? We go to investigate these troops and walk right into an ambush.”

She grits her teeth, nostrils flaring, then smooths her hands down the front of her skirts, seeming to relax.

“I didn’t tell you to investigate. You can do what you like with the information. I only thought you should have it.” She turns to Thieran. “She may not believe me when I say this, but I have her best interests at heart.”

“Yes, you’ve really gone out of your way to demonstrate that by bringing us information anyone passing through Fontoss could gather,” I snap. “You are a high court god. Your allegiance is to the king. It has been for centuries. Why should we trust you?”

“My loyalties to the king ended the moment the oracle foretold your fate. Every move I have made in the three decades since has been to keep you safe from him, whether I did it well or not. And I obviously haven’t, seeing as where we stand now. You can think what you like of me, but that has always been true.”

I ball my hands into fists, then relax them again. She believes it. I can tell she believes every word she says. And I might know it for truth if I was willing to touch her, to know it for myself. I reach my hand out to do just that, then drop it.

Knowing what she says is true might force me to let go of my anger toward her. And I’m not sure I’m ready for that yet. I’ve grown accustomed to pulling it tight around myself like a shield.

“Your good deed is done then,” I reply. “You can go back to pretending to be loyal to whoever strikes your fancy in the moment.”

“What will it take?” she demands, moving close enough for her skirts to brush the tops of my feet. “An oath? Is that what you need? A pledge that I would never betray you, even if it meant giving up my own life?”

“I—”

“Yes,” Thieran says quietly, and we both jerk to look up at him. “An oath would be the perfect demonstration of loyalty.”

“And you’ll trust me then?”

“We’ll trust you enough.”

She studies him for a moment before her gaze shifts to me. But it isn’t me she’s talking to when she says, “I’d be switching allegiances. Declaring myself for the dark court.”

“Yes,” he agrees. “You would.”

“All right.” She yanks her sheer sleeve up to her elbow and holds out her arm, wrist up. “Take it then.”

I glance down at her godmark. “Take what?”

“Blood from the mark. As the king does for his ritual to bind you to him.”

Thieran raises a brow. “Oaths are freely given, not extracted. Our blood, your blood, and a promise.”

He conjures the cup and the ceremonial dagger we used with the others. Melena watches with disbelief as he scores his palm, dripping blood into the cup as I do the same. She accepts the dagger from me, sighing softly when our fingers brush, and hesitates with the tip of the blade against her skin.

She won’t do it. She doesn’t want to. Not really. Pretty words are different from blood oaths, after all. Then her eyes find mine and something tips her over, her chin lifting as she presses the blade hard enough to draw blood and adds hers to ours.

Thieran gives her the words he gave the others, using my goddess title this time, and she repeats them back to him. When the tether forms strong and sure between us, her smile is filled with too many emotions to name.

“Welcome to the dark court,” Thieran says.

Tears gather in her eyes. She’s already regretted her decision, even if she can’t take it back.

“A choice I should have made many years ago.” She turns to me. “I’m sorry I didn’t.”

I’m torn between wanting to believe her and not. But I don’t know if it really matters at this point. Breaking her oath would have consequences, and those are enough for me to trust her. To a point.

“The Goddess of Spring?”

Her voice is soft. It reminds me of my mother’s when she tells me how proud she is of me, and a knot forms in my throat.

“His idea.” I hold out my hand palm up, and vines spill from my fingertips. “I can grow things.”

She smiles, tears shining bright again. “Of course you can.”

Awkwardness permeates the air around us, and I scuff my foot against the carpet, preferring the silence to making polite conversation but feeling suffocated by it at the same time. I’m still racking my brain for what to say when Kaia skids into the doorway, eyes wild.

“They’re attacking Rhagana.”

Her face is flushed, her chest rising and falling with her rapid breath.

“Now?” Thieran demands, moving to the door.

“Yes. My high priestess just called for me.” Her eyes travel over Thieran’s shoulder to meet mine, then to Melena before snapping back to Thieran. “It’s bad. We need to hurry.”

“Go. I’ll call the rest of us.”

She nods, disappearing from view in a shimmer. When Thieran activates the bonds for the dark court, I join him, following my instinct. It’s more like sending a message than tugging on an invisible thread, and it isn’t at all what I anticipated.

“Ready?” he asks, conjuring a ball of fire in his hand.

My power itches just below my skin, nerves humming against it, and I nod. “Ready.”

With a bolstering breath, we shift into the chaos.
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“Fuck me,” Elora says as soon as we arrive, but her words are barely audible over the din.

Black smoke rises in thick columns, spiraling up from cottages consumed by bright orange flames. Screams rent the air, mortals either fleeing from the wreckage or calling out for help to save their homes.

Elora takes a sharp step back when a woman with a bucket rushes past her. The woman tosses water uselessly at the nearest cottage, and the flames shoot higher, followed by red sparks. So much for convincing my brother Jorreign was a traitor.

I stop a man as he charges past me, gripping his arm until he stops struggling and meets my gaze.

“No water on the fire. Dirt only,” I bark when he protests. “If you want to save your homes, that is what you need. Do you understand?”

He glances at Elora and then nods. “Yes, m’lord.”

“Good.” I release him with a little shove. “Tell as many as you can.”

The man races off, stopping by the woman already filling another bucket full. She glances over at us and then says something back to him, hands gesturing wildly all around them. His reply has her shoulders hunching, the fight going out of her.

With a final look at us, she drags the back of her hand across her forehead, smearing soot, and dumps the water into the well. Dropping to her knees, she claws at the dirt with trembling fingers, loading the bucket with it as quickly as she can.

“It won’t be enough, Thieran,” Elora says. “They need help.”

I take in the madness. Homes and shops burning, mortals racing to save the only things they own, screaming out for loved ones. Fat pillars of flames leap into the sky in the distance. Kaia’s temple is likely on fire as well.

The flare of power shimmers through the air. Gold against blue, red against silver. Somewhere beyond the smoke, gods battle. My brother wants us to be distracted saving mortals. He’s likely counting on it. But Elora will not leave these people to suffer because of the gods and our choices. I see it in her eyes.

“Help them then. I’m going to find the others.” I grapple for her hand when she turns to go. “Be mindful of your surroundings. And be careful.”

She hesitates a fraction of a second before yanking me forward as she goes to her toes, pressing her mouth to mine. I feel her fear and determination and boundless love wrap around me.

Shoving me back on a gasp, she squeezes my fingers tightly. “I will. I expect you in my bed tonight. Whole and healthy.”

“You’ll have me.”

She nods once and backs away. Turning to the closest house, she crouches down and shoves her fist into the dirt. It glows green with her power before the earth arches up and falls onto the house like rain. The flames fight against it at first, then slowly succumb until the fire shrinks and ultimately extinguishes. As she moves on to the next house, I shift into the town center.

As I suspected, the temple burns, priestesses doing their best to move people to safety, barking orders and covering their mouths with scarves to guard against the worst of the smoke. I see the brilliant hue of Kaia’s power fly through the air just before the fire reveals her. Her face is hard, angry, and sweat beads her brow as she hurls shadow forms against her opponent.

I move toward her to assist, but a shout draws my attention, and I pivot in time to see Xarin hurl a fireball. I deflect it, sending it into the stone building beside me, silently cursing when the thatched roof ignites like tinder.

“You attacked my forges,” Xarin snarls. “Burned a third of my city to the ground.”

“Did I?” I circle him, taunting while I take his measure.

“I know it was you.” He lunges, lobbing another fireball that narrowly misses my side. “Even though you tried to make it look like Jorreign.”

“It was a clever idea, though.” I send a shockwave of power toward his feet, forcing him back several steps. “Too clever not to at least make a go of it.”

He bares his teeth, extending his arms when a nearby window shatters and swirling the fire climbing from the glass into cyclones. When he brings his hands together in a deafening clap, the cyclones explode into sparks and embers rain down over us, sending more buildings, more homes, more livelihoods up in flames.

“Not quite clever enough.”

I wrap both spinning whirls of fire in smoke, choking the life out of them until they sputter and die. When Xarin tries to rush me again, I propel him back with a blast of air. He’s always been a hothead, acting before he thinks. And I’ve always used that against him. Now is no exception.

Drawing my power up my torso and down my arms, I let it gather between my palms until it forms a glowing, undulating mass. Lifting the mass over my head, I lob it at Xarin, satisfied when it crashes into his chest and sends him flying onto his ass.

Glaring, he shoves to his feet and conjures a sword, drawing his hand up the blade to set it aflame. Twisting it in a glowing figure eight, he swipes at me, missing the opportunity to slice me in two when I shift out of his path. He recovers quickly, pivoting at the same moment I lunge and slicing down my arm with the tip of his blade.

I grit my teeth against the hot flash of pain, wrapping the sword in my power and snapping it in two. Xarin tosses the ruined blade to the ground with a growl, but rather than conjure another one, he rings himself in a thick band of fire.

Sending wave after wave of power against his barrier does nothing, the flames merely winking out for a brief moment before strengthening again. He’s hiding from me. Like a coward.

Grinning, he curls his hands into claws pointing toward the sky, the muscles straining in his forearms. Cracks form in the ground beneath us and begin to glow. He’s calling liquid fire up from the depths, something that worked when they attacked Aeris in Boroa, melting her steel and glass temple into nothing but hunks of twisted metal. If he succeeds here, nothing in the village will be salvageable. It will simply cease to exist.

He lifts his hands higher, and it oozes up, thick and bubbling. I drive it back into the earth by blanketing it with my power, but the more I send back, the more he brings, and I feel the unbearable heat of it crawling slowly toward me, sweat dripping down my neck and back.

Elora appears at the edge of my vision, pushing back against Pela with blasts of bright green power. She’s using her own version of shadow forms to deflect the Goddess of the Hunt’s weapon of choice: arrows. As more of Xarin’s liquid fire reaches the surface, I twist and drive a blast of smoke that hits Pela dead center in the chest, launching her into the air and spinning her away.

Head jerking up, Elora finds me, eyes widening at the crawling mass that heats like the sun and moves like molasses.

“Call the rain!” I scream over the noise.

She reaches up with both hands, drawing water down from the sky in thick sheets, drenching everything it touches. Wherever it meets the ground, the bright orange glow hisses and pops and turns black, thin wisps of smoke wafting into the air once the rain subsides.

Xarin snarls, whirling to face Elora and shooting a volley of fireballs from his fingertips. She deflects each one, even bouncing one off his bicep and carving a deep burn in his flesh. He lurches forward, murder in his eyes, but before I can intercept, he jerks to a halt, tilting his head as if listening to a call only he can hear.

“Enjoy cleaning up this mess,” he spits at me. “A taste of what I had to deal with in Ogein.”

With that, he vanishes, and Elora jogs to me, using her power to send a shower of dirt over the nearest house and dousing the flames. I don’t see more, no bright orange tendrils snapping at the sky, only a horizon suffocated by smoke.

“They retreated?” She runs a hand over her hair to dry it, then down her body to do the same.

“I don’t know,” I reply, tensing and stepping in front of her when figures move in the haze.

It’s only Vaeya who comes into view, soot and blood smeared across her cheek, and Aeris follows, her bright red hair wild against the gray.

“We couldn’t save the temple,” Aeris says, her voice bitter. “They took it. Targeted it, really. Again.”

“At least there weren’t mortal refugees in there this time,” Vaeya says, indicating the cracked and cooling earth with a flick of her fingers. “Looks like Xarin’s handiwork.”

“Yes,” I reply. “When his little flaming sword didn’t work. It’s lethal, but it’s slow.”

“And bested by the rain,” Elora adds, propping her hands on her hips.

“You should see it when he creates rivers of the stuff,” Aeris bites off, purple light sparking at her fingertips.

“Where are the others?” I ask.

“Learia was engaging Pramis that way.” Vaeya indicates to her left with a jut of her chin. “Lucidas was helping her.”

The twins appear a moment later, Lucidas’s hair pulled back in a tight bun, escaped strands plastered against his neck with sweat and blood. Kaia follows soon after, anguish written on her face as she surveys the damage with a slow turn.

Iluna is the last to arrive, the hem of her dress tattered and the sleeve of her gown torn. She’s the only goddess who didn’t think or bother to conjure breeches. I fight hard not to roll my eyes.

“Orella has learned a thing or two in the last few hundred years,” Iluna says, gliding a hand down her arm to fix the sleeve. “But I’ve never known her to fall back like that before.”

“Pramis did the same,” Learia said. “Stopped dead mid-run and vanished with that stupid grin of his.”

“As did Xarin. A curious thing for my brother to retreat so suddenly.” I gesture around us. “And when they had the upper hand when it came to destruction and chaos.”

“Can we hash it all out later?” Iluna sighs at my raised brow. “I’m in need of a bath, and I’d like to finish the rest of my lunch.”

Kaia pins me with a pleading look, eyes shimmering with tears. She wasn’t right for months after the last attack on her temple. She may not spend a lot of time there, but she honors it as a beacon of hope and a home for her followers. And she understands what her people need, both in good times and in bad. Unfortunately, this is one of the bad.

“We will debrief back at the palace,” I assure Iluna, tilting my head when I catch Elora peering off into the smoke as if she’s searching for something but isn’t sure what.

Iluna readies to leave, and I shoot out my arm to stop her. “But first we’ll make sure the mortals have safe places to sleep tonight and help them collect their dead.”

The judges will be plenty busy with souls after this.

Iluna looks like she might be about to argue, then her eyes travel to Kaia and she gives a curt nod, picking up her skirts and turning to scour the nearest building.

I tuck a strand of hair behind Elora’s ear as the others wander away to do as I ask. “What troubles you, little one?”

“There’s just something…” Whatever she’s been trying to grasp hits her all at once, and she whirls to face me. “Where’s Melena?”
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“I’m sure she ran off with the rest of them,” Learia says with a look of disgust.

“No,” Thieran replies. “She oathed to us. She’s a member of the dark court now.”

“You cannot be serious.” Learia looks between us. “Why would she do such a thing?”

“Because she wanted to distract us.” Anger unfurls in my chest, and I jab my finger into Thieran’s shoulder. “I told you she couldn’t be trusted!”

He wraps his hand around mine before I can poke him again and brings my knuckles to his lips.

“Do you really believe that? She didn’t have to take the oath to keep us distracted.”

Doubt wiggles through a crack in my anger, and I swing my arms out to encompass the smoldering wreckage around us and slide it back into place.

“Where is she then?”

“Where is who?” Lucidas wonders, emerging from a nearby cottage to lay two bodies gently on the ground.

“Melena,” I say. “She arrived with us.”

Vaeya lays the body of a small child beside the others, gripping the pendant hanging around her neck as she rises.

“I saw her when I first arrived, exchanging blows with Sabiya. I haven’t seen her since then, though. She was that way.”

I stomp off in the direction Vaeya indicated, shutting out Thieran’s attempts to soothe and reason with me. I knew it was too easy, that she didn’t really mean what she said about honoring her oath to us. Whatever she gained from making us believe she was on our side—on my side—I hope she enjoys holding it tight to herself in the pit.

Picking my way over the debris from burned-out cottages and bodies that succumbed to the devastation, I shake off Thieran’s hand when he lays it on my upper arm.

“You want me to have something with her that is impossible,” I tell him, and he grips my arm hard enough to spin me to face him.

“I don’t,” he insists. “What I’ve been trying to say is we don’t have to poke around in the rubble. We should be able to find her through the oath’s connection.”

Gesturing at him to go ahead, I cross my arms over my chest. I feel the warmth of him searching for the tether between Melena and us, but nothing catches, like it doesn’t exist anymore, and he frowns.

“See? She’s already abandoned it and re-established herself on the high court. I wouldn’t be surprised if this was all some part of the king’s master plan.”

A scowl sweeps over Thieran’s brow. “If that’s the case, I’ll be sure to make her time in the pit extra enjoyable for her.”

I snort, turning toward the soft sound of someone moaning. “Let’s just help everyone set things to rights and go home. Then we can plot how best to punish her.”

Carefully shifting blackened boards still hot from the fire and clearing away lingering smoke with swirls of air and rain, I freeze when I reveal the body underneath. Her bright green dress is covered in soot and dirt, and blood streams down her face from a gash on her forehead.

She isn’t moving.

“Melena,” I breathe, dropping to my knees.

My heart beats sluggishly in my ears and drowns out the sounds of mortals and gods alike calling to each other to help with bodies and survivors. When I grip her hand, she opens her eyes, and the green that mirrors my own is cloudy with pain.

“What happened?” I demand, my voice barely above a whisper.

She draws in a ragged breath, but she doesn’t have to answer. I see the dagger protruding from her chest, driven in to the hilt. The left side of her body is badly burned from the cottage that collapsed on top of her. But worst of all, none of it is healing. Why isn’t it healing?

“I…”

She coughs, and blood seeps out of the wound in her chest. I grip the dagger, ready to yank it out, but pause, unsure if I’ll make whatever is wrong with her worse. I want to help. I want to fix it. But I don’t know how.

“Thieran!” I scream, the desperation and fear in my voice obvious even to me.

He appears at my side in an instant, swearing under his breath. He reaches for the dagger too, but I swat his hand away, ignoring the tears streaming down my face and the way I can’t breathe.

“Kaia,” I gasp. “Where’s Kaia? Get her. I need her.”

“Here,” Kaia says, emerging from nowhere and dropping to her knees beside me. “I’m here.”

She leans down close to Melena’s face, using the edge of her sleeve to wipe the blood from Melena’s eyes.

“Does it burn where the dagger sits?”

Melena nods, her head barely moving. “She said it would hurt.” Her breathing is labored as she gathers herself and opens her mouth to speak again. “Said it was no less than what I deserved for being a traitor.”

“Who?” I demand, inching closer and reaching for her hand, squeezing it so tightly she winces.

“Later,” Kaia says before Melena can respond. “We need to get her back to the palace.”

“You know what this is,” I say, and Kaia nods.

“The king has found a delivery method for the potion, it would seem. And it works.”

I suck in a sharp breath. Melena is dying. She’s been stripped of her immortality, her powers, and her body isn’t healing itself. It might never be able to heal itself. She might… I choke on a sob, and Thieran’s arm wraps around my shoulders, drawing me to my feet.

“No!” I struggle against his hold while Kaia lays her hands on Melena’s shoulders. “I have to…”

“We’ll take her back to the palace, little one. Kaia will see to her. Your tower?” he asks Kaia.

She nods once before disappearing.

“Breathe,” Thieran whispers before we follow.

Kaia has Melena laid out on one of her workbenches when we arrive, Melena’s damaged arm hanging limply over the side. I lurch forward, crossing the room on unsteady legs, and Melena’s eyes meet mine when I take her hand again.

