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        There is also a physical assault towards Jada, which doesn’t hit the three rose point because, at this point, most readers have been cheering for Jada to be put in her place. I’m not going to spoil the plot by telling you whether Jada is harmed trying to redeem herself, or simply digging her soul a deeper hole. Time will reveal all.
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        Two hundred and seventy years ago

        (5th night of VeilMoon in the year 4947)

      

      

      

      I grip the stone railing in the center of the moon balcony and inhale slow, meditative breaths, offering myself small words of support.

      “Raefiya, you can do this… Again, I can do this again.”

      Because staying up for the last three nights leading into the deep night of the VeilMoon and banging my mind against the closed door into the universe only served to drain my energy trying to get the door open.

      Patience is not one of my virtues.

      Persistence, however, is, and the weight in my chest tells me there’s something I need to see this moon. Something dark unfolding in the future that calls to my magic every waking breath. It’s like claws are running up and down the inside of my chest – my Seed awake and fighting for attention. Discomfort soon turns to pain, then pain to agony.

      The walls around me are solid Silvari glass, tinted black to reflect the moon and completely seclude this balcony from the rest of the world. Helped by the fact that it is at the top of a tower on the eastern side of the Black Castle. Nothing but me and the night up here.

      Me, the moon, and the universe waiting for a truth I’m not sure the world is ready for.

      My fingers flex once more on the railing, one more deep breath and one more look at the moon before I close my eyes and knock on the universe’s door.

      It opens and relief floods through me as I fall from the earthly plane into the stars. Too far from any worlds, nothing but endless black and an audience of lights and a book. History written for events that have not yet happened.

      For a long moment I can’t react, just draw in pain-free lungfuls of air. The clawing sensation finally gone.

      I did it.

      I still have my body, like an echo of existence walking on air as I pace around a giant tome lying open before me. Its massive pages are stacked almost as tall as I am, just floating in the star-strewn nothing of the night.

      I’m able to touch each and every page as I pace along the length of it, but I can’t change a single word. I know from experience that each page is the same scene, the same song in a thousand different instruments and overlaying beats. One moment in time that the universe is willing to let me see. Finally. After nights of trying to ease the desperate pull in my chest.

      These will all be variations of what could be, and one of them will be. Just… which path am I willing to nudge the world onto?

      I run a finger over the corner of the universe, stirring the book to life. The pages flip in quick succession, then suck me in and drop me into the future.

      I’m in the forest surrounding the Black Castle. The trees are heavy on top with leaves ready to fall and on bottom with a mist that refuses to shift despite the sun sitting high.

      The air is crisp, early autumn by the feel of it.

      The road is marked by two wide cart wheel tracks but with a strip of wild grass down the middle. It could be one of a dozen roads into or out of or around the castle. The only reason I know for sure it’s the castle at all is because the dark turret of the highest tower is just visible to the south. Well, that narrows it down to five or six possible roads that I can think of.

      I steady my magic then leap from page to page.

      Forest. Forest. Forest. Always the same forest. Always the castle to the south. Always my feet land on a road, though the exact placing differs slightly, sometimes on a bend, sometimes amongst thick trees, sometimes near a small meadow.

      Stomach churning, I stop the pages, settling into a random version of the day. Playing with a potential warning, putting words to this moment.

      When the leaves sit heavy, the path through the forest will be fraught with danger – no, that will never do. Vague, even for me.

      The weight in my chest says this is too important for ambiguity. That simply avoiding all roads and all forests every autumn for the next thousand years isn’t going to save anybody from whatever it is my magic is warning me about.

      Okay, time to face the next bit.

      I try to remind myself that all ProphecySeeds face the day when their magic calls them to witness something so intense that their Seed begins to tremble. Try, but it doesn’t help.

      Voices drift through the trees, then two horses amble around the corner. Their hooves send the mist swirling with each well-placed step.