“Don’t worry,” she says, voice barely audible. “I hear it’s nice beyond the veil.”

I swallow another sob, reaching up to brush hair away from the deep cut still dripping blood down her temples. I might be angry with her, but I’m not ready for her to die.

Kaia pulls a box down from her shelves, pushing aside layers of velvet and holding up a vial as big as her palm. Candlelight shines through the sunny yellow potion inside, casting cheerful prisms on the wall.

“No one is dying.”

Kaia moves to the table, unstoppering the vial, but I shoot out a hand to stop her before she can upend it over Melena’s chest.

“What is that?”

Frown softening into a smile, Kaia lays a hand over mine and squeezes. “An antidote. But I have to administer it before her heart stops beating.”

Tears burn my eyes, but I nod, gripping Melena’s hand with both of mine.

“This is going to hurt,” Kaia says. “Once we mitigate the potion’s effects, I can remove the dagger. If I do it now, I’m afraid you’ll lose too much blood before the antidote takes root.” Kaia takes a bolstering breath. “Ready?”

Melena nods, eyes fluttering closed. Her faint grip on my hand disappears with the first stream of liquid from Kaia’s vial, and I feel Thieran’s hand on the back of my neck when I sway on my feet.

Trust Kaia, he whispers in my head, and I tighten my grip on Melena’s fingers as Kaia slowly draws the blade of the dagger straight out, adding more antidote as she does.

The wound hisses and smokes, and Thieran presses against me from behind to hold me upright. I can’t breathe, I can’t move, I can’t think. I can only watch the shallow rise and fall of Melena’s chest.

Finally freeing the entirety of the blade, Kaia leans over to inspect the wound, giving what sounds like a satisfied grunt before administering more antidote. Then she straightens and waits. The only thing giving away her nerves is her white-knuckled grip on the vial.

Melena takes a deeper breath. Is it deeper this time? Or is that my desire to not have another parent die right in front of me? Another breath, definitely deeper than it was a moment ago.

When her fingers flutter in my grip, I look up at Kaia to find her smiling.

“She’s going to be all right.”

“How do you know?” I ask, my question forced out through unshed tears.

Kaia simply points at the gash slowly closing in Melena’s forehead. Stoppering the vial, she sets it on the empty table and lifts Melena’s other arm. We all watch as the burns fade into smooth, unblemished skin.

I can’t hold them back any longer, the sobs overtaking me, as I drop my head to Melena’s shoulder and let them come. I hardly understand my reaction, the terror as bright and blinding as the sun. But I’ll examine it later. For now, I’m content with the relief and the gratitude for Kaia and her potions.

“If she’s healing, why isn’t she waking?” Thieran wonders, smoothing a comforting hand down my hair.

“It takes a lot to come back from the brink of death. The dagger went straight through her heart. It will take some time to heal it all the way. As it did when Elora sacrificed herself to the veil. She needs rest,” Kaia adds, gently caressing my shoulder.

I stand, releasing Melena’s hand and swiping at the tears staining my cheeks.

“We can put her in my old rooms.” I glance up at Kaia. “Then she’ll be close enough for you to check on her.”

Kaia smiles, glancing over my shoulder at Thieran. He plants a kiss on my temple and eases me out of the way, gathering Melena gently in his arms. We shift together to my old bedroom, and Thieran lays Melena carefully on the bed, propping pillows up behind her head while Kaia covers her with the blankets.

Without thinking, I run a hand down Melena’s body from head to toe, clearing the grime and blood from her skin and changing her tattered and dirty clothes for a nightgown.

“What about food?” I wonder, brushing a strand of hair off her forehead.

“We should let her sleep a while first,” Kaia says softly. “We can see about some broth later.”

I let Thieran draw me toward the sitting room, casting one last look at Melena before closing the doors and leaving her to sleep.

“That’s one way to make sure the antidote works,” Kaia says, gripping her throat and sighing.

“What about the potion?” Thieran asks, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and running his hand up and down my arm when my eyes slide again to the bedroom door.

“I actually had just finished it when my priestess summoned me. We can talk about it in the debrief.” She pauses long enough to draw my gaze. “It looks how it should. But we’ll need to test it.”

“On what?”

She looks from me to Thieran. “On its original target.”

It takes me a moment longer than Thieran, but when I understand her meaning, I rock back on my heels. “One of the Ancients. What would that mean, exactly?”

“It would mean one less obstacle from our path,” Thieran says. “We’ll discuss it when we debrief.”

“Now?” I shake my head when I see the look in Kaia’s eyes. “No. You’ll want to get back to Rhagana for a bit, make sure everyone’s taken care of.” I glance toward the bedroom again. “I’m sorry to have pulled you away.”

“Don’t be.” Kaia lays her hands on both my shoulders and pulls me in for a hug. “I will always be here when you need me. I’ll be back in a few hours to check on her.”

“I’ll come back with you to help,” Thieran says. “We should set up some wards around the village in case my brother tries to attack again while they’re vulnerable like he did in Tyonna. At least for the night.”

“I don’t think anyone would mind.”

They both move to the door, but my feet are rooted to the floor. I should go and help. There’s nothing I can do for Melena here but watch her sleep.

“You should stay,” Kaia says. “In case she wakes and needs something.”

“I wouldn’t know what to give her.”

Kaia smiles softly. “I think you might surprise yourself.”

“All right,” I agree, taking the excuse she’s giving me and gripping it with both hands. “I’ll take first watch.”

“You saved her,” Thieran says once Kaia disappears.

I shake my head. “Kaia saved her.”

“You found her. You knew. Forgive yourself,” he adds and follows Kaia back to Rhagana.

I’m not sure if he just knows me that well or if he could feel the heavy guilt coiling in the pit of my stomach, but I cross to the bedroom and slip inside. Melena is exactly as we left her, breaths level and deep, skin clear and even-toned.

My first instinct was to assume her a traitor, and the only reaction when I thought she might die was terror. I don’t know how to reconcile the two in my mind. Dragging the chair in the corner to the bedside, I settle into it, tucking my legs underneath me.

Perhaps they’ll be gone long enough for me to figure it out. Because once Thieran and the court return, we’ll plot war and vengeance. And I am eager for mine.
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“You should get some rest. You look tired, poppet.”

Elora’s smile is thin as she hugs her father goodbye one last time and tilts her head for a kiss from her mother.

“I will, Papa. I promise.”

I latch the gate behind us while Elora turns Meera toward the village and fall into step beside them.

“He’s right. You do look ti⁠—”

“It’s so important for your eternal happiness that you don’t finish that sentence.”

I wisely swallow a chuckle and dart another glance at her. Her brow is furrowed with worry and the weight of all the things she won’t say out loud. She’s pale, and she hasn’t slept in the two days since Melena was wounded in Rhagana.

She won’t say it, but I know Elora is conflicted over her feelings about the Goddess of the Harvest. I saw the terror in her eyes when Melena lay there, bleeding and barely moving. I supported her when her legs nearly gave out as Kaia worked her magick.

And I know she’s slipped out of bed after I fell asleep and sat up all night for two nights in a row to watch over Melena while she recovered. As angry as Elora is at the mother who bore her, she isn’t ready to lose her forever. Whether she wants to admit it or not.

“Melena is fine,” I remind her. “She woke yesterday. Not even a full day after being wounded. And she says she feels entirely herself again.”

“I know that. I was there when she told us.”

I run my finger down her forehead and the bridge of her nose, unable to smooth out the creases. “Then what troubles you?”

She stops abruptly at the edge of the square, and I follow her gaze to where souls crisscross the packed dirt with baskets on their hips or goods piled in their arms. They call out to each other in greeting, stop to make small talk. And whenever they see her, they pause and bow their heads or drop into quick curtsies with big smiles on their faces.

And they don’t do this out of simple deference to her place as a goddess. They do it because she is beloved. She has been almost since she arrived, earning quiet respect from my people long before her godhood was revealed and I made her my queen.

“How do we protect all of this?” she asks, voice barely above a whisper.

“Protect the village?”

She shakes her head, leaning her cheek against Meera’s when the horse chuffs softly.

“The village, the healing fields, Meren, Síra, Acaria. All of it. How do we safeguard it?”

I frown, trying to see what she sees, but I cannot. Her gaze is fixed on a far point on the horizon, and whatever worries plague her are unreachable to me.

“It is already protected. By the veil, by the wall. Both have been holding strong since you fed your blood to the realm.”

Meera pins me with a soulful stare as if she understands what Elora is saying perfectly well and is merely waiting for me to catch up. I roll my eyes. I should have left the confounding beast on the other side of the veil all those months ago.

“What if something happens to us, Thieran? What if…” She clears her throat when her voice quivers. “What if we’re the ones with poisoned daggers in our chests next, and Kaia isn’t quick enough with the antidote?”

“That would never happen.”

She snorts, fingers tightening on Meera’s bridle until the horse bumps her shoulder and Elora relaxes again.

“You don’t know that. We’ve watched it happen once already.”

I grip her chin, turning her to face me. “It would never happen because your pain is my pain. Did you not feel Xarin cut me the other day? He drew a blade down my arm from elbow to wrist.”

“I felt it,” she admits, rubbing her own arm in the same spot. “I was on my way to you, but Pela attacked with those fucking arrows. She reloads unnaturally fast.”

“See? There would be no delay in my getting to you or you to me. So there would be no delay in administering the antidote. Now that we’ve tested Kaia’s potion on the Ancients and know both the poison and the antidote work, she is making enough for everyone to always carry some. It should be ready in a few days. There’s nothing to worry about.”

“I wish that made me feel better,” she murmurs.

Dragging my thumb over her lower lip, I lean down to kiss her, deepening it until she pushes onto her toes and sighs.

“Tell me how to fix it for you.”

“I don’t know.” She leans her forehead against my cheek. “But I can’t shake the dread. What if I fall or you do? Or we both do?”

“It’s useless to worry about the impossible. I would never let that happen.”

Her smile is sad when she pulls away. “It may not be up to you. It’s me the king wants dead. And he seems quite determined.”

A noise from the village draws her attention, and she watches Kaia’s Heks in dog form chase a group of squealing children around the well, barking and yipping. I don’t care how determined my brother is. He will not have her because I will not let him. It is and always will be as simple as that.

There is nothing I wouldn’t sacrifice to keep her safe from harm, including my own life. I don’t know how to do what she is asking of me. If we are woven into the very existence of the realm, how do we ensure it survives after us?

“Why does this matter so much to you?”

“Because they matter.” She indicates the souls still milling about, then glances over her shoulder. “My parents matter. I’ve heard enough from Hayle to know what Acaria was like before the Shadow Realm was created. And I would not unleash that on them again if I could help it.”

I did my best to control the dead before the realm was brought into existence by the treaty. But they still wreaked havoc, and Acaria has certainly been better off now that the souls sentenced to Síra and Meren no longer freely roam the land.

“Will you sleep better knowing we have done all we can to protect the realm?”

“Yes,” she admits, wrapping her free arm around my waist and gripping the back of my robes. “And don’t look at me like that.”

Raising a brow, I pull her in tighter against my chest. “Like what?”

“Like I’ve just added another thing for you to worry about to the list.”

I drop a kiss to the tip of her nose, then one to each cheek, and finally, to her lips. “But you have.”

With a squeak, she pushes me away, and I chuckle, giving her braid a playful tug.

“I’m not sure what would need to be done. I’ve never given much thought to dying before. But I’ll look into it and speak to Kaia about it. She’s likely to have some ideas.”

“It would put me at ease,” she says as she leads Meera across the square.

Linking my fingers with hers, I bring the back of her hand to my lips. “That is reason enough for me. But I need you to have all of your wits about you when we strike Kinduria day after next.”

“I will.”

“Which means you need to get a proper night’s sleep.”

“I seem to remember someone being quite good at helping with that.” She casts me a sidelong glance, and I grin. “If you feel up for it.”

“Have I ever not been?”

She laughs softly, and I pull her in closer as we walk. There are a few preparations to be made yet before we’re ready to strike, namely the rest of Kaia’s potions. But my brother’s troops haven’t left Fontoss, and he’s made no move to strike anywhere else.

The longer they sit waiting, the more convinced I am he’s hiding his vast collection of soldiers all over Acaria, making Kinduria an even more likely target for us. If my brother was at the attack on Rhagana, no one saw him. Not even the entire high court was there.

I have no doubt the attack was both a retaliation for Ogein and a way to test the potion. According to Melena, Sabiya had been looking for Kaia before she realized Melena was no longer on her side. And for all my confidence in Kaia’s antidote, I’m grateful it wasn’t her wound we were treating that day.

Rhagana, too, is on the mend—as best it can be with so many left dead or disfigured, their lives in ruins. We’ve spent as much time the last two days rebuilding the village as we have planning the strike against Sabiya’s capital. Both seem to be moving along at a steady pace.

But like Elora, Kaia hasn’t been sleeping much, helping her people by day and working in her tower room by night. And as with Elora, I need her strong and prepared for the strike in Kinduria as well.

At least Elora is eager for it. Kaia seems apathetic at best, like she understands the point and the necessity but would just as soon skip it altogether. Something I’ll have to address before the raid.

Dania catches Elora’s eye and waves us over with an eager smile.

“My lady, my lord,” she says, darting a nervous glance between us. “It’s good to see you out in the village today. It’s been so long.”

Elora’s smile wanes as she reaches out to pat Dania’s shoulder. “I’m sorry for my absence—our absence. I hope to see more of you soon.”

We agreed not to say anything about the war to the souls. Namely because there’s nothing they can do about it anyway, and Elora didn’t want them to worry. Another decision that weighs on her when it shouldn’t.

“About that. I’ve spoken with a few people since the wedding.” Her face flushes. “More than a few, really.”

Elora tenses. “Oh? About what?”

“Well.” Dania shuffles her feet. “You’re a goddess. The Goddess of Spring.”

“Right,” Elora replies, drawing out the word.

Dania looks at me expectantly, and I nod for her to continue.

“The gods. They need feast days. And we would like to celebrate yours.”

Mouth dropping open, Elora blinks rapidly, gripping Meera’s bridle until the horse protests with a shake of her head. She looks at me for guidance, frowning at the grin on my face.

“That’s very sweet of you, Dania. But I⁠—”

“I think it’s a splendid idea.”

Elora’s frown deepens, and she says through clenched teeth, “Don’t you think we have enough going on right now without concerning ourselves with a feast day celebration too?”

“We’ve done all the planning,” Dania assures her. “The kitchen staff is quite eager. And we know where to find the best trees for a bonfire.”

Chewing her bottom lip, Elora shoots me a look, huffing out a breath when I only shrug.

“We understand if you’re too busy, my lady,” Dania adds, though it’s clear by her tone it would be a disappointment.

“No, no. It’s not that.”

Elora runs a hand over her hair, then presses it to her belly, and I feel her butterflies. She so hates being the center of attention. Even when she deserves to be.

“When did you have in mind?”

“Two nights from now.”

“Two nights? That’s… How… I don’t see how you could put something together that fast. Wouldn’t it be better to wait?”

“We missed the spring equinox. We thought it would be best to do it before the summer solstice. So we’re still in your season.”

Stop grinning. You planted this idea for them.

I bite back a laugh at her words in my head.

I did nothing of the sort. Just say yes. Watch how happy it will make her.

Elora eyes me with a scowl but turns a polite smile on Dania.

“You’re certain it isn’t too soon? That you’ll have enough time to prepare?”

“I’m certain, my lady. We’ve already been doing little preparations.” Her excited smile turns sheepish. “Just in case you said yes.”

“All right, then. A feast day celebration in two days should be fine.”

“Oh, my lady!” Dania leaps forward and wraps Elora in a tight hug before remembering herself and dropping into a curtsy. She spins to me despite her age and curtsies again. “My lord. You won’t regret it!”

“I’m already beginning to,” Elora murmurs as Dania rushes away to relay the news.

As she does, heads turn to us and smiles spread over the square. Even Heks changes form into a raven and does a victory spiral through the air, landing on Meera’s back as pretty as a picture.

“We have too many other things to worry about,” she reminds me as we move out of the square and up the wide road toward Meera’s barn. “We don’t have time for a party.”

“Two nights from now is after the raid in Kinduria. The celebration will be twofold.”

She huffs out a laugh. “I’ll borrow a little of your optimism, I suppose. You really didn’t know about this?”

“I’ve heard whispers about it among the palace staff, but no one has said anything to me directly. They have regarded you highly since your arrival,” I tell her when she begins to grumble. “Let them celebrate you. You deserve it.”

Waving to Corinne, Elora leads Meera around the side of the house to the barn, closing her in her stall and giving her a fresh apple as a reward. With a promise to come back for another visit soon, she shifts with me to the balcony off the dining room.

“You really think we’ll be celebrating after the strike in Kinduria?”

“I do.”

She nods once. “All right. Then let’s go make sure we’re ready.”
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It’s dark when we arrive in Kinduria, but it won’t be for much longer. I suggested striking in the dead of night, but Thieran was adamant about the hour just before dawn, when the night watch would be tired after their shift and morning watch would either still be sleeping or just beginning to wake.

It’s a good plan. If it works.

We have no information on whether Sabiya is actually housing troops in the mountains. Only Thieran’s memories of her doing so during the last war and our knowledge of the king’s relationship with the Goddess of Wisdom and War.

We do know she’s been spending more time at the palace as of late. And that can’t be a coincidence.

Thieran will be pleased if we can decimate this contingent of troops, sending them beyond the veil to be judged, stripped of their powers and their usefulness. And I will be the same if Sabiya pays for what was done to Melena. The poison-dipped blade rests heavy against my thigh.

I haven’t had time to reason out my reaction to Melena’s injuries. Not when Thieran encouraged me to take a sleeping draught so I would stop sitting by Melena’s bedside or wandering the palace in the dark.

Perhaps the why doesn’t matter. At least not right now. It’s another problem for another day.

Kaia appears to my left, dressed for battle with a tunic tucked into breeches and a simple corset over top. I’ve only seen her out of a gown twice before, and it’s still a little jarring. But her eyes are determined when she looks at me.

“Apologies for being late. I wanted to lay down some fresh wards over Rhagana in case the king decided to strike there again. He seems to enjoy hurting me.”

I run a quick hand up and down her arm. “Did you remove them from before? The wards,” I add in response to her questioning frown.

“No. They don’t hold forever. The intention of them weakens over time, so they must be fortified.”

I nudge Thieran with my elbow, brow raised. “So you made continued choices to keep me prisoner in the Shadow Realm?”

He has the nerve to grin wide. “And look how well it turned out for you.”

I elbow him again, and he grunts, gripping my arm and hauling me against him for a kiss, quick and deep.

“Behave,” he tells me.

“Seems highly unlikely.”

Aeris and Iluna appear, cutting off his reply.

“Melena and Vaeya are in the south pass, ready to cut off their escape if they try to climb down that way,” Aeris informs us.

“Lucidas and Learia?”

“Watching from up there.” She gestures to the ridge behind us. “Ready to engage as backup on your order.”

“I don’t understand,” I say. “Demis can shift. Why would we need to stage ourselves as if they’ll be making the climb down from the mountains?”

“Demis wouldn’t climb down, but mortals would. And those are her rallying points for demis in an attack anyway. Or at least they used to be,” Thieran explains. “I’m hoping she remains a creature of habit.”

“So they’ll shift, but they’ll shift to the south pass where Melena and Vaeya are and the north pass where we’ll be.”

“Right.” He kisses my temple and squeezes my shoulder. “Iluna, you’ll join Melena and Vaeya to the south. Aeris, you’re with us.”

“You expect me to fight elbow to elbow with a high court goddess as if she’s one of us now just because she said some pretty words and gave over a few drops of blood?”

“I hardly think you’re one to lecture us on loyalty to the dark court,” I snap. “Since you gave us the same pretty words and drops of blood after betraying us for gods know how long.”

Seething, Iluna sucks her teeth and disappears.

“I wish I’d seen what she was up to sooner,” Aeris says softly. “Because while I enjoy a little chaos, what she was doing was altogether different. Treachery is unforgivable.”

“Let’s defeat my brother,” Thieran replies. “We can decide what to do with her when we’re at peace again.” He turns to me. “The wards usually begin about halfway up the pass, but you’ll see them before we feel them, so let us know when we’re close.”

“See them?” Aeris asks.

“I can see when gods and demis use their powers. You’ve glamoured that outfit instead of conjured it. You glow.”

Aeris looks down at her tunic and breeches, as black as the night surrounding us, and back up at me with a grin. “What a fascinating trick. You’ll have to show me how you do that.”

“Later. You two can compare notes over breakfast.”

Thieran steps out from behind the trees, and we follow. The climb here isn’t as steep as it was to collect the sap Kaia needed for the potion, but it isn’t exactly flat terrain, either.

We pass a scraggly tree and an odd formation of rocks as the sky lightens by a fraction, going from black to smoky gray at the horizon. It’ll be full daylight in less than an hour, which means we need to hurry.

Turning with the curve of the pass, I jerk to a stop and grab Thieran’s arm.

“There. About twenty paces ahead.”

Stretching from rock to tree is a yellow glimmering curtain of power. It arches over the land to create a dome, encasing whatever lay beyond it in a solid shield.

“It goes up and over.” I make a gesture with my hand. “It’s not just a wall. Can you breach it like you did at her temple?”

“You breached Sabiya’s temple?” Aeris asks, voice pitched with surprise.

Ignoring her question, Thieran moves forward to the wards, stopping so close his nose nearly brushes them.

“She could know we’ve breached them. If she has the right warnings set up.”

“Either way, she’ll know we’re here,” Kaia reminds him. “Since you don’t want to leave anyone alive.”

“Assuming they’re here.”

“Well, she isn’t protecting nothing,” Aeris replies.

Hands up, palms facing the wards, Thieran looks at each of us in turn. “Ready?”

When we all nod our assent, he presses forward, smoke unfurling from his arms and pushing back against the yellow haze of Sabiya’s power. As in her temple, it writhes against him before slowly dimming and then falling away.

But he doesn’t clear them completely, just enough for us to slip through. Once we have, he closes them behind us and we are on the inside of her protective dome instead of out.

“Don’t worry,” he says when he sees my frown. “We can pass through on our way out without issue.”

To prove it, he sticks his arm through the ward and wiggles his fingers on the other side. He uses the oath bond to signal the others that we’re through and circles a finger in the air.

“Surround them on all sides and attack. There shouldn’t be too many of them in this area. A few dozen, maybe. No one leaves here alive.”

With one last long look, we part ways and move soundlessly over the dirt path. I’ve only gone a few steps around a large cropping of rocks when the camp comes into view. It’s dark, not even the light of campfires to illuminate the night.

I see one sentry leaning back against a tree, long legs stretched out in front of him as he dozes, and I draw my dagger across his throat before he even comes fully awake. If the wound doesn’t kill him, the poison will.

There are no tents here as there are in Fontoss. The terrain doesn’t really allow for it. Instead they sleep on pallets on the ground, some clutching blankets, others clutching swords, a few clutching each other.

Just a few more steps until I’m in position. If we can all four manage it without alerting the camp to our presence, we can easily dispatch this contingent in a handful of minutes. It almost seems too easy, though it feels a silly thing to complain about that.

I slide into position, dagger at the ready and power coalescing into my palm when I sense movement to my right. The soldier I didn’t notice leaps from the shadows and tackles me to the ground, bringing a sword up to my throat.

“How’d you get in here?” he growls, shifting his body on top of mine.

I swallow and feel the steel press into my skin. At least a dozen men sleep just beyond us, and I quickly go over my options for dispatching him without drawing attention to us. I could easily take him out with a blast of power, but he wouldn’t die quietly, and a hit from my dagger into his side would leave him bleeding but not dead fast enough.

“How do you know I don’t serve Lady Sabiya as a soldier?”

“Because we’ve been stuck up here near a week, and I ain’t never seen you before. I’d remember a body like this one.”

His free hand slides down my side, and his lecherous thoughts pop into my head. Thieran isn’t going to like that.

“Funny. Yours is entirely forgettable.”

He snarls, but it’s cut off when I wiggle beneath him, planting one foot for leverage and bringing my knee up into his groin. He groans and coughs, and he isn’t quiet when he calls me a fucking bitch.

The solider nearest him leaps to his feet, grappling for a sword, and it’s enough of a distraction to drive my dagger into the neck of the man still half on top of me. He tries to speak again, but it only comes out as a wheezing hiss of air. His blood drips onto my face and I roll him off me, sending a blast of air into his chest so hard he flies into the rock face behind him and slumps to the ground.

“Oi! We’re under attack!” the demi who’s finally reclaimed his sword shouts, and the entire camp springs to life.

But they’re disoriented and possibly a little unskilled, wasting time tugging on breeches and tunics before grabbing weapons. I dispatch two without even having to wield my powers, and the use of my dagger after so long sings up my arm and makes me grin.

Two more attempt to rush me, and I push them back with whirls of air, driving daggers of ice into their hearts. Power flits around us in every direction, god versus demi and mortal, and in the distance, a tree ignites with blue flames. Kaia.

Bodies litter the ground, and when I advance, they stumble back, tripping over themselves. These can’t be Sabiya’s best soldiers, and if they aren’t, why is she going to so much trouble to hide them up here in the mountains behind wards?

The kills are so easy as to be boring, and I rid myself of the last of them with a few well-aimed fireballs, watching them drop to their knees screaming as I climb over their comrades in search of Thieran. The sound of battle has quieted, and I hear only wind through the peaks as the sun makes its first appearance over the horizon.

“That was too easy,” I say to Thieran when he joins me in the middle of the camp. “Wasn’t it?”

He brushes his hair off his face, smearing blood over his forehead. “Easier than I expected,” he admits.

“Speak for yourself,” Aeris says, holding her tunic up to inspect a healing slice across her midsection. “I had one who was very skilled with a sword in each hand.”

“Poison?”

She shrugs, dropping her shirt. “Didn’t feel the way you’d expect poison to. But I doused it with some antidote just to be safe.”

“Where’s Kaia?” I ask, fear tightening my throat before she appears from behind a towering rock.

“I’m here. A few of them tried to make a run for it. And it’s not as fun to kill them from behind.”

Thieran chuckles. “You do like to be up close and personal. I’d call this a success,” he adds, surveying the bodies in heaps, some with wide, staring eyes.

“But was it too easy?”

We all share a look, and I know they’re thinking it too. Sabiya and Jorreign are both masterful at training competent soldiers. Most high court demis end up in service to the king and even some eager mortals, all of them well trained, and there are quite a few of them.

But these are not the expert soldiers I’ve been told to expect. Any one of us could have taken out this entire regiment by ourselves, even me. And I don’t know why that would be.

“We’ll regroup with the others when we get back to the palace. See if there was something we missed.” Thieran conjures a ball of flame in his palm. “But let's burn the bodies. A signal impossible for Sabiya and my brother to ignore.”

He hurls the fireball at the nearest pile, and the clothes catch in a whoosh. Aeris and Kaia do the same, and by the time we reach the path we came up on, everything crackles and burns, sending smoke into the air.

“See?” Thieran whispers in my ear, wrapping his arm around my waist as he prepares to shift us. “I told you we’d be celebrating tonight.”

“So we shall,” I murmur, unable to shake the feeling something is coming we cannot see.
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Elora plucks at the bodice of her gown, twisting side to side in front of the mirror. She’s enrobed herself in green the same shade as her eyes, and the vines she conjures, embroidered in black, snake along the length of her skirts and crawl up from her waist.

Her hair is pinned on top of her head, and she keeps adjusting the tiara Kaia fixed there. I tried to talk her into the crown I want her to wear as queen, but she refused, citing it was too heavy to spend hours in with her nerves already stretched as thin as they are.

I don’t know why she’s so nervous. A bit of dancing around a bonfire as we did on my feast day we attended all those months ago, some good food and drink, a tribute with gifts.

“It’s not all that different from mortal birthdays,” I remind her.

She eyes me over her shoulder. “I can count on one hand the number of birthdays I’ve celebrated. And half of those I was too young to even remember.”

The thought pains me, so I step up behind her and brush a kiss over her bare shoulder.

“I’ll remedy that for you this year. Don’t give me that look,” I tell her when she quirks a brow. “You’ll be thirty. It’s a special number.”

“And if I have a million birthdays? They’ll get old eventually.”

I don’t like the way she says if, like a million birthdays and beyond aren’t inevitable for her. But I leave it be. She’s nervous enough about her feast day and unsettled enough about this morning’s attack in Kinduria without me riling her further.

The other half of our numbers didn’t engage with anyone at all. Learia assumed there hadn’t been any troops since we hadn’t called and finished so quickly. And Melena looked as worried as Elora, though she did her best to hide it.

I can’t say I don’t have my own suspicions about why Sabiya would hide unskilled soldiers in her mountain pass. Even if she was in the process of training them, she’d have had more skilled soldiers among their numbers. And that didn’t seem to be the case this morning.

But they are dead, as I wanted. And there’s nothing to be done about it now except plan for the next attack. I’d like to move closer to Fontoss with each strike, across Sabiya’s lands and into Pela’s. An undertaking reserved for tomorrow, after we have celebrated Elora as she rightfully deserves.

“You’re going to put a hole in the fabric if you don’t stop,” I chide, and she drops her hand to her side, curling it into a fist.

“Is the tiara really necessary?”

“You could wear the crown instead.”

I conjure it in my palm, and she pokes her lip out in a pout before sucking it in again.

“The tiara is fine.”

With a smile, I kiss her knuckles, then tuck her hand into the crook of my elbow. We could shift to Videva, but I sense she needs the walk to smooth out the last of her nerves, so I lead her out through the sitting room and down the hall to the stairs instead.

“You didn’t have to invite the entire court,” she mumbles as we reach the bottom.

“Is that what’s bothering you about this?”

She stiffens but doesn’t stop. “It’s not as if I have any idea what I’m meant to do. And now the entire court will be there to watch me stumble my way through it.”

“I will not let you stumble. And you’re making it out to be a bigger mystery than it is.” I pat her hand where it rests on my forearm. “A bonfire, dancing, perhaps a tribute if they’ve thought to write one.”

“Gifts, offerings,” she grumbles. “What am I to do with offerings?”

We descend the balcony stairs to the path between the palace and the village. “Whatever you like.”

“There’s nothing they could give me I couldn’t conjure for myself. There’s nothing I need.”

“You don’t need the things you buy on market day either,” I remind her.

“That’s different. That’s an exchange, a barter. They get something in return.”

“And you don’t think the joy and the satisfaction they get from making offerings to you is a suitable return?”

Elora snorts. “What joy?”

I stop just before we reach the village proper and swing her around to face me, gripping her by the shoulders.

“I know you don’t think much of the gods as you know them. We haven’t exactly given you reason to. But those people, my people, our people love you. They respect you. They want to honor you in the only way they know how. Why won’t you let them?”

“I haven’t done anything worthy of celebration.”

I slide my hands up to cup her chin and tilt her head back until she makes eye contact.

“You don’t have to earn love, Elora. You only have to accept it.”

Tears shimmer in her eyes, and she sniffs them back. She searches my face for a long moment, then nods, pushing onto her toes to press her lips to mine.

“All right. I’ll try to behave.”

“There’s something in it for you later if you do,” I promise her with a grin.

She laughs, loud and bright, and I steal another kiss.

“I don’t know why you love me, but I’m glad you do.”

I stop her when she starts to walk away, rubbing my thumb over the smooth surface of her cheek.

“Because you are everything. The beat of my heart, the blood in my veins, the air in my lungs. Mine.”

“Forever?” she whispers with a soft smile.

“Forever,” I promise. “Ready?”

She nods, squaring her shoulders and smoothing a hand down her skirts. “Yes. Let’s go before I change my mind.”

Tucking her hand in the crook of my arm again, I lead her over the last hill to the village and hear her breath catch in her throat at the sight before her. A bonfire roars in the center of the square, as big as if not bigger than the one they laid for my feast day, but the sheer number of souls gathered is double the size at least.

They’re clustered in the orange glow, the fire crackling and popping behind them, waiting expectantly for Elora to arrive. Her grip tightens on my arm, and I give her hand a reassuring squeeze.

They have a makeshift throne set up for her in the center of the square. It’s little more than a simple wooden chair, but they’ve adorned it with ribbons and bows and bits of lace, and Elora settles into it at my urging with all the grace of the queen she is.

As soon as she’s seated, the entire gathered crowd, including members of my court, drops into curtsies and bows, holding them for a long beat. Elora finds my eyes across the expanse of bowed heads, her cheeks flushing.

Just breathe, I remind her, and she smiles.

Dania steps forward first and hands Elora a parcel, saying something to her I can’t hear over the roar of the fire that has tears gathering in Elora’s eyes again. As Elora replies, a line forms in front of her, souls eager to show their respect with gifts and offerings.

They hand them to her in turn, and she spends time with each one, inquiring after their families or their work or the crafts they indulge in with their free time. She knows so much about them. I’m amazed she doesn’t understand why they adore her.

“She’s a wonder,” Iluna says from my elbow, eyes trained on Elora as she speaks.

“She is that.”

“You chose well.”

“The Fates chose, you mean.”

“No,” she says, the sincerity in her voice drawing my gaze away from Elora. “You could have rejected her, sent her on her way once she patched up the veil.”

“I couldn’t have done that any more than I could have cleaved off my own arm.”

Iluna smiles wistfully, gaze drifting to Elora again as the line shortens to only a handful of souls.

“I wanted to be in her place once. But not for the same reasons. And I made mistakes trying to get what I thought I wanted.” She sighs. “I’m sorry for it, for my part in all of this.”

“That seems like quite a change of heart from this morning.”

Iluna shrugs. “I realized something, sitting with Melena, who was nervous for the daughter she barely knows, waiting to see if you would need me.”

“What did you realize?”

“Never in my life have I loved something as deeply as Melena loves her, as you love her. I knew Sabiya was up to something, but my pride wouldn’t let me see it all the way because I was trying to get her to love me. That was my mistake.”

She inclines her head. “I am with you, Thieran. And with her. Because something is coming, and we should all be ready.”

I turn fully to face her as the musicians tune their instruments. “If you know of something and you haven’t told me⁠—”

“No. It’s not that. I just…” She presses a hand to her stomach. “I feel something in the air, whispering over the night. I can’t explain it. It’s unfamiliar to me. But it’s there all the same.”

I look back to Elora, bent at the waist to speak to a girl who couldn’t have been more than ten when she passed.

“We’ll enjoy tonight. Tomorrow we’ll start on a plan to end this. Iluna,” I add when she turns to go. “Have you told anyone else? About the feeling?”

“No.”

“Good. Let’s keep it between us for now.”

She nods and moves off through the dark, stopping next to Aeris and saying something that has the Goddess of Chaos tossing her drink back and following Iluna out to where a group of villagers has partnered up.

“What was that about?” Elora asks, twisting her hands as she watches them begin to twirl and dip.

“She apologized. Genuinely.”

Elora’s brows wing up. “I didn’t know she was capable.”

“Small miracles. Looks like it went well.”

She glances back at the tiny mound of gifts beside her chair and smiles warmly. “It did. They were very sweet. Could I trouble you for a dance?”

“It’s no trouble at all.”

She lays her hand in mine when I hold it out, and the other dancers give us room when we make our way over. Splaying my hand over her back, I draw her closer and spin her into the steps of the lively dance. I can tell she hasn’t danced this one before, but she’s a quick study, following my lead and only stepping on my feet once or twice.

By the time the song ends, she is breathless, and her cheeks are colored an enticing shade of pink. But I pull her in flush with my chest when the tune changes to a slower one, resting my cheek on top of her head. Her arm slides down from my shoulder to my waist, and she presses her ear to my chest.

“I love this sound.”

“The song?”

“No.” Her voice is dreamy. “The beat of your heart.”

I tighten my grip around her waist, and she sighs. As the music picks up speed again, we stay joined, swaying to our own melody. When she finally pulls back, her cheeks are wet with tears, and I brush one away with my thumb.

“I love you too,” she whispers. “And I’m happy. Thank you for making me come tonight.”

“I haven’t even begun,” I tell her, and she laughs, shoving at my shoulder and stepping away.

I follow her through the crowd, occasionally coaxing her into another dance but just happy to trail behind her while people stop her to say hello, to thank her for coming, to tell her what an honor it is to have her as queen. She accepts it all with a smile, more relaxed now than she was at the start of the evening.

The hour is late, and the bonfire has died down a bit by the time Dania makes her way to the center of the square, motioning for quiet.

“A tribute to our Queen of Shadows and Goddess of Spring!” she shouts and waits for the last murmur of voices to ebb. Turning to Elora, she smiles. “We hope you will accept this tribute, my lady, for it is freely given and well deserved.”

She holds her cup of ale aloft, swallowing hard before clearing her throat. “To the cycle of life from death. To the hope of new beginnings. And to the goddess who rules both.”

The crowd repeats the tribute with a cheer, tossing back their ale and pouring another round.