      My Pax, young and full of life. His golden gaze is lit up by a beaming smile, his laugh lingering as my husband, Vidarr, recounts some story that involves big arm movements. They’re on the way to a hunt by the look of the bows on their backs. They always hunt with those bows. All my boys do, but they’re not all here – just Pax and Vidarr.

      My chest tightens, constricts.

      “No,” I gasp. Please no.

      Not this. Not them. Not yet.

      But I can’t move. Can’t stop watching.

      I need to know.

      A hum fills the air, the warning that this scene holds the key to the moment paths will separate and the reality written by the universe is about to unfathomably split.

      A tear is already in the corner of my eye, knowing in my soul the agony to come, as I pause the story. Then leap from page to page and note the differences over a hundred different versions of the same moment in time. Each moment frozen. Each one looks perfect and innocent – and just minutes from being broken.

      Vidarr and Pax, or Seth, or Roarke, or my Killian grown into a young man, combinations of them, all of them. Never none of them. On horses. On foot. Hunting or returning from town, or just exploring. Always laughing as they move through the pattern of shadows cast by vibrantly colored leaves and dormant trees.

      Always my boys.

      Every single future.

      They’re always here.

      Finally, stomach rolling and soul trembling, I let the next part unfold.

      The Veil rips open right beside them. One moment, it’s forest, and the next, there’s a tear, the black of the Aeons beyond.

      Pax and Vidarr startle, hesitating as the attack rushes forth. They manage to draw their short swords, but they’re not armed for this – the long bows on their backs are useless. Outmanned and out-armed, I barely manage to draw in a desperate breath before seeing their blood spill.

      They fight hard, killing with precision, but the attackers don’t slow, don’t care how many of their own are injured or killed – they just keep coming. Armed with swords, spears, axes, and poisonous Veil whips. The damage is instant. Burning, searing, decaying wounds from the moment they touch Vidarr, his body lacking any immunity.

      Pain will come through the Veil, my thoughts stammer, reaching for my only weapon – a warning.

      Shaking, it takes me three attempts to pause the fighting. I can’t halt the real scene in the future, just this vision.

      Pax half slung from his horse, one hand gripping the saddle as two men with ash-smeared faces and blood-smeared hands try to wrestle him to the ground. Their mouths are pulled back in sneers, eyes wide and bloodshot, skin scarred with old whip lashings. All the marks of Aeon slaves. A third man is rushing in, sword raised, seconds from cleaving Pax in two.

      And Vidarr’s already on the ground, four men around him with swords ready to stab downward to end the battle.

      I turn and leap through the pages, through the realities. My corporeal legs are barely able to keep me standing, and my vision is blurred by tears that I don’t even bother holding back. The attack is never from the same direction or even in the exact same location, but the sheer number of men and women that spill from the Aeons never changes. In thousands of variations, grimm linger in the background, but they never step forth.

      The Veil Queen may not be participating, but she’s at the top of my list of people to interrogate.

      There are no more clues in the other variations. So once again I stop, planting my feet slightly apart in the hope that I will actually be able to keep myself from collapsing – as I let this scene move forward.

      Please. I send up the silent prayer then watch as it unfolds again, standing unseen in the middle of the road.

      My attention locks on my husband, and this time it’s Seth who’s beside him. As the Veil rips, Seth’s horse bucks, then bolts, taking Seth out of the action before he has time to react.

      He throws himself from the saddle, landing with a roll and running back down the road, his sword drawn.

      Shouting, “Dad!”

      Attackers fill the gap between them as both Elorsins fight. Bodies fall, poorly trained and fueled by nothing but mob adrenaline. They’re sheep, every one of them, not a single wolf in sight.

      Whips lash through the flesh of my Seth, felled before he can make the center of the skirmish. On my Vidarr as he moves like lightning and thunder, his sword nothing but a flash of steel, his horse pushing forward despite crying out in agony.

      Soul deep pain rips fresh through me. Riveting me in place until the last moment when the attackers retreat and the Veil closes. Seth manages to drag himself across the dirt and grass to Vidarr’s side, the two of them weaving their hands together. Vidarr’s weathered fingers, wrinkles and calluses, a contrast against the mere few hundred years of my son’s.