“To the Queen of Shadows,” I whisper against her temple. “Long may she reign.”

Elora clears her throat and drains the rest of her cup. Setting it on a nearby table as Dania and a few others direct clean up, she leans into me with a sigh.

“Ready to go home?”

“Yes,” she says quickly. “Let me say goodbye to Dania first. Then I need out of this dress.”

“I can help with that.”

She grins, crossing to Dania and lifting her out of a curtsy to hug her fiercely. By the time her hand is in mine and we are shifting back to the palace, she looks more settled than I’ve seen her in weeks. It’s a welcome sight not to see her brow creased with concern and her hands still instead of twisting or twitching or tapping.

She brings candles to life as soon as we arrive in our room but leaves the fireplace dark so the space glows softly. Sweeping her hair over her shoulder, she turns her back to me, and I waste no time in untying the laces of her gown.

But if she is expecting me to move quickly, she will be disappointed. After watching her tonight, I want nothing more than to savor her. Once her gown is loose enough to slide off her shoulders, I do so, pushing it down her arms and tugging the sleeves free until it hangs at her waist.

Her corset is next, and I loosen it by degrees, lifting it over her head. She goes to shimmy out of her gown, but I stop her. Caressing over her back, tracing scars that are no longer there, and down to her waist. I slide my hands around her stomach, pushing them up until I cup her breasts.

Giving them a gentle squeeze, I smile when she leans back against my chest, looping her arm around my neck as I tease around her nipples but don’t touch. She sucks in a sharp breath when I graze one of them with my thumb. Then I go back to teasing, getting closer and closer before moving away again.

She’s all but vibrating in my arms when I finally close my fingers around them, increasing the pressure slowly and feeling her arch against me as I do. I give them a little twist, and she whimpers. The sound is music to my ears, so I do it again, eliciting another needy noise low in her throat.

The scent of her power rises, the warmth of it humming along her skin. I’ve never made her come undone for me just playing with her nipples, and it’s all I want now. I twist them again, harder this time, as I apply steady, even pressure, and her nails dig into the back of my neck.

She’s panting and writhing, and each time she draws breath to speak, to beg, I tighten my grip until she can do nothing but gasp and moan. I use my nails to score the underside of her breasts, and she shudders, back bowing, either to press closer or alleviate the pain as I clamp my fingers tight around her nipple and draw it away from her chest.

On a ragged breath, she cries out, slumping back against me and shaking with the force of her orgasm.

“Good girl,” I growl in her ear.

“I… What…”

“Shhh,” I tell her, shoving the gown down her hips and dropping to my knees to press a kiss to her ass. “Don’t speak. You’ll need all your strength.”

She groans, fingers moving to grip my hair when I turn her to face me, spreading her legs and dragging my tongue up the length of her slit.

“Thieran,” she gasps. “I’m going to fall over.”

“You’re fine,” I assure her. “You can have the bed after you come on my tongue.”

Her fingers tighten in my hair and her hips rock against my mouth when I part her lips and flick my tongue over her clit. She’s nice and wet for me after that first orgasm, and I slide two fingers in easily, her pussy clenching around me.

Curling them up, I tap against my favorite spot until her knees wobble, then pull them free and shove them back in roughly. She clenches tighter, hips jerking when I suck her clit into my mouth and lash it with my tongue.

I want more, want to feel her squeeze my fingers with another orgasm so I can reward us both with my cock deep inside her. I press deeper, then draw my fingers out and plunge them in again, making her cry out.

Her hips rock, silently begging for a steady pace, and I oblige her, working my fingers in and out faster now, using my tongue and my teeth to tease over her clit. I urge her closer and closer to where I want her, and she moves in rhythm with me, going to her toes to fully thrust back against my hand as she grips my hair for balance, my scalp tingling with each urgent tug.

She sobs my name as I add a third finger, driving them relentlessly in and out. I know she’s close when her knees begin to buckle and her breath hitches, and it isn’t much longer before she’s screaming my name and squeezing my fingers.

I pull them out and lick them clean, shifting her to the bed and shedding my robes before I join her, covering her naked body with mine.

Her legs barely find their way around my hips before I thrust inside her, and she arches under me, head burrowing into the pillows and muscles straining in her neck. I lean down to press a kiss to her thrumming pulse, blood and power surging through her veins as I work my way up to a frenzied pace, not wanting to let her rest until she’s come for me at least once more.

I bite her throat, then soothe the mark with my tongue, her pulse jumping while she claws my back and meets me thrust for brutal thrust, the slap of our hips echoing the silence.

“Fuck,” she gasps when I shove deep and grind into her clit. “Don’t stop.”

“Not until you take every drop of cum I’m about to give you.”

Her pussy flutters around me, and she arches again, tightening her legs around my waist to draw me in as deep as she can. I fuck her mercilessly, edging her toward the precipice and following her up, groaning when she explodes around me, the breath barreling from her lungs on a scream.

I thrust once, twice, a third time, and lose myself inside her, dropping my face to the hollow of her neck and licking her salty skin while she holds me deep.

When she finally relaxes, I roll onto my back, pulling her in against my side and smiling when she wraps around me and pillows her head on my chest. Waving my hand, I extinguish the candles and plunge the room into darkness.

“The Fates are cruel,” I say, tracing circles up and down her spine as I feel her sinking closer to sleep.

“Why?” she murmurs.

“For making me wait so long to have you.”

There’s a smile in her voice when she says, “I’m lucky it only took three decades for me, then.”

When her breathing goes deep and even, I lean down to kiss the top of her head.

“I assure you, I am the lucky one.”
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Awhite-hot burst of pain explodes in my belly, and I bolt up out of a dead sleep, slapping a hand over my stomach to check for injuries. Nothing. Not mine. I reach for Thieran in the dark, my hand smacking into his chest as candles instantly flame around us and the fire roars to life in the hearth. His bare chest is equally unmarred.

If we are both well, what the fuck is that pain? There. I wince, sucking in a sharp breath.

“What is happening?”

It comes again, and I know he feels it too.

“The oath bond.” He shoves out of bed, conjuring his clothes as I do the same. “Something’s wrong.”

He sprints into the hall and I follow close behind, but when he reaches out through the bond, no one responds. One by one, each call is ignored. The sound of running feet draws us further down the hallway, and we nearly run headlong into Kaia.

She looks panicked, her hair a wild tangle, still in a nightgown, as if she too was roused from sleep.

“They’re attacking.”

“Where?” Thieran grips her arm, tightening his hold when she tries to shake him off. “Rhagana?”

“Kaia,” I bark, snapping my fingers in front of her face.

She jerks as if she’s just come out of a trance and looks at me with clear eyes for the first time.

“They’re attacking,” she repeats. “Everywhere.”

“What do you mean ‘everywhere’?” Thieran demands.

“All the capital cities. All the dark court capital cities.”

“Fuck,” Thieran bites off. “Why aren’t you in Rhagana?”

“They’re safe. My wards.” Kaia shoves a hand through her hair and finally runs them down her body, conjuring clothes. She looks more like herself by the second. “I don’t know where to go first. We can’t be everywhere.”

All the dark court capitals under attack, and each god gone to defend their people. The choice has consequences. Help one, and another may fall. We can’t afford to lose any of them.

Feet on the stairs draw our attention up, and Railan, Nevon, and Hayle appear together, moving to stand shoulder to shoulder before us.

“What’s wrong? Souls are arriving by the dozen. Too many to count.”

Another wave rolls over me, and with it, grief. They’re slaughtering mortals senselessly, people just trying to live their lives caught up in a war between gods that has nothing to do with them.

“All the capital cities are under attack,” I inform them. “We’re going to do what we can to help.”

“No,” Thieran commands, gripping Railan’s arm before he can shift. “We can’t risk you.”

“He’s right,” I agree. “And we need someone here in case this is a ploy to attack the realm. If anyone tries to breach the veil, call for us.”

“Where are you going first?”

“Loaren.”

“Colleita,” I counter.

“Loaren is where Sabiya and my brother were trying to weaken the realm. It’s strategic. We cannot abandon it.”

“We aren’t,” I insist. “But I have to go to Colleita. Melena will be a big target for them. For her betrayal.”

Thieran looks as if he wants to say more, to inquire why I feel so strongly about defending Melena, but he holds his tongue. I couldn’t explain it to him if I tried, rushing to defend a high court goddess, oathed to us or not, instead of one of our own who has been far more loyal.

“Fine,” he relents. “You go to Colleita, and I’ll go to Loaren.” He turns to Kaia.

“Boroa,” Kaia says as if reading his mind, and he nods. “They hit Aeris hard in the last war for her land. They’re likely to do it again.”

“Keep in touch,” Thieran says before any of us can shift. “Throw up wards once everything is under control and move on to someone else. We need to drive them back as quickly as we can.”

“We’ll be waiting if you need us,” Nevon says, and the other judges nod their agreement.

We share a look and then disappear. I arrive at the foot of Melena’s temple, but the city is silent. There’s no fire, no destruction, no screaming mortals begging for help. And still the air is clogged with smoke.

I reach out to Melena through the bond but get no answer. Climbing onto a nearby barrel, I see it then, the orange tint of the night sky. The city doesn’t burn, but the fields beyond it do.

Shifting outside the city walls, the heat slaps me in the face, the force of the rushing flames buffeting wind against the towering stone wall at my back. There’s nothing but row after row of devastated crops being eaten up by greedy flames as far as the eye can see.

These fields feed all of Acaria; they provide a livelihood for everyone inside these walls. Without them, they have nothing. The rage over the senseless destruction, of the unnecessary suffering the gods are willing to inflict on mortals just to win their battles burns bright inside me.

Movement to my right catches my eye, and I see a lone figure standing at the edge of the fire. Melena. Her arms are outstretched and she’s reaching out to the sky, palms up, before pulling her hands down in the same motion I used when I called rain for the first time on instinct.

The move sends a downpour of rain onto the field in front of her, and I half expect it to send up a shower of red sparks, signaling this is fire created by Jorreign’s powers, where nothing but dirt will soothe it. What does happen might be worse.

Rain batters the field, but it barely makes a dent, the fire hissing and popping and changing directions to eat up fresh ground. It crawls over untouched grass like a sentient snake, curling to create more devastation each time she tries to subdue it.

Shifting to her side, she barely acknowledges me, calling down more rain. But the effect is the same. Like putting a bandage on a gaping wound in need of stitches.

“There’s too much of it!” she screams over the roar of the flames. “I can’t… I don’t have enough.”

She sounds defeated, her face glistening with sweat and maybe tears. I feel for her, for her people. But the rest of the court is under attack, mortals dying while hers sleep safely. We need to put out the fire and move on.

“We’ll do it together!” I shout back, gripping her hand and holding it firmly.

She reaches up to call the rain again, and I shake my head.

“What else do you expect to put fire out with if not water?” she demands.

“We need to smother it,” I tell her, spinning my wrist in front of me until the air whirls. “Rob it of fuel.”

“That will take too long! The rain will work now that there are two of us.”

“It won’t,” I insist, sending rain to the patch of fire closest to our feet.

Her lips purse as she watches it divert around the wet grass rather than seeing it as a barrier and dying out.

“Melena.” I jerk her hand to get her to look at me. “You are not the only one under attack right now, and the others need our help. We can argue, or you can trust me.”

She hesitates but ultimately nods. Gripping my hand tighter, she swirls her free hand as I do, spinning the air until it blows the flames away from us, pushing them back from the city’s walls.

We lift our arms in unison, sending the air overhead, and then shove them away from us, blanketing the stretch of fire with our undulating current. I catch her eye, and she nods in agreement. At once, we drop to the ground, slamming our hands into the dirt to seal our blanket of air to the earth.

I grit my teeth against the fire as it fights against us, Melena’s fingers tightening on mine with her own effort. I count the rapid beats of my heart as the flames writhe and fight, then slowly, so slowly, begin to die. It seems an eternity before the night is calm again, the air cooler now the heat of the fire has dissipated. Smoke rises in thick clouds, obscuring the stars.

Melena crouches beside me, waving her hand over the scorched soil. I don’t understand what she’s trying to do, but whatever it is isn’t working, her fingers moving frantically back and forth until she lets out a gut-wrenching sob.

“What is it?”

She looks up at me with tears streaming down her cheeks. “I can’t make anything grow.”

There’s a rending in my heart at the anguish in her voice, and I sprout a vine in my palm, sending it into the dirt and coaxing it to take root. It does so slowly, a lone shoot of green among the black.

“Life will grow here again,” I promise her. “But we need to go.”

I reach out to Kaia to learn she’s moved on from Boroa to Pravda to help Vaeya, but Thieran still engages with Lucidas in Loaren.

I help Melena to her feet. “Thieran is in Loaren, Kaia is in Pravda. I’ll go to Learia in Dremen if you go to Iluna in Tyonna.”

“Let me ward the city first.”

She brings up a pastel green veil, sending it crawling up the walls and over rooftops. But I don’t wait to see if she will keep her word; I shift to aide Learia.

There’s no fire here either. Instead the earth rumbles, shaking the ground beneath my feet. The cracks in the soil glow red. Xarin. I don’t know what this power is, what he draws up from the depths of the earth, but I know how to stop it.

I follow my bond with Learia to her place on the steps of her temple. But she isn’t fighting with Xarin as I expect her to be; she’s sprawled against the stone unconscious, arms flung out to the side, and Xarin is nowhere in sight. Panic claws at me, and I drop to my knees beside her.

I scan her quickly for injuries, patting my hands up and down her body, but I find none. She is whole. Her power is weak and thready under my fingers, barely discernible, though her breathing is fine and strong in a way Melena’s wasn’t when she was poisoned.

If not the potion, what could have left her this way? Unconscious on the steps of her temple with no way to fight the chaos Xarin is calling from below. The powder? So Learia couldn’t fight back against Xarin while he ruined everything?

The cracks in the earth widen, the ground pitching violently, but Learia does not stir. Neither do mortals. No screams, no worried shouts. Did he dose the entire village? Is that possible?

Whatever Xarin wields bubbles up from the cracks, glowing like flameless fire. It sputtered and died the last time I doused it with water, but I don’t know if I can bring enough rain to blanket the entire city or how long I can keep a storm going if it doesn’t work right away.

Thieran, I call. I need you.

He appears at my side in an instant, dropping next to Learia and checking her as I did.

“I think he dosed her with poppy powder.”

“Who?” he demands, though I know he’s answered his own question when he sees the glowing cracks in the dirt. “Rain,” he says simply.

“I don’t know if I can call so much of it.” The ground roils again, throwing me off balance, and I have to grip his arm to stay upright. “It extends beyond the village on all sides.”

“You can,” he says confidently, lifting me to my feet and gripping my hand tight in his. “Focus. I’ll deal with Xarin if I need to.”

Nodding, I lift my eyes to the sky and the brilliant blanket of stars that wasn’t visible to me in Colleita. I feel the gathering of the water as clouds roll across them, feel the heaviness of the rain as I urge it forth. But as Xarin’s ooze crawls out of the ground and sets a cart ablaze, I know it won’t be enough.

I need more. More water, more power. Rain begins to fall in thick sheets, plastering my hair to my face and neck, as I squeeze my eyes closed. Warmth then heat gathers in my palm pressed to Thieran’s and climbs my arm before sinking down into my center.

It fills every bit of me and the rain beats harder, faster, halting Xarin’s crawling destruction before it has time to do more damage. I hear him, feel the jerk of Thieran’s body while he engages the God of Fire, but I keep my eyes closed, keep my focus on the torrential rain soaking the ground and rendering Xarin’s attempt to destroy Learia’s city useless.

“Elora!” Thieran shouts through the rushing in my ears. “Elora, stop!”

Hands grip my shoulders and shake me until my eyes pop open. The rain eases to a light patter, then a steady mist, then it stops completely, water dripping off my nose and sliding down my hair into my eyes. I blink it back rapidly, swiping at it.

“He’s gone?”

“He’s gone,” Thieran assures me, brushing my hair off my forehead. “What was that?”

“It was rain.” I don’t understand his answering frown. “Why? Did something else happen?”

He gives my shoulders a quick rub. “We’ll discuss it at the palace. Do you feel well enough to shift?”

“I feel…” I take stock of myself for the first time and realize my body is pulsing with more power than I ever remember it doing before, coursing through me like a rushing river. “I feel great, actually.”

“I imagine you do,” he murmurs, releasing me to bend down and scoop Learia into his arms.

He sends out a final call through our oath bonds, and the immediate answers give me an overwhelming sense of relief. The dark court gods are well and safe, and whatever has harmed their lands will be dealt with in time.

“Wait,” I say before he can shift. “We still need to ward the village.”

He nods, repositioning Learia in his arms, and holds out a hand. Smoke curls down from his palm and crawls along the ground until it swallows up every home, every shop, every street.

Once Dremen lies under the protection of the God of Death, we shift back to the Shadow Realm to assess the damage.
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“Why didn’t Xarin kill Learia when he had the chance?”

Elora asks the question we’ve all been thinking since I brought Learia’s unconscious body back from Dremen this morning. She looks better now than she did then, though not by much. Her skin is pale, and her eyes are weary. She came down to dinner leaning heavily on Lucidas’s arm and hasn’t said much since.

She was rendered unconscious for about the same amount of time as Elora when she tested Kaia’s version of the powder. Another tick in our favor.

“She was as vulnerable as she could have been,” Elora continues. “But he just…” She sits back in her chair with a huff. “Left her there. I don’t understand.”

“Perhaps killing her wasn’t the goal.”

“Then what was?” Elora asks Vaeya.

“Destruction,” I reply, and Vaeya nods.

“You said the villagers were quiet too,” Aeris reminds her.

“Yes,” Elora agrees. “The ground shook so violently I could barely keep my feet, but they didn’t stir. I would have expected worried shouts at the very least, but nothing. As if everyone was still in their beds. Did he murder them all?”

Learia’s shoulders jerk at Elora’s absent question, and she rubs her fingers over her temple.

“They’re well,” Kaia insists, running a comforting hand down Learia’s arm. “I went to see for myself at first light. They were going about their day as if nothing happened. A few noted the damage in the soil, the hard, cracked remnants of the liquid fire Elora drove back with the rain, but it seemed to confuse more than upset.”

“If he wanted to destroy the village, why didn’t he?”

“He was trying,” I tell her. “He didn’t manage it because of you.”

“But he could have done it faster,” she says, pushing a piece of carrot around on her plate with her fork. “Why would he dose the entire village, including Learia, with poppy powder and then slowly draw up whatever that was from the depths of the earth instead of just setting all the cottages ablaze?”

“Because he knows it to be my worst fear.” Learia’s voice is quiet and strained, and she grips her fork tightly even though she hasn’t touched a bite. “Being helpless is my nightmare. The thing I dread most.”

“How would he know that?” I ask.

“I don’t know.” She shakes her head, setting her fork down with a clink. “I’ve never told him. There are only a handful who know that about me. Lucidas, two high priestesses, and…”

She fixes Iluna with a hard stare. “And you. I let it slip one day when we were having tea.”

The color drains from Iluna’s face, and her mouth rounds into an O. But she doesn’t speak, doesn’t deny it, her gaze darting around the room until it lands on my face. Curling my fist next to my plate, it takes every ounce of willpower I have not to bang it on the table and send the dishes flying.

“What other secrets we hold dear have you shared with Sabiya?” I demand. “What weaknesses does the high court know of us because of you?”

“I…” She purses her lips and blows out a whistling breath. “I don’t know. It could be anything. We talked about so many things.” Her laugh is cold and derisive, but I suspect it’s aimed at herself more than anyone else at the table. “As lovers do.”

“If you’d told me who you were bedding, we could have avoided all of this,” Aeris says, tossing her napkin onto the table. “You deliberately kept it from me because you knew I would not approve. And now Sabiya and the high court could have a million little bits of information about us, things we told you in confidence sharpened into blades ready to wound.”

“I know. And I’m sorry for it. I believed every lie she told me because I… It doesn’t matter why. I believed it, and that was my error in judgment. But I know things about her too. Things about the high court we can use to our advantage.”

“Things you never thought to share until now?” Elora snaps. “Weeks into a war that’s claimed hundreds of mortal lives.”

“A fraction of the deaths we saw in the first war.”

Elora surges to her feet, shifting to Iluna’s side and hauling her out of her chair to shove her back against the wall. Iluna flinches at Elora’s grip on her arm, but something in either Elora’s gaze or mine has her keeping her mouth shut.

“Every mortal death at the hands of gods playing games for power is a senseless one. They are not expendable just because you view them as nothing. They have lives and dreams and hopes and goals. They trust us. They shouldn’t, based on the long history of the gods doing only what is in their own best interest, but they do. And you betray them at every turn when it suits you.”

Iluna opens her mouth to speak, but Elora grips her other arm and slams her back against the wall so hard the torches rattle in their sconces. “I am not finished. You have betrayed both the mortals who serve you and the people at that table who have ruthlessly defended you for far too long. And I am tired of waiting for you to conveniently remember details when it is too late for them to benefit us. What else aren’t you telling us?”

Something Elora hears in Iluna’s thoughts has her hand darting up to grip Iluna by the throat, squeezing hard as Aeris and Kaia both shoot to their feet.

“You knew she was attacking the veil and not just collecting rubra berries in Lucidas’s forest, knew what she planned to do if she succeeded,” Elora says through gritted teeth, and I stand so quickly my chair topples over backward.

“I didn’t think she would succeed,” Iluna rasps, looking at me over Elora’s shoulder. “Never did I think the Shadow Realm would fall.”

“That much is true, at least,” Elora growls. “Tell them. Tell them what she would have done if she’d succeeded. What she and the king would have done together.”

“She wanted to harvest souls from Meren and Síra. Promise them a chance at freedom if they helped the high court defeat the dark.”

“What kind of freedom?” I demand.

Elora tightens her grip when Iluna doesn’t immediately answer. “Reincarnation, the ability to stay outside the Shadow Realm and torment mortals. She didn’t seem to care as long as she got what she wanted.”

“And neither did you,” Elora spits.

“I have done a great many things I am not proud of, but I⁠—”

“That’s certainly putting it mildly.”

“But I renewed my oath to Thieran. I pledged a new one to you. And whether I did it for the right reasons at the time or not, I am bound by it. And I choose it now.”

Suddenly releasing her, Elora takes a step back while Iluna catches her breath, hand rubbing across her throat while the bruises Elora inflicted slowly fade.

“Sit,” I command before Iluna can speak. “I want to know everything you know that you have not told us.”

Elora steps up behind Iluna’s chair and lays a hand on her shoulder, making Iluna flinch.

“And if you lie or leave anything out, I’ll know.”

“I’ve told you everything.” Elora squeezes until Iluna yelps. “All right, there is one thing. Sabiya is as enamored with the king as I was with her. She likely will want to rule together when this is all said and done.”

I look to Kaia, her mouth pressed into a hard line. After all this time, my brother’s methods have not changed, just the object of his affection. Whether he’s using Sabiya’s feelings for him to his advantage or really does intend to replace Zanirah once the child is born is less certain.

But I could easily see him choosing whichever path benefits him the most when the time comes to make that choice. He will always put himself above everyone else. Yet another reason we cannot let him maintain his grip on the reins of power.

“She’ll do anything for him,” Elora adds, and Iluna nods.

“She’s always said she’d do whatever it took for the one she loves.” Iluna swallows hard, blinking rapidly. “I just thought that person was me.”

Releasing Iluna’s shoulder, Elora reclaims her seat. “Does that make her more powerful or less?” she wonders.

“Wouldn’t it make her more?” Vaeya replies. “Someone who will kill without mercy, destroy without guilt, makes for a powerful enemy.”

“But Sabiya was like that before, based on the stories I’ve heard,” Elora counters, looking to me for confirmation.

I see where she’s going with this, and I capture her hand in mine and bring her knuckles to my lips.

“She’s never shied away from doing what needs to be done to further whatever cause she’s fighting for. We all remember the things she did in the first war.”

“I thought Jorreign was bad,” Lucidas said with a snort.

“So how does this make her less powerful?” Vaeya asks again. “I don’t see the weakness in her being willing to do whatever is necessary.”

“The king is her weakness,” Elora explains.

Vaeya sits back in her chair with a surprised huff, clasping her hands over her stomach. “I suppose I never thought of it that way.”

“Look at what Iluna was willing to do for a fraction of the rewards Sabiya hopes are waiting for her,” I point out, and Iluna bristles but doesn’t respond. “And there is nothing I wouldn’t do for Elora. Nothing,” I repeat when Elora opens her mouth to contradict me.

“I am the same,” she admits. “Because there’s nothing that would stand in the way of me keeping you from harm.”

“I suppose we all have our own weaknesses then,” Melena adds softly, gaze fixed on Elora, who offers a hint of a smile.

“So if the king is Sabiya’s weakness,” Learia says, “is Sabiya his?”

“I don’t know.” I sigh. “My brother’s motives have only ever been about power and who controls it. I can’t say anything is more of a weakness for him than that.”

“The baby is his weakness,” Elora murmurs. “That’s who he’s doing all this for, isn’t it?”

“But he had Sabiya attacking the veil long before the queen fell pregnant,” Railan points out.

“The miscarriages,” Kaia says.

“She only had one. And even then, it was only a few months before the baby was announced. They must have gotten pregnant again right after.”

“It wasn’t just the one,” Kaia tells Aeris. “I heard about them from my spies. Three in total. The first one was nearly a year and a half ago.”

All eyes turn to Iluna, and she nods in confirmation. “It would fit, based on what I know.”

“What does that mean?” Vaeya demands. “We’re to kill a baby now?”

“I don’t know. We’ll get some sleep and discuss it tomorrow.”

“I won’t be back tomorrow,” Lucidas informs me as I rise.

“Something better to do?”

“My people need me. They’re grieving. They don’t feel safe. I will not leave them alone right now.”

“I plan on doing the same,” Aeris says. “We lost so many. There’s so much to do.”

“And the rest of you?”

I glance around the table and everyone nods, even Iluna. I’m not sure if their sudden desire to take care of their people is genuine or a result of Elora’s impassioned speech, but I won’t begrudge them a day or two of looking after their own, whether for the benefit of mortals or their own guilty consciences. Elora and I could use some time and space to do the same for the Shadow Realm. I know the worry of an attack weighs heavily on her, more so now after last night.

“All right. We’ll meet back here in three days’ time. Use the time wisely,” I advise them. “Because once we strike directly at my brother, we don’t stop until we’ve won this.”

Inclining their heads, they vanish one by one from around the table until only Elora and the judges remain.

“That may be exactly what the king is hoping for,” Railan says.

I thought the same. That my brother attacked each city in an effort to entice my court out of the palace and back to their temples. Yes, we welcomed too many mortals across the veil, but it could have been so much worse.

But forcing my court to stay would do more harm than good right now. And this will give us time to make preparations of our own.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
[image: ]


Irub my fingers over the rough edges of the glittering stone, shards of crusted dirt falling to the ground. It doesn’t look like much, but it’s exactly as Kaia’s book described. A clear rock threaded through with silver, buried deep in the soil where the boundaries of Irios and Videva meet.

The River Grense is closer than I expected, only ten or so paces beyond the waist-high grass and thick shrubs. The water trips and falls over rocks jutting up from the riverbed, filling the steady silence. According to Kaia’s book, I’m supposed to wash the stones in the River of Memories to cleanse them before we use them for our purpose.

I’d feel steadier if she was here—if anyone was here. To have conversation over dinner or noise in the hall. Anything to distract me from this thick, suffocating sense of foreboding. It clings to every word Thieran and I speak, even to the ones we do not say out loud.

Which is why I’m kneeling in the dirt, digging up rocks that look like trinkets children might collect while they play in the woods. Things they’d stuff in their pockets and hide like treasure when their parents called them in for dinner.

I set this one beside the other two and dig a new hole in search of the last one I need. Four stones placed at the four corners of the realm. Kaia seems to think this ritual will give me the peace of mind I desire to safeguard the realm should the very worst happen. Provided we do it correctly and don’t fuck it up without Kaia here to supervise.

I understand why she remains in Rhagana, why the others remain in their capitals, rebuilding their villages and comforting their people. I’m surprised by their generosity more than anything. The gods have ignored the needs and plights of mortals for so long; why they should care so deeply now is a mystery to me.

But this is barely a fraction of what their followers deserve for serving the gods loyally for so long. Which is why I have done my best to keep my hands busy these last two days. The court will return tomorrow in time for dinner, and then we will plot our next attack.

Thieran, the judges, and I have already come up with a few ideas. A series of strikes that inch us ever closer to Fontoss and the target we really want. But that is talk for the war room. Right now, my mind should be focused on the task at hand.

My fingertips hit something hard in the spongy earth, and I pry it loose from the soil, scrubbing over the craggy surface with the pad of my thumb. Clear rock, silver threads, just like the others.

Collecting my prizes, I carry them to the riverbank and kneel beside it. Thieran has assured me more than once the Grense will not have the same effect on me as it would a mortal or a demigod who has crossed the veil and would wish to drink from it because I am not dead. Still, the act of plunging my hands into the swirling water after a lifetime of stories about the River of Memories taking them away is unsettling.

Thieran appears unexpectedly beside me, and I jump, one stone falling from my fingers and rolling toward the river. I scoop it up and cradle it to my chest while Thieran drops to the ground and stretches out his legs.

“The potion is finished.” He plucks a blade of grass and bends it between his fingers. “All we need are the stones. Washed.”

I follow his pointed gaze to the pale yellow water. “I’m working on it,” I assure him.

“I can do it for you.”

My gaze snaps to his, and I hug the stones tighter to my chest. I’m not sure which would be worse, me forgetting him or him forgetting me.

“You won’t forget,” he promises.

Scrunching my nose and squeezing my eyes shut, I suck in a sharp breath and plunge the rocks into the water. It’s warmer than I anticipated, though not quite as warm as the hot springs are.

The dirt sloughs away from the stones and my fingers, eddying against the banks before disappearing. I wait for something to happen, a tingle to race up my arms and fill my body, a numbness to settle over me, a slow draining of everything I can remember.

But there’s nothing, and I quickly scrub the surface of each stone until they are clean and shiny. Setting them on the bank to dry, I sit back with a whoosh of breath, shaking the water from my fingers.

“What’s my name?”

“That’s not funny,” I say, and Thieran lets loose the laugh he’s holding in.

“You think I’d ever let you forget me?” He pulls me into his lap, nuzzling my neck. “I need that look in your eye too much to sacrifice it.”

“What look?”

“That one.” Propping his chin on my shoulder, he smiles softly. “The look you give me when you remember you are mine until time ceases to exist.”

Cupping his jaw, I stroke across his cheeks with my fingertips and bring my lips down to meet his, sighing when his arms come around me.

“The day grows long. We should finish the ritual and perhaps spend the rest of the evening in bed.”

“An excellent idea. I could use a reward after fighting with that potion.”

He sets me on my feet and rises to stand beside me, trailing his fingers absently down my back when I bend to pick up the stones, giving them a rub on my thigh.

“Did it work?”

“It did.”

Taking my hand, he shifts us to Kaia’s tower room, where a small iron cauldron is bubbling and steaming over a low flame. The air smells like tart berries and earthy sage as Thieran stirs it with a wooden spoon.

“It took longer than Kaia’s instructions said for it to turn the right color.” He upends the spoon and sends a stream of silvery liquid back into the pot. “Apparently the fire wasn’t hot enough.”

“She replied to your letter then.”

I set the stones on the table next to the brew and move around to Kaia’s book, running my fingertips down the page to the next set of instructions. According to her, this ritual should shield the land with blood magick. Something farmers might use to protect crops or livestock for future generations.

Thieran and I hope that by following it, we can leave a layer of protection that comes from us but is independent of us in a way the veil and the power holding the realm together are not. Our power sustains the realm and all those who reside within it because we live and breathe. This is something that should last after we’re gone. Should it come to that.

“She did this morning.”

“Any news from the others?”

“Aeris has rebuilt her temple and half the village. Learia has smothered Dremen and the surrounding area with wards. And Vaeya has given her people room to grieve, has helped them bury the dead.”

I nod, grabbing the squares of soft cloth and bits of leather ties we need for the ritual. “Melena has cleared the dead crops outside the city but still cannot make anything grow. I promised to help her when this was all said and done, though I’m not sure what I can do besides grow fields upon fields of vines that will not feed anyone.”

“You can let her power flow through you to push beyond whatever is blocking her power from taking root.”

I frown, laying out the cloths and ties and setting a stone on top of each one. That’s the only explanation for what I did in Dremen to call the rain with so much force and magnitude I left the ground sodden and swampy with it. Thieran is convinced I called up his power through our joined hands and used it to amplify my own.

I didn’t know such a thing was possible, and neither did he.

“Our connection is special. We don’t know if it will work the same way with her.”

He lifts the pot from the flame, setting it beside the stones on the workbench. “We don’t know it won’t, and it can’t hurt to try.”

“I suppose not,” I agree. “But that can be for later.”

He conjures his ceremonial dagger, the one we used to elicit oaths from the court, and scores a line down the center of his palm. I do the same and we press our hands together, holding them over the pot until our mingled blood drips onto the silvery surface.

Thieran stirs the mixture three times, recites the first passage of the ritual, binding the land to our bloodlines, and then stirs it three more times. I recite the second passage, setting our intention to protect and shield those we care for who call this realm home, and stir it a final three times.

The spoon rests, but the potion continues to swirl, turning from silver to gold, shimmering like stars in the candlelight.

Pricking the tip of my finger with the blade, I draw the ancient symbol for strength and an N for north on the first stone. Then Thieran adds an E for east and the symbol for perseverance on the second. The last two are marked with an S and W and symbols for eternity and protection.

Thieran pours the gold liquid into small vials while I tie the stones up in neat bundles, heart thumping against my ribs. We’re to bury the stones at the realm’s four compass points, pour the potion on top, and fill in the earth. Then shift to the very center of the realm and recite the third passage with joined hands.

“Ready?”

I nod, and we shift to the north, where I use my powers to dig a hole deep in the dirt, dropping the pouch in with a soft thud. Thieran unstoppers the first vial, pouring it on top. It doesn’t hiss or steam or send up puffs of smoke. If the air didn’t fill with the scent of berries and sage, I wouldn’t know he’d done anything at all.

Covering the hole I made, we shift to the east and repeat the steps, followed by the south and west in turn. With all the stones buried, Thieran shifts us to the center of the realm, and I realize it isn’t very far from where I dug up the stones, the soft rush of the Grense floating to my ears.

He takes both my hands in his and gives them a light squeeze. I know he is humoring me on this; he doesn’t intend to die or let me die. And I don’t intend for either of those things to happen either. But I see Melena on the brink of death and Learia pale and wan in my nightmares.

I don’t want to leave Thieran behind or be left without him. But that doesn’t mean it can’t happen. And completing this ritual will at least help put my mind somewhat at ease.

“Do you have the passage?”

“I memorized it,” I tell him, and he runs his thumb over the back of my hand.

“We pledge the faith and loyalty of us and our bloodline over this land. We sacrifice a piece of ourselves to keep those who dwell here safe from the pain of loss and despair. We bind this realm and our protection over it with blood and power and intention. We are a part of this soil forever and now, too, is our shield.”

Thieran’s eyes never leave mine as warmth gathers in our palms and travels up my arms. I sense he feels it too, the way it wends down my spine and legs and through my feet into the earth.

“How do we know it worked?” I whisper.

But he doesn’t have time to answer before a powerful wind whips around us, blowing back from our bodies in every direction with such force it bends trees to their breaking point and lays the grass flat to the ground. And when everything rights itself again, I notice a golden shimmer on the air that slowly fades until the realm is itself again.

“I’d say it worked,” he replies with a grin. “Now. Let me take you to bed.”

He lifts me into his arms, encouraging me to wrap my legs around his waist as he nips my chin.

“There’s one more thing I want to do first,” I tell him, biting back a grin when his face falls ever so slightly.

“What thing is that?”

“When I saw my parents yesterday, I asked them to gather a few of the other souls in Videva so we could meet with them. I don’t want to tell the entire village of what could happen because I don’t want to create unnecessary panic,” I explain in response to his frown. “But a few we trust should know. Just in case.”

Sighing, he sets me on the ground and takes my hand in his. “Just in case,” he agrees.
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The soft waterfall of Elora’s hair cascades over my chest as she rolls away from me, pressing her ass back against my hip and snuggling into her pillow. It is my turn to be robbed of sleep, it would seem.

I don’t know if the ritual we performed earlier today or the conversation we had with her parents, Dania, and a few others did much more than ease her worries, but that is enough for me. We cannot stop what is coming; we can only survive it. And I intend for us to do just that.

Sliding out of bed, I tug on a pair of breeches and wander into the shadowed darkness of the palace. The court will return by midday, and we’ll have dinner together, time to talk and plan. I am eager to devise a way to get rid of the plague on this land and have Elora to myself without worry that harm will come to her.

Kaia has forwarded letters to me from her spies in both my brother’s and Sabiya’s households. Sabiya hasn’t spent as much time at the palace since we attacked her in Kinduria. Understandable, knowing my own court is not in residence for similar reasons. But it still leaves me wondering what they are planning, if they are communicating despite not seeing each other.

Troops still surround the palace, unwavering in their numbers. My brother is waiting for something. For what, I’m not sure, but I will not wait much longer. Another day, maybe two, and we will bring the fight to my brother instead of the other way around.

The night air is cool and brisk when I step onto the balcony off the east parlor, my feet bare against the stone. I have never thought so much of my brother’s end as I have these last few weeks. It is an odd feeling, even if it’s a necessary one.

I’m not sure we were ever close. Not in the way Learia and Lucidas are, or even Pramis and Pela, for all their squabbling and competitions. We were too often pitted against each other by the ones who created us, poked and prodded to see who measured up and who fell short.

Our brotherhood withered away beneath it until it eventually fractured into animosity, then disdain, then scorn. Now we are adversaries and have been ever since he advocated for my death at the hands of Kaia’s potion.

He has always pushed himself to achieve whatever invisible standards our creators thrust upon us, even if those standards were constantly changing. Now we are as we have become, with time and greed and power between us like a chasm.

I was content to let him have his power and his moods as long as he kept his distance from me. And he has done that these many years. But I can no longer ignore him. Not when he has threatened what is so precious to me.

The breeze stirs, and something inside me shifts, feather-light, but enough to have my muscles tightening and my jaw clenching. I look toward the veil, invisible at this distance and impossible to see at this time of night. The twinge again squeezes in the pit of my stomach, and I squint into the dark.

Garrick appears beside me, cheek smeared with blood and breaths coming in fast pants. I am instantly on alert, conjuring the rest of my clothes.

“My lord. Troops descend on the veil.”

“How many?” I grip his arm and give him a little shake when he does not immediately answer. “How many?” I demand again.

“A hundred at least. Demi soldiers. They’re approaching from the west. They’ll be upon Tearna any minute.”

“Take as many men as you have and flank them. Engage if they get too close. I’ll call the forest guardians in to protect the caves. Garrick. Be careful. Your immortality⁠—”

“Does not extend beyond the veil. I know.”

Garrick disappears and I shift to my room, shaking Elora from sleep, her eyes fluttering open. She looks confused, then bolts up in bed, brow creased with worry when she sees the look on my face.

“What is it?”

“Demi troops approaching the veil.”

She’s out of bed and dressed in a blink, quickly twisting her hair into a braid and calling her dagger to hand.

“The judges?”

I nod and feel her call for them even as we’re moving toward the door of the sitting room. They meet us in the hall, groggy with sleep and confusion at being roused at this early hour.

“Something’s happened,” Railan says, looking between us.

“Soldiers marching on Tearna. Garrick is flanking them, and I’ve summoned forth the forest guardians to protect the caves. I want you there. The three of you. It should be closed to them if they are not oathed to me, even if they are descended from my court, but I don’t want to take any chances.”

“We’ll hold the line,” Nevon assures me, conjuring a sword around his waist. “How many?”

“At least a hundred.”

The set of Nevon’s mouth is grim, but he nods, first to me, then to Elora, before disappearing from view. Hayle quickly follows, with Railan holding my gaze for a long beat and extending his palm for mine. I grip his forearm. Words are not needed.

“Railan,” Elora says. “Can you warn my parents first? We spoke to them this afternoon. They’ll know what to do.”

He inclines his head and presses a hand over his heart.

“We can easily dispatch a hundred demis between the two of us, Thieran,” Elora says when we are alone, and her confidence in herself, in us, makes me want to haul her to her toes and claim her mouth. But she says what I am thinking. “It’s a distraction.”

“It could be,” I agree. “We’ll call the court back, stage them along the perimeter to watch for a second attack while the judges and Garrick’s men hold off the demi troops. They may be a distraction, but Tearna isn’t far from a few border towns, and I don’t want them deciding to divert and attack there.”

She nods, and warmth spreads through my center when she activates the oath bonds. But it’s replaced by a deep rending in my chest, like someone has reached their hand inside and is attempting to rip out my heart while it still beats.

Elora drops to her knees with a scream, and I double over with it when the pain lances through me again.

“The veil,” she gasps, fingers curling into the carpet beneath her. “They’re breaching the veil.”

She’s right. Somehow my brother figured out how to breach the protections around my realm, and the result is feeling like my essence is being sucked out from behind my ribcage.

Gritting my teeth through the pain, I finish calling forth the oath bonds, summoning each god to me as I grab Elora’s hand and shift us to the veil. It’s quiet here, deceptively quiet, save for Elora’s vines rustling with constant movement.

They are not usually so active, the entire length of the wall as far as the eye can see, quivering and writhing. Elora crosses to them, pressing her hand to them and hissing out a breath.

“That way,” she says, indicating in front of us with a jerk of her chin.

Kaia appears, a ball of flame bouncing in her palm, and she is followed quickly by Lucidas and Aeris. Then the rest appear around us just as another gut-wrenching wave of pain rolls over Elora and me.

“I saw only half of them,” Melena announces, gripping Elora’s arm to steady her when she sways on her feet. “Pela, Yorrai, Jorreign, and Orella.”

“They’re attacking the veil,” I inform them. “They cannot get through.”

“You should hold back,” Kaia suggests. “The pain is too much.”

“I will not,” Elora grits out, “hide while they attack what is ours.”

The pain ebbs when I grip her hand, and the others shift away. I know when they’re engaging as soon as the pain subsides, and I draw a full breath for the first time.

Elora and I dash down the wall to where they are trying to get through. Here, as it did when it was at its weakest, the veil wavers in the air like a mist rather than a transparent shield.

The wall of vines at our backs has woven itself together so tightly it appears to be a single mass. Elora rubs her finger over a leaf, and a tiny vine snakes out to curl around her fingertip.

“It needs blood,” she says, shaking her head when I glance down at her dagger. “Mine is poison-tipped.”

With a nod, I conjure a dagger to hand, scoring across my palm, then hers, and we press them both against the foggy air. Instantly, it smoothes, the mist sliding away under our fingers enough for me to see the battle raging beyond the veil.

The second half of the high court has joined the first, though I can’t see my brother exchanging blasts of power and balls of fire with anyone. It would be just like him to hold himself apart from those willing to defend him at all costs, rarely inclined to get his hands dirty when he can sacrifice others to his cause to get what he wants.

“We cannot let them get through. No matter what,” Elora says, her gaze searching.

“We won’t,” I assure her, kissing her healed palm and shifting into the fray.

Elora appears a few feet from me, spinning into the dark and contorting her hands into claws to manipulate the earth, throwing off both Jorreign and Pela as they battle with Lucidas and Kaia.

We are evenly matched, god for god, with these numbers. But my desire to protect what is mine is stronger than their desire to destroy it. Kaia’s shadow forms fly across the field of battle, and I hear the enraged cry of her opponent when they hit their mark.

Then I see him, stalking out of the dark as if he has been waiting for me to appear.

“Brother,” he says simply before hurling a lightning bolt at my feet, blinding me with the brilliant light and forcing me back two steps.

“I didn’t expect to see you here,” I tell him, reaching for my power, drawing it up and out and feeding it with my anger. “I would have thought you’d be content to let others do all the work for you. Like always.”

Lightning crackles at his fingertips, and he snarls. “I couldn’t miss my opportunity to watch you fall.”

“Sorry to disappoint you.”

His grin is sinister, chilling. “There’s still time yet.”

He hurtles a lightning bolt at me, but I grab it from the air and aim it at his chest. He jumps out of the way at the last second, but not before the bolt grazes his arm and leaves a deep, smoldering gash.

His lip curls back over his teeth, and he lunges for me, shooting bright white fireballs from his palms, barely dodging my return volleys. When his white and my black fire meet in midair, they shatter in a deafening explosion that rocks the ground and makes the trees shake to their roots.

“You are as impulsive as I remember,” I tell him, spinning out of the path of his next bolt of lightning. “Easy to read.”

“If I was that easy to read, you would have suspected me sooner.”

A blast of my power aimed at his feet throws him off balance, and I spin up another to hold him down.

“If I thought you were clever enough to pull it off, I might have.”

I raise my hands over my head, but my brother is faster, leaping to his feet and sending a wave through my middle that has me flying, slamming into the hard barrier of the veil and rattling my senses.

My brother shifts in front of me, staring down his nose and grinning wide. As always, he thinks one well-timed move has given him the upper hand. Because he never looks beyond what is right in front of him. Which is why he misses the snake of Elora’s vines along the ground until they encircle his ankles and climb his legs and torso, cinching his arms tight to his sides.

He thrashes against them, shooting lightning bolts from his hands to try and break their hold. But each time he does, the vines only tighten until he is gasping for breath.

Sabiya launches herself from the dark with a scream, her sword arching overhead and narrowly missing taking my hand off. Elora pivots to send a cyclone of air to knock Sabiya back before I can, but it’s enough of a distraction that my brother breaks free of her vines with a blinding burst of light.

In a blink, he darts for Elora, but she is not fast enough. Her attention is split between Sabiya and my brother, and he wraps his hand around her shoulders, hauling her back against him and holding a dagger to her throat.

“I can take what you love in a second,” he growls, and I freeze.

“Don’t,” I command as everyone comes to a halt around us. “Or you will regret it.”

“I very much doubt that. Give me control over the Shadow Realm, and I’ll let her live.”

“He’s lying,” she informs me, but she doesn’t need to say it. I know my brother well enough to know when he’s saying whatever he thinks I need to hear to get what he wants.

“If you take what I love”—I grip Sabiya by the hair and conjure Elora’s dagger to hand, pressing the poisoned tip against the pulse point in Sabiya’s throat—“I will do the same.”

“She is nothing to me,” he snaps, but I know that for a lie too.

Kill her, Thieran. Elora’s gaze is intent on mine. It will break him.

Not until he releases you.

She draws her bottom lip between her teeth. He won’t. You know that.

I swallow hard, pressing the knife against Sabiya’s throat until I break the skin.

Trust me, she says.

“All right then,” I say to them both. “If you insist.”

Plunging the dagger into the side of Sabiya’s neck, I shove her toward my brother when he gives an anguished cry. I watch in horror, muscles bunching to leap, as he draws his blade back as if to ram it into Elora’s chest.

But my brother is distracted with his despair, and Elora is intent on surviving him, so the dagger ends up buried in her shoulder when she wrenches herself free and shoves away from him. Her pain is my pain, hot and blinding, but we have the antidote, and he does not.

Sabiya stumbles forward, her hand gripped tightly around her throat. But she cannot contain the blood rushing through her fingers with each beat of her heart. Elora lurches away from them as the king lunges to catch his lover, tugging the dagger free from her shoulder and staggering to my side.

“We are not finished, you and I,” he says, uncharacteristic tears gathering in his eyes as he scoops Sabiya up and cradles her to his chest. “You will pay for this.”

Elora sags against my side, her grip on my arm loosening as the poison slides deeper into her body. She needs the antidote. I can rest easy knowing she will get it in time. And that I have dealt my brother and his high court a blow bigger than he ever imagined me capable of.

“I can’t wait.”
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As soon as the king and his court disappear, Thieran lays me flat on the ground, pulls a vial from inside his robes, and dumps the antidote over my wound. It burns as it slides in deep, the pain of drawing out the poison more excruciating than any healing I’ve ever had to endure.

“You don’t need so much of it,” Kaia says, laying a hand on Thieran’s shoulder and trying to get him to pull back.

“I’m not taking any chances,” he informs her, upending the vial over my skin until it is empty.

Tossing it to the side, he yanks down the edge of my tunic and watches as smoke curls out of the wound, and it slowly closes. It wasn’t nearly as deep as Melena’s was, and the poison didn’t have time to fester inside me as long as it did her. The healing isn’t pleasant, but it isn’t torture either.

Everyone is gathered around me, dirty and battle-worn, by the time the wound is fully healed. Thieran drops his forehead to my unblemished skin with a groan, and I run a soothing hand through his hair.

“I’m fine,” I promise. “Sabiya will not be so lucky.”

“You said it would break him,” he reminds me.

“He loves her. He thought it so loudly, feels it so deeply. He tolerates the queen because she carries his child, but he loves Sabiya. In his way.”

“His love always burns brightest in the beginning,” Kaia says softly.

I chance a look at her as Thieran helps me sit, and she gives me a sad smile.

“He’ll want revenge for her,” I say. “I don’t see how he couldn’t with a love that strong. But I imagine he’ll take time to grieve her first, bury her.”

“Good.” Thieran helps me to my feet, pressing a long kiss to my temple, and I feel his terror for me finally abate, the pressure in my chest easing. “That will give us plenty of time to strike. I want to be quick about it. Before he has time to regroup.”

“Did they manage to break through the veil?” Vaeya asks, changing back into her usual sapphire blue gown and smoothing a hand over the grime and sweat on her face to clear it.

“I didn’t feel anyone manage it,” I say, looking to Thieran.

“Neither did I,” he agrees. “But what were they using to try and get through?”

Lucidas crosses to the edge of the veil, bending to pick up something discarded among the leaves and sticks. He holds up a long blade, something someone might use to carve meat from the bone. The steel is shiny with something.

“The potion,” I breathe, carefully taking the hilt between two fingers to study it. “It makes sense.”

“He knew it worked on our powers when Sabiya struck Melena.”

“And what are the veil and the realm but a physical embodiment of those powers?”

“Exactly,” he nods, taking the knife from me and dispelling it.

“You know this means he could use it to break through wards,” Aeris points out.

“The very ones we’ve all constructed around our capitals,” Iluna adds.

“He won’t get that far,” Thieran promises. “And even if he did, I imagine you’d sense it as we did. The potion burns.” He takes my hand in his, lacing our fingers together. “Let’s go see how the judges fared at Tearna over breakfast. Then we can talk about what comes next.”

We shift away from the thin light of early dawn into the shadows of the palace. But the dining room is chaotic when we arrive. Dishes are scattered over the floor and Nevon, Hayle, and Garrick bark orders to frenzied servants who push water and cloths and vials of potion after potion into their demanding hands.

It takes me a minute to find him in the chaos, but when I do, the sight of Railan stretched out on the table has a strangled cry falling from my lips. Thieran and I rush forward together, Thieran shouldering Nevon out of his way while I take Railan’s other side, gripping his hand tight in mine.

He’s stripped to the waist, and a deep gash crosses diagonally over his torso from shoulder to hip. On this side of the veil, Railan is as immortal as we are. But his wound won’t close, oozing thick blood that slides down his side and onto the white tablecloth below. Why isn’t he healing?

“There is nothing to be done,” he says, wincing when Nevon changes a soaked cloth for a clean one, pressing hard against the wound.

“If it’s poison, we have more antidote,” Thieran says, holding out his hand when Kaia rushes forth with hers.

He grips the stopper with his teeth and yanks it out, but Railan stops him when he goes to pour it over.

“Don’t waste it,” he says, his voice weak and thready, blood trickling down from the corner of his mouth. “It won’t work. It wasn’t poison. I crossed the veil.”

Thieran jerks, and I feel his grief barrel over me, but I don’t understand it. What does Railan crossing the veil have to do with anything? He’s done it before a thousand times.

“But you are here now. You can heal.” My voice is pleading, and Railan’s smile is kind when he turns to me.

“I can’t.” The two words settle over me, and I shake my head, throat constricting.

“Of course you can. You⁠—”

“I suffered a fatal wound beyond the veil where my immortality does not reach,” he explains. “My brothers are only prolonging the inevitable by bringing me back here. I can’t blame them. I would do the same.”

Nevon and Hayle deflate at Railan’s words, shoulders drooping and heads hanging between them. I look up into Thieran’s eyes, round with his own unspoken pain.

“I don’t understand,” I say, voice breaking, gripping his hand tighter. “We can just bargain with the Fates for your soul again.”

“My soul was the price the first time,” Railan replies, his hold weakening, his breaths coming shallower, slower. “I paid it gladly,” he adds, turning to face Thieran with a pained groan. “It has been my honor these many years to serve you. To watch you find her.” His fingers flex against my palm. “She is the best part of you.”

“The honor was entirely mine. Rest easy, my friend,” Thieran whispers.

On a last shuddering breath, Railan’s body relaxes, his hand falling to the table. And in the span of a heartbeat, his form fades, dissipating into a shower of sparks that float into the air and glow like embers before extinguishing and disappearing in a shower of light.

“No,” I manage around a choked sob, shoving back from the table and backing into the wall.

Thieran makes his way to me, enveloping me in his arms and cradling my head against his chest as the sobs overtake me. We can’t lose Railan. He can’t be gone because he is the best of us, the noblest, the one always willing to do the right thing. Who will remind us what is best for the realm if he is not here?

Hand stroking down my hair, Thieran clings to me as I cling to him, and the realization that any of us could be lost in a blink because of this stupid fucking war buckles my legs and steals my breath. This isn’t supposed to happen.

But if my grief, my anger, my despair over Railan is deep, Thieran’s is a boundless sea. We dealt the king a blow today, but he did the same for us. I don’t know if this is a wound we can ever close again.

“I don’t understand,” I say through hitching breaths. “If he is dead, why is he not a soul beyond the veil for us to rule?”

Thieran opens his mouth to speak, but he cannot make himself; the words are too heavy. Kaia steps forward to explain, her own cheeks soaked with tears.

“The judges three were all souls beyond the veil once. But a bargain with the Fates is not free. When they agreed to breathe life into the judges again, to give them the powers immortals wield, that price was their souls.”

“But their immortality⁠—”

“Only works on this side of the veil,” Thieran whispers. “This was part of the price the Fates demanded. If they were wounded beyond it, they would die, and their souls would be bound to the Fates, not to me.”

“We have to get his soul back,” I say, voice breaking, staring at the empty space where Railan laid, his blood still staining the table. “We can strike another bargain.”

It may not be the same, but at least he would be here. At least we could speak to him again. At least his brothers would not have to exist without a piece of themselves missing for eternity.

“We cannot,” Thieran says. “You cannot alter one bargain with another. The Fates will not allow it.”

His words sink into me along with his pain, twining with mine and clawing at my throat. Railan is well and truly gone, and there is nothing we can do to get him back, nothing we can do to make him whole again and us along with him.

Another loss, another fracture. I have suffered so many. But there’s some comfort, however small, in knowing I will not have to bear this burden of sorrow alone.

We will never be the same, but we will be together.

The insistent urging of new souls needing to be judged washes over me, and I grip Thieran’s robes tighter, burying my face in his chest. This is Railan’s duty, and his brothers with him. The judges are meant to be three. Their triad is broken, and I don’t know how we will mend it.

Thieran turns to Nevon and Hayle, his arms still wrapped tight around me. “I’ll meet you in the receiving room,” he says.

They incline their heads and, with one last look at the table, shift away.

“I’ll go with you,” I say to Thieran when he runs his hands up and down my arms. “You don’t have to bear this alone, Thieran.”

He looks like he’s about to argue, but then thinks better of it, pressing his forehead to mine. “All right. No time like the present to learn how this part of your realm works.”

I close my eyes when he brushes a kiss over my forehead, then step away to steady myself, rubbing my hands over my cheeks to dry them and sniffing back a round of fresh tears. Railan needs more from me now. He needs to be avenged. And he will be. I’ll make sure of it.

“First we do this, then we plan.” I meet each gaze around the room in turn, ending with Thieran, who brushes a strand of hair back over my ear, eyes as fierce as I feel. “I want the king to pay for what he’s done to us. What he’s taken.”

Thieran traces his fingertip down the line of my jaw and presses a gentle kiss to my lips.

“He will,” he assures me. “Be ready,” he says to the rest. “There will be time for grieving later. Railan’s death demands justice.”
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The empty chairs Railan usually inhabits haunt me. First at breakfast and now with everyone gathered in the war room. He’s been a part of the Shadow Realm nearly as long as I have. His absence is inconceivable to me.

They leave it empty out of respect. Elora blinks back tears at the sight of it as she settles into her chair to my right. I may never get used to seeing it, and I don’t want to think about it now. I don’t want to think about it at all.

I’ve kept my mind occupied with other things. Planning and executing raids on small targets, moving my own troops of demi soldiers led by Cath around Acaria. Little pinpricks to distract my brother, to keep him and his court busy while we ready ourselves for a direct attack on his capital city.

And it’s working too. The number of men surrounding the palace in Fontoss has dwindled to a few dozen, and my brother has been too busy with preparations for Sabiya’s burial to notice the game I play.

Her soul belongs to me, sitting in a dark cave in Síra for now after I refused to let her drink from the River Grense, but her body is in Fontoss with my brother. And according to Kaia’s spy, he is in deep mourning.

It surprises me, his depth of affection for her. Though he seemed to love Kaia that way once. Until she disappointed him. Perhaps it was only a matter of time before Sabiya disappointed him too. Now we’ll never know, and he can continue to believe she was different from all the rest.

Kaia is the last to arrive, taking the chair to my left, the empty one between her and Nevon like a gaping wound. But I brush that away as all eyes turn to me because I cannot afford the same distraction my brother has lost himself in. We are too close to ending this.

“Reports on the veil?”

Garrick steps forward, inclining his head first to me and then to Elora. “No lingering effects from the poison they tried to use to breach, my lord. And my men have been in rotation, standing guard along the border to watch for more attacks.”

“My priestesses are on the lookout for troops moving in the area,” Kaia adds.

“As are my priests,” Lucidas says. “After the attack, a small group of mortals volunteered to patrol the forest’s edge.”

“And you let them?” Vaeya asks, brows raised. “They’ll hardly be a match for demis or the high court or even mortal soldiers for that matter.”

Lucidas shrugs. “They’re within the boundaries of my wards, and if it makes them feel safer, I’m not going to stop them. My daughters have taken up residence in the temple as well, should we be attacked again.”

“I have two of my demis doing the same,” Aeris says, and a few others nod.

My eyes find Cath standing in the corner, hands clasped behind his back. He takes a step forward.

“What news from the raid in the hills?”

“The king dispatched more troops from around the palace, as you said he would. There weren’t as many as we encountered outside Dragos, but we took care of them easily. No one left alive as instructed.”

We’ve been quite busy sentencing souls these last few days. More from my brother’s side than my own, which is a relief. And hopefully a sign of a turning tide.

“I had a letter from my spy this morning,” Kaia says. “The queen continues to try and convince the king to flee Fontoss for Talvi, as it’s easier to protect with the lake and trees surrounding it, but the king refuses.” She shifts uncomfortably in her chair, hands gripped in her lap. “He has not left Sabiya’s side in almost two days. Her burial ceremony is scheduled for tomorrow.”

“Which is why I want to attack Fontoss today.” I raise my voice over the murmur going up around the room. “My brother is distracted. His troops are either beyond the veil or spread out over Acaria. He is not prepared. And the best way to end this is to catch him by surprise.”

“Your proposal?” Iluna wonders.

I look to Elora as it was her idea hashed out in the earliest hours of the morning when neither of us could sleep. She sits up straighter in her chair.

“We cannot let this drag out for years as the last war did. The people of Acaria have suffered enough already. We have suffered enough. And we do not want to lose anyone else if we can help it.”

She conjures a map of Fontoss, spreading it flat over the table.

“From Kaia’s spy, we know they still have troops here and here.” She points to the north and west sides of the palace. “Five dozen, maybe.”

“That’s generous,” Cath says. “I’d say closer to three.”

Elora nods. “Three then. We outnumber them. Only a few members of the high court are in residence for tomorrow’s burial. The rest will arrive in the morning.”

“What of the king and queen? We can easily engage with a few high court gods, but I doubt the king will sit idly by while you attack his palace. And the queen is pregnant,” Vaeya reminds us.

“I think the king will be torn.”

“Torn between what?” Aeris asks.

Elora darts a look at me, and I nod for her to continue. This was her theory as well, and I think it’s a good one.

“Torn between protecting the queen and protecting Sabiya. He cannot bury Sabiya properly without a body, and he would want to make sure we do not take her from him.”

“Would we?”

“I have no use for a body,” I assure Iluna, though if my brother pushed me to it, I wouldn’t hesitate to use Sabiya for leverage.

I will do whatever it takes to beat him.

“And what of the queen?” Kaia asks, fighting to keep her voice neutral. “Sabiya might have meant more to him than Zanirah does, but the babe she carries means more than either of them. He won’t let them go easily.”

“You said she was still lying in,” Elora reminds her. “And her rooms are on the other side of the palace.”

“So we take her from him,” Melena says.

“Kill her?” Aeris wonders, a hint of glee in her question.

Her face falls when Elora shakes her head.

“Take her prisoner. We can keep her in the dungeons or strip her of her power using the potion. Once she delivers, we can decide what’s to be done with her.”

“There’s still the prophecy to contend with,” Learia says. “A new era of gods and all that.”

“Yes,” Elora agrees. “There is that. But we’ve time to sort through that as well.”

“Perhaps not as much time as you might think.”

“What makes you say that?” I ask Learia.

“Because that prophecy sits so heavily on the oracle who gave it, she replays it in her nightmares.”

“What does that mean?”

Learia swings her unflinching gaze to Elora. “It means whatever she saw while she gave it terrified her.”

That’s an interesting bit of information. One I plan on exploring with Learia later. But it has no bearing on my mission for today. I want to lay my head on the pillow tonight knowing the queen is under my control and my brother is dead. He has plagued us long enough.

“We can save that problem for another time. For now, we’ll bring the queen back as prisoner. She’s a few weeks yet before she delivers. Plenty of time to argue about it some more.”

I wave my hand over the map to lay down black stones carved with each god’s symbol as markers for our positions in and around the palace.

“If we strike now, we can use the fading daylight to our advantage. They’re likely to be eating dinner, distracted. According to correspondence we’ve intercepted and reports from our own spies, they don’t expect us to interrupt burial preparations.”

“And I’m tired of fighting these fuckers in the dark,” Elora adds, eliciting soft chuckles and snorts of agreement.

“What of the Shadow Realm?” Melena asks as everyone rises. “They could try to attack it again while we are distracted.”

“The judges will remain this side of the veil,” I say, Elora running a hand down my arm when my heart contracts painfully. “Garrick and his men patrol the forbidden forest, so we will have warning if we need it.”

“We’ve left behind vials of blood to heal the veil should that be necessary. And the souls in the village know what we are about today,” Elora says. “They have instructions on what to do should the high court manage to get through.”

“Your parents,” Melena says softly.

“Yes,” Elora confirms. “Along with a few others.”

“Cath will strike first, draw the soldiers into battle, and once they are engaged, we will enter the palace. You will face off with the court, I will find my brother, and Elora and Kaia will secure the queen.”

“What if the high court does not surrender once the king is dead?” Lucidas wonders.

“Then you fight to the death,” Elora replies.

“Any other questions?” I ask, pushing to my feet and holding out my hand for Elora’s.

The looks on their faces are grim, determined, and they shake their heads.

“Wait in the east for Cath to engage the troops,” I remind them before we shift.

The hills separating my brother’s territory from Melena’s are quiet when we arrive, and they give us the perfect vantage point to watch Cath’s troops appear around the outskirts of the tents set up along the perimeter of the palace wall. They surround them on all sides and attack in unison.

We’re too far to enjoy the sing of steel and harried shouts, but I can imagine them. I feel the rush of souls crossing the veil as bodies scatter over the green like ants.

“Thieran,” Elora says as we watch Cath and his men move through the camp, “I know you want to be the one to end your brother. But⁠—”

“But?”

Worry and fear grip her, her stomach curling into knots.

“Don’t do anything stupid. Because I can’t bear the thought of an eternity without you.”

I tug her forward until she collides with my chest and wrap her braid around my hand to pull her head back, mouth descending urgently on hers. Her fingers fist in the back of my robes, and I feel them tremble.

“As long as there is air in my lungs, I will do everything in my power to make it back to you. I swear it. The Fates gave you to me forever, and I intend to collect.”

She smiles, leaning into me for a moment before her spine straightens and her shoulders square.

“Then let’s make haste,” she says, eyes searching mine. “Forever awaits.”

I lift her hand to my lips, kissing her palm, and then she is gone. I shift into my brother’s palace. Here, the clang of metal on metal, the rush of power through the air, is unmistakable. Gods engage with gods in a battle for our very existence.

Jorreign skids out of the room ahead of me, followed by one of Melena’s whirlwinds that narrowly misses his head and slams into the statue behind him instead. The white marble bust of my brother’s face explodes into shards.

The God of War fires back with a wall of red haze, somewhere between smoke and dust. Melena coughs as the fine powder grazes her lungs, but her whirlwind punches through it, hitting Jorreign in the thigh and hip until he loses control from the pain and the haze disappears.

Elora and Kaia confer down the hall before disappearing around a corner in search of the queen while Vaeya engages Orella beyond, the two of them exchanging orange and pink fireballs. When one of Vaeya’s grazes Orella’s shoulder, she takes off at a dead run, and Vaeya gives chase.

I could engage here, hurry things along, but my court knows what they are about, what their mission is. And mine is to find my brother. Jogging to my left, I follow the winding paths of the hallways from memory.

It’s been a very long time since I wandered my brother’s palace past the ballroom and the banquet hall, but I know from Kaia’s spies where my brother is keeping Sabiya’s body, where he pays his respects to her for hours on end every day.

This part of the palace is quieter, though I can still hear the rumble of my court fighting his. I pause at the doorway where I know Sabiya lays in memorial and ease it open.

The receiving room is bigger than it needs to be, stretching twice the size of the banquet hall meant to accommodate a hundred guests. Gilded ceilings soar and broad windows run floor to ceiling. If my brother allowed mortals to cross his gates, this is where they’d bring their offerings and ask for favors on their knees.

As far as I know, this room has never been used for that purpose. And now it is a shrine to the Goddess of Wisdom and War.

My brother sits in a chair beside the dais where she rests. Her blonde hair is woven with flowers, and she has coins over her eyes in the mortal fashion. Payment for my ferryman. She wears the royal red, her lips painted the same, though she looks as lifeless as any mortal would under the circumstances.

His head is bowed, and his shoulders slumped. It’s an unfamiliar sight. It almost makes me think he truly cared for her. Almost.

“Your palace and city are under siege, brother.”

His hand curls into a fist against his mouth, and he slowly lifts his gaze to meet mine. I see anger there, but I did not expect it to war so strongly with the grief.

“I should have known you would not let me say my goodbyes in peace.”

I huff out a laugh. “Your act is very good, but you cannot fool me with it. We both know you’ll replace her easily enough.”

He shoves to his feet, the chair slamming into the wall behind him so hard one arm splinters from the back and hangs to the floor.

“She was perfect for me in every way.”

“That’s what you said about Zanirah once. Kaia too.” I shrug, crossing to the center of the room, my footsteps echoing in the vastness and drawing him toward me as I do. “You might think you loved her, but in truth, you don’t know how to love anyone but yourself. It could have saved us all a lot of pain and suffering if you’d only realized that sooner.”

A snarl on his face, he races for me, closing the distance between us and gripping a lightning bolt from the air above his head. He throws it at me, but it swings wide and hits the wall instead. His expression is full of madness, eyes wild. This is who I expected to battle today. A god so drunk on power he cannot keep his wits about him.

I amass power between my palms, the ball writhing like a gathering storm, and heave it. It slams into his chest and sends him flying into a window, the shattered glass sliding across the polished floor.

Pushing to his feet, he shifts to my side and reaches up for another lightning bolt, but when I pivot toward the dais, he freezes, eyes darting between me and Sabiya’s still form.

It’s all the distraction I need to send him slamming into the wall, pinning him against it even as he fights to free himself from my grasp. It’s too easy, and the realization strikes me as both sad and disappointing.

For all the years he’s been hunting me and plotting my demise, I would have thought he’d put up a better fight.

I conjure my sword, the steel shiny with Kaia’s poison, and lay it against his throat. His blue eyes, so like my own, are cold and filled with hate.

“What was it all for?” I ask, suddenly weary with how our lives have converged. “What were you hoping to gain from all of this you didn’t already have?”

“Your end,” he spits. “It’s all I’ve wanted for centuries. To be rid of you.”

“Well,” I say, feeling his throat bob against the blade as I press it harder, “now you’ll finally get your wish. I’ll see you beyond the veil, brother. Where you’ll be at my mercy for eternity.”

His eyes widen, and he thrashes against my hold, the lightning shooting from his fingers slicing through my smoke where it binds him. I grit my teeth against the pain, my grip tightening on the hilt.

But before I can slice, before I can end it and face what’s next, feet pound down the hall, distracting us both, and we jerk toward the sound in time to see the queen burst through the door, followed quickly by Elora.

“What are you doing?” I demand. “You were supposed to take her back to the Shadow Realm.”

“Well, I would have,” she snaps, gesturing widely to Zanirah. “Except there’s just one problem.”

My gaze darts to Zanirah, then back to Elora.

“What problem is that?”

She’s staring intently at where the queen cradles her round belly, and then her eyes meet mine.

“She’s not pregnant.”
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Thieran’s hold on his brother dissolves at my words, but they are both in too much shock to do anything but stare at me. The king positions himself between Thieran and the queen but sneaks quick glances at Sabiya’s body at the far end of the room.

“She’s due very soon, as we can all plainly see.” He turns a searing look on the queen. “And you are meant to be lying in for the safety of my child, not running around the palace with my brother’s whore.”

Thieran sends the king stumbling back with a vicious blast of power to his chest. “Watch how you speak about my wife.” He looks to me. “You’re certain?”

I flutter my fingertips at my own stomach. There’s a band of white light shimmering around the queen’s protruding belly in the same way Sabiya’s power shimmered over the door to her secret room and protected the troops in the mountains. It has to be a glamour over her stomach. What else could it be?

“As certain as I can be without touching her.”

Thieran’s power snakes out from his arms in an instant, wrapping Zanirah in it and hauling her forward. The king growls, lunging toward us, but I propel him back with a blast of air, holding him at a distance even as he fights to get to his wife.

The queen’s eyes are wide as she struggles against Thieran’s hold, but the fear is false, an act, and even before I touch her, I know the truth.

I wrap my fingers around her arm, and the look on my face makes her laugh, a sinister sound. It’s worse than I expected. So much worse. And I jerk back from her thoughts cascading through my head, breaking the connection.

“You’ve been behind everything.”

Thieran slowly loosens his grip, and Zanirah runs her hands down her body. Her stomach flattens, the white band of light disappearing with the bump she’d convinced everyone was a baby growing inside her.

“What did you do?” the king screams, breaking through my barrier and rushing to Zanirah’s side.

He lays his hands on her stomach, fingers moving frantically as if he is trying to call the baby back, trying to revive a thing that never existed.

“You killed my child,” he snarls, rounding on me, but it isn’t Thieran who shoves him away. It’s Zanirah.

“You are such a fool, husband.” She sneers the word, a white ball of flame with a red center appearing in her palm. “You think I wanted more of your brats taking root inside me? After Pramis and Pela and the way you turned them against me?”

“I don’t remember you protesting when I shared your bed,” the king snaps.

“When you left Sabiya’s for mine, you mean. You should have bred her instead.” Her grin is evil and mocking. “Now I suppose you’ll never get the chance.”

He growls, lightning crackling at his fingertips. “All of it was a lie, then.”

“Not all of it,” she assures him. “The first pregnancy was real. But the idea of bearing any more of your children after all these years sickened me. So I got rid of it myself and called it a miscarriage.”

The king conjures his own fireball and hurls it at the queen, but he is too angry to aim well, and she dodges it easily.

“You were so distraught when I told you.” She chuckles and shakes her head. “You avoided Sabiya for nearly two weeks after, and I faked two more to see if my theory held true. When I realized the benefits that could come with carrying your child, I couldn’t pass up the opportunity.”

She extinguishes the fire and lays her hands over her stomach until it rounds again. “I thought I was quite convincing,” she says, laughing at his groan of despair when it flattens once more. “You were so attentive, so caring, so protective. I might have enjoyed it if I wasn’t sick of you already.”

“So you manipulated me. Bravo,” he says, the word empty and cold. “You managed it for a few months. I hope you enjoyed it. It won’t happen again.”

“I’ve managed it for much longer than a few months, dearest.”

He scoffs, but the doubt on his face is plain.

“Do you understand how exhausting it is waiting and waiting for you to finally take one of my ideas and make it your own? I could have gotten what I wanted a thousand times over if I wasn’t constantly waiting for you to catch up.”

The queen gestures to me. “I told you when we had her in our home for dinner that she wasn’t what she seemed. But you swore you knew better. So intent on besting the brother who has always been your better that you failed to do anything about his weakness, even when he paraded her right in front of you.”

Zanirah rolls her eyes when the king pins me with a glare. “It’s too late now. Thieran turned his pet into the Queen of Shadows. A goddess with powers you cannot comprehend. What are you going to do, husband? Are you even capable of forming an idea without me to guide you to the solution?”

The king leaps at her, a lightning bolt gripped in his fist like a dagger, but it is Zanirah who strikes, driving a blade she conjures to hand in a blink into the king’s chest. He gasps with the pain, and she yanks it free, blood splattering her face.

When she scores it across his throat, the wound goes black. He opens his mouth to scream, but no sound comes out. Swaying on his feet, his hands grip his throat, but he cannot stanch the flow of gore staining his white robes.

The king coughs and sputters, blood spraying from his lips. The poison has kept him from healing, and now he is choking on it.

Thieran circles closer to me, eyes fixed on the dagger the queen still clutches, though she seems too fascinated by her husband’s slow and agonizing end to pay us much attention.

When the king stumbles toward his wife, she steps out of his path, shoving his shoulder hard enough to send him to the floor. He rolls onto his back, unblinking eyes drifting to Sabiya as he takes his final breath.

“The potion works much faster than I expected it to,” she says as if she is remarking about the weather. “Who’s next?”

Thieran takes another step toward me and I do the same, dagger low at my side while he still grips his sword with white knuckles. His gaze darts between his brother and the queen, and his emotions are a confusing swirl inside me.

“How long, Zanirah?” he demands.

“How long for what? You’ll have to be more specific.”

“How long have you been the real power behind the throne?”

She taps a bloody finger to her lower lip, leaving a smear of it behind. “Since I discovered my husband had stopped fucking mortals in favor of one of my own high court goddesses.” Her lip curls back over her teeth. “I could look the other way when it was mortals he would use and toss aside. His attention span is short enough, as Kaia well knows. But one of my own court? Someone I would have to see regularly for eternity? It was unforgivable.”

“So you wanted revenge,” Thieran says.

“I wanted to be rid of him. But I could hardly do it myself and maintain my position. So I set all of it in motion. Subtly, so he thought all my brilliant ideas were his. Took him ages to agree to attack the Shadow Realm and renew his efforts to kill you. When it all seemed to stall, I paid one of his demi bastards to kidnap Elora, hoping to help my plot along.”

“Did you never love him?” I ask, trailing my fingers down the back of Thieran’s arm and grazing his palm.

“I loved the idea of him.” She shrugs, nudging his foot with her own. “Once. We ruled well together. And I was content enough with my own discreet dalliances. We could have gone on as we had been. Not particularly fond of each other, but more powerful together than apart.”

She looks beyond me to where Sabiya lies. “If not for her.”

“So you tried to lure him back to you with a baby?”

“No.” Shaking her head at Thieran, she pats her stomach. “I tried to control him with one. And it was working quite well. Until you found your pet and upset my carefully laid plans.”

“What were you going to do?” I ask. “Glamour a fake child for the rest of time?”

“I was hoping it wouldn’t come to that, but I suppose I could have. I wanted another war. Wars mean casualties.” She gestures to the king’s lifeless form and then to Thieran. “And I would have blamed it on you. A believable story. No one would have thought any different than what I told them.”

“And your plan now?”

Glancing down at her husband, she sighs. “I admit I’ll have to make a few unexpected changes. But I’m sure it will all work out in my favor in the end.”

Her pregnant belly suddenly reappears, and she grips it with an anguished cry, falling to her knees beside the king’s body and patting his chest until her hands come away red and dripping. A moment later, three high court gods shift into the room.

There’s a beat of heavy silence, my heart pounding in my ears as they take in the scene before them. The king, covered in blood and unmoving, the queen, pregnant as far as they know, sobbing over her husband’s corpse.

She looks up at them, fake tears running rivers down her cheeks. “He tried to protect me, and they killed him.”

I make a move for the queen because we cannot let her slip through our fingers. But Orella blocks my path, shoving me so hard I nearly lose my balance.

“You would attack one who is pregnant?” she demands through clenched teeth.

The queen smirks behind Orella’s back, but there’s no point in trying to explain the queen’s treachery to the goddess before me now. Explanations are best left for later.

Orella flings a pink ball of fire at my chest, but I deflect it back to her with a blast of air, forcing her to circle me so I can inch closer to the queen. Thieran sends out a call through the oath bonds, and Kaia appears a scant second later.

We split up to find the queen when Zanirah wasn’t where she was supposed to be, so Kaia is as oblivious as all the rest to the truth of it. She stands frozen in the middle of the room, eyes locked on the king’s blood-soaked body, while Thieran holds off Jorreign and Yorrai and I keep Orella at bay.

“Kaia!” I call over the noise, slicing at Orella with my dagger and narrowly missing her middle.

Kaia drags her eyes to mine, full of anger and sadness.

“It’s not as it seems,” I tell her, glancing at the queen, who has dropped her act long enough to watch Kaia with a mix of curiosity and hate. “Nothing is as it seems,” I repeat, and she gives a curt nod.

Kaia stoops for the queen’s discarded dagger and advances, but I lose sight of them as the rest of the gods appear. Orella drives me back, my boots crunching over broken glass. When I deflect one of her balls of fire, it catches on a curtain, flames climbing toward the ceiling.

Orella spins, tossing another fireball as she does, but I lift her off her feet with a current of air and slam her into the opposite wall. Momentarily stunned, she slumps to the floor, and I again search the room for Kaia and the queen.

Kaia has cornered Zanirah at the back of the room, shadow forms dancing around Kaia’s thighs, waiting for her command. They’re exchanging words rather than blows, but I cannot hear what they’re saying over the chaos.

When I move toward them, Pela steps into my path, arrow notched in her bow. She draws the string back, thumb grazing her cheek, and looses. I deflect it into a ruined chair, and she growls, firing another and another, the speed of them dizzying.

After one narrowly misses my face, I shoot an arm out, capturing the next one in my palm, and rush her with it, driving it into her chest. But through our contact, I hear her thoughts, and none of them are fear of the poison killing her.

Do they not know? Did the king and queen never share with their high court that they had a potion to kill gods?

Pela rips the arrow from her chest, and the wound quickly closes. I dart a look around the room, finding Thieran engaging with Jorreign, using smoke to cut off the air from Jorreign’s wall of fire.

“Pela,” I say, knocking aside her bow when she takes aim again. “The queen has been lying to you.”

The Goddess of the Hunt snorts out a laugh. “You expect me to believe you?” She casts a furtive glance at the king’s body and where the queen and Kaia battle beyond it. “Circumstances as they are?”

Gripping her bow, I toss it behind me and it clatters to the floor. The high court has been manipulated as much as the king was. More than. And none of them deserve to pay for her lies with their life.

Pela conjures her bow, nocking another arrow, and I send her stumbling back with a wall of air. It puts enough distance between us for me to drop to my knees and slam my fist into the ground, the floor cracking as the earth beneath answers my call, convulsing hard enough to send everyone tumbling to the ground.

Shifting to the queen’s side, I wrap my arm around her shoulders and haul her back against my chest, dagger pressed tight against the pulse in her throat. The room goes silent, all eyes on us, and the queen lets out a desperate sob.

“Stop it,” I command, jerking her against me. “Tell them the truth.”

“What truth? That you killed the king and now you wish to kill me and his child?” She cradles her belly. “Have you no honor?”

“Not today.” I draw the dagger across her shoulder, making her hiss at the burn, and when the high court stumbles forward, I aim it at her stomach to halt them. “Tell them,” I grit out.

“Fine,” Zanirah spits. “It was me. Happy now?”

“All of it.” I dig the knife into her stomach until the pain forces her to drop the glamour.

Orella gasps, and Pela fits another arrow to her bow. I move the queen in front of me like a shield.

“The baby wasn’t real?” Kaia breathes into the silence. “It was a trick?”

“I was losing control over him,” Zanirah explains through clenched teeth. “I had to think of something.”

“But Elora exposed you,” Kaia replies, hands clenched at her sides.

“Yes, yes, and as you can imagine, my husband wasn’t very happy about it.” Zanirah blows out a shuddering breath, body weakening from the invading poison. “So I had to kill him.”

Kaia’s gaze drops to where the king lies pale and lifeless, and my heart aches for her. This loss is a permanent one. Not of the king, but of the hope that he could ever return to the god she once loved.

“Really, Kaia,” Zanirah says with a roll of her eyes. “I saved you from a lifetime of misery. You should be thanking me.”

With a strangled scream, Kaia conjures a swirl of shadow forms, launching them at the wall behind our heads until I feel splinters of it raining down on us.

“He became what you turned him into! You fed the worst parts of him, gave them soil and sunlight until he became a monster.”

“He was always a monster,” the queen assures Kaia. “I simply stopped making him fight it. It was worth it,” Zanirah adds, grinning wide as I press the dagger to her throat again. “To take him from you. Twice.”

Before she can torture Kaia again, I plunge the dagger into her neck, cutting off her air and her words. The high court twitches, but no one moves to stop me. No one rushes to her aid.

Releasing the queen, I let her slump to the floor beside her husband, her hand falling into his. And she takes her last breath with a wicked smile on her face.
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CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
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My brother and his wife stare down at me from the portrait hanging over their thrones. Half the palace is in ruins, decimated by fire from our battling, but this remains. They look happy, in love, powerful. Though I suppose any artist can render their subject however they want. Whether the portrayal is accurate is another matter entirely.

In any case, they are dead now. My brother at Zanirah’s hand and Zanirah at Elora’s. With Zanirah confessing her treachery, a call for peace was easily accepted. All we have to do now is decide how to move forward.

We have been divided for so long, I’m not entirely sure we know how to come together. But as Elora has continued to remind me over the last few days, we owe it to ourselves and the mortals who depend on us to try to bring enduring peace to this land.

Footsteps echo over the polished marble behind me, and Kaia comes to a stop by my side, gaze following mine to the portrait. She seems different with this loss of him. As if she can’t stop wondering what she could have done differently where my brother was concerned. If he was capable of saving.

“They’ve gathered,” she says. “They’re waiting for you in the banquet hall.”

“And Elora?”

“As curious as all the rest. As am I. You’re up to something.”

I cast her a sidelong glance. “What makes you say that?”

“I know you too well.” She wiggles her fingers at the portrait, and my brother and Zanirah’s faces are replaced by Elora’s and mine. “That’s what we’re all expecting. What we’re all hoping for,” she corrects. “No one thinks it will be any different.”

“We’ll see, I suppose.” I turn for the door. “Best not to keep everyone waiting.”

Elora smiles at me when I enter, seated at the right of the head of the table. She looks different too, out from under the suffocating cloak of worry. Her smile is radiant. I have given my plan a lot of thought, but I have not shared it with her. I hope she will forgive me.

Melena sits on Elora’s other side. They have grown closer in the weeks since we defeated my brother and his queen, since we took our time to rebuild what we laid waste to, burying and sentencing our dead.

My brother, Zanirah, Sabiya. Their souls remain beyond the veil, trapped in Síra until I decide what to do with them for eternity. The silence and the isolation might be torture enough for them. Or the pit with the Ancients is always an option.

Today we have convened to discuss a new ruler for ourselves, someone with the ability to shape a future better than our past. I walk the length of the table to the place Elora has reserved for me. Like everyone else, she thinks she knows how this meeting will go.

I take my seat and rap my fist against the table’s edge to call for quiet.

“We have but one order of business for this meeting, and I don’t wish to keep you here long. Would anyone like to say anything before we begin?”

Skirts rustle and someone clears their throat, but no one speaks.

“The gods require a new ruler,” I begin. “One who is fair and just, levelheaded, and wise beyond their years. A long time ago, we put it to a vote, the consensus being for my brother and I to rule together. He agreed and then changed his mind. When he did, war was declared. I would like to avoid that this time around.”

Jorreign gives a soft snort, and a few others chuckle.

“This meeting is a formality, surely,” Pramis says. “We all know you will claim the throne for yourself.”

“And we have no objection to that,” Pela quickly adds, shooting her brother a look. “That is as it should have been many years ago.”

“Perhaps,” I concede. “But times have changed, and I have a different idea. A god who can heal us, make us better than we are. I would like to nominate Elora as queen.”

“Of course Elora would be queen if you are king. She’s your wife,” Xarin points out, earning nods from a few of the others.

But Elora’s smile has fallen away, her shoulders squaring, and I know she has caught my meaning.

My gaze drifts to Xarin. “You misunderstand me. I nominate Elora to rule over the gods alone. As our sole sovereign.”

Xarin’s face contorts into a frown. “I struggle to see the sense in that.”

“As do I,” Yorrai agrees. “She is far too young, barely come into her powers. An infant in the grand scheme of things. How could you possibly think she is fit to command us?”

What are you doing? Elora demands in my mind, slipping her hand into her lap when I reach for her.

The right thing, I assure her, though the look on her face makes it clear she does not believe me.

“Who better to lead than one who is not encumbered by our history?” I say to Yorrai. “One who can see everything with fresh eyes. She will not be without counsel,” I assure them, giving her a reassuring nod even as she shakes her head. “But she is more capable than you give her credit for.”

“She is of both worlds,” Kaia adds, and I know by the look on her face she both supports my decision and understands why I am making it. “Born divine, raised mortal. She understands both who we are and who we serve.”

“And,” I continue, “she was born to the light and chose the dark. So she is from both sides there as well.”

“There’s the matter of the prophecy from the ball to consider,” Orella cuts in. “The queen may not have been pregnant, but oracles don’t lie. They can’t. They foretell the will of the Fates.”

“Elora is the legacy the prophecy spoke of,” Melena says. “An oracle said the same of her before her birth as well. The legacy of gods hangs in the balance.”

“You couldn’t possibly know that prophecy from the ball was about her,” Jorreign replies, skeptical brow raised. “It’s merely wishful thinking because she is your daughter and a few words are the same.”

“I can.” Learia’s voice rings out and quiets the room. “I’ve seen inside the nightmares of the oracle who prophesied at the ball. I didn’t understand them at first. They were jumbled and unclear, images flashing too quickly, and I had enough to worry about without spending the time to look closer.”

“And now?” Aeris wonders.

“She saw no baby. The queen’s womb appears as an empty nest in her nightmares.”

“But she had to tell them something,” Kaia says. “Or they’d have killed her.”

Xarin taps his fingers on the arm of his chair. “That still doesn’t make the prophecy about Elora.”

“It does when you understand how oracle prophecies work. They focus on fledgling power. Even a baby still growing inside its mother has some, though not fully realized.”

Learia nods at Vaeya. “And Elora was the newest goddess in the room, though only a few of us knew it at the time.”

All eyes turn to Elora, and she leans back in her chair, blowing out a long breath.

“Your fate is to bring about the destruction of the divided courts,” I tell her, gesturing down the table where all of us are willingly gathered for the first time in centuries. “This would not have come to pass without you.”

“A voice for the living and the dead,” Kaia continues the words from the prophecy. “You have only to touch people to know what they are thinking, what they need, what they want.”

“And you care,” Iluna says, meeting my gaze with a subtle nod and then looking to Elora. “About mortals and the way they are treated. Far more than any of us do.”

This is completely insane, Elora says to me, throat bobbing, heart beating fast as a butterfly’s wings. It should be you.

You were always meant for this, willed to rule by the Fates. This is your destiny.

“So,” I ask, “do you accept?”

“I…”

I have no idea what I’m doing, she says only for me.

I will help you in whatever way you need, I assure her. You are not in this alone.

She straightens in her chair, taking in each god gathered in turn, her jaw tightening the longer she looks. She doubts whether she can do this, worries she will let them down, let me down, let the people of Acaria down.

But I know she is the only one capable of this, the only one who can give this land and its people and the gods who rule over it what they need.

When she turns to me, her eyes are bright with determination.

“All right,” she says with a solemn nod. “If you’re all in agreement, I accept.”

Kaia grins wide, and so does Melena. Members of the high court—or what used to be the high court, for we are one now—look skeptical still, but they will fully come to trust her in time. Time will heal a lot of things between us without my brother here to constantly tear us apart.

“A vote then,” I say. “All those in favor of Elora as Queen of the Gods?”

The hands of my dark court shoot up without hesitation, Melena reaching over to take Elora’s hand and give it a squeeze. One by one, the others do the same until the vote is unanimous.

Rising from my chair, I pull Elora from hers and reverse our places so she is standing at the head of the table.

“It is settled,” I say. “The queen has been chosen. One to rule us all.”

They stand in unison, dropping into deep bows and curtsies to show their respect. We’ll hold a ceremony, something lavish that Elora will hate, but will be fitting. She deserves it. My little warrior queen.

Kaia comes forward for a hug, enveloping Elora and whispering something in her ear that makes her smile. And when Kaia steps away, Melena cups Elora’s face in her hands, rubbing the pads of her thumbs over her cheeks.

“I’m so proud of you,” Melena whispers, and tears fill Elora’s eyes. “You will do great things. I believe that of you.”

Elora nods, pressing a kiss to Melena’s cheek when her mother does the same.

“Thank you.” She clears her throat. “All of you. I hope to lead well and prove your faith in me.”

Inclining their heads, the gods disappear one by one until only Elora and I remain.

“You could have warned me,” she says, shoving at my shoulder when I pull her in against my chest and wrap my arms around her waist to hold in her place.

“You would have argued with me, tried to recruit others to your side.” She huffs out a breath, unable to deny the truth of it. “And you would have been wrong.”

“What if you’re wrong?” she asks, brow creased with fresh worry at the idea. “What if the prophecy wasn’t about me?”

I smooth a finger down her forehead. “I’m not wrong. And it was. You were born to wear this crown.”

As soon as the words leave my lips, it appears on her head, and she laughs.

“You’ve been trying to get me in one of these for months.”

I grin, peppering kisses across her shoulder and up the side of her neck. “I know. It’s about time.”

“And the Shadow Realm?” she wonders, carefully lifting the crown from her head to study it.

“What about it?”

“It’s as much a part of me as you are. How am I supposed to be in both places?”

“We’ll make it work, find a balance. You may be the Queen of the Gods now, but you are also the Queen of Shadows and ever will be.”

“Forever,” she reminds me. “You promised me that.”

Grinning, I capture her lips, undoing her braid and tangling my fingers in her hair as her teeth score my upper lip and her tongue teases against mine.

“Forever,” I vow, leaning my forehead against hers.

“What happens now?”

I smile, trailing my fingertips down her arm and taking her hand in mine.

“A new era of gods begins.”
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A NOTE FOR THE READER


Dear Reader,

The end!

I had so much fun diving deep into one of my favorite stories and returning to the Greek myths I loved as a teen. Reimagining Hades and Persephone has been a true delight, and I hope you enjoyed Elora and Thieran’s journey as much as I did.

Thank you, from the tips of my toes for reading.

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.

I’m already hard at work on the next series, a Little Mermaid meets Pirates of the Caribbean retelling, so be sure to follow me so you don’t miss a single update! 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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