      I fall to my knees beside them. They can’t see or hear me because this hasn’t come to be yet. Just one of many possibilities.

      The hum of the universe vibrates through my soul. Through every fiber that makes up my reeling existence.

      It means only one thing – the chance that more than one of these moments will become a reality. An impending split.

      Two paths. Two timelines. Two new worlds – unless I make the right choice.

      I scrub my palm over the moisture on my cheeks and turn to the next page, but I don’t bother getting to my feet. The whips and rearing horses, the sword blows and angry attackers, none of them can hurt me. And in the end, those I love fall to the ground around me. Again and again.

      Pax fights hardest, his earned immunity working to keep him alive, but the sheer number of attackers is unrelenting. His golden eyes are still open when his heart stops, every time.

      And Killian, nothing but a babe in my arms, now grown into a striking young man. His Darkness battles to the end, sacrificing himself until the shadows fall like they too mourn his last breath.

      Seth finds their hands, one of them, every time. Holding on ‘til death. Softly murmuring something, some final joke, that puts a smile on their dying lips.

      And every scene that Roarke lays witness to stains his eyes with tears. Tears that turn black, that rot with his soul.

      I continue to flick through the pages.

      Torturing myself with the variations.

      Dead.

      Dead.

      Dead.

      No version of the future passes with an empty forest. Not a single turn of events ends with all my family safely eating lunch in the castle or arguing with each other in the halls. Not always all of them enter the forest, but at least one of them every. Single. Time.

      I must have looked at millions by now, but time means nothing in here.

      I need to find one. Just one version where they all survive. In the time between me seeing this and it actually coming into existence, untold ripples occur. Small details that alter the course. Do my boys find love and move away from the Black Castle? Or have I set all of them extra tasks with their tutors?

      Surely there’s one where no one dies.

      There has to be a detail I can use – because I have to write this prophecy, and it has to be perfect. I turn page after page.

      Determined – because the universe might never show me this moment again. But not a single usable detail stands out, and instead I find myself watching the people I love die again and again with a growing feeling that stopping it is impossible.

      With my magic fading and barely the energy to see straight, I turn one last page.

      Same forest, same mist, same knot in my stomach as a horse rides into view. Just Vidarr.

      As with every other version, the battle is swift, his body falling from the back of his mount and the attackers retreating before his last breaths are taken. The people from the Veil are giddy with devoured pain, feasting on the thick emotion. Their whips leave behind an acrid smell that even my incorporeal form has to endure. That, and the ash drifting in from the other side.

      The Veil Queen is not an unreasonable woman, but this first level of the afterlife is controlled by the darkness of its inhabitants. The landscape is a product of the evil in there, and her indifference to the suffering leaves gaping holes open for others to exploit.

      It is not just the dead who reside beyond the Veil. It’s full of creatures who feed on the souls and humans that harvest the pain, beings who have adapted to the environment. And slaves.

      I have no power over that realm, and I can’t stop a future tear in the Veil.

      The poison rushes through Vidarr’s skin, not just one lashing, but dozens on every limb. Its effects take hold in minutes, and there is no cure.

      I have to remedy that. If I can gift my family a potion that can counteract the poison, this never has to happen.

      I’ll need to make the potion before I can come back to the book and hope it will let me view its effectiveness. If I succeed, make the potion, change the playing field, then the pages might be written differently. My heart is already aching with the idea, the pain being pushed aside by hope.

      Then Vidarr’s lips part, and he looks to his left, as if he can see me. “Raefiya, I know you’re here,” he whispers.

      A new ache hits me.

      “I can see you; I can see the book. It’s beautiful, Raefiya. The universe is beautiful.”

      He blinks, taking too long to open his eyes again, as I remain stone still. This can only mean one thing. He’s having a vision.

      Which is impossible because he was never gifted the trigger to his power. Every ProphecySeed lays dormant until they bring a prophecy gifted to them into fruition. Usually one powerful enough to create a split with the goal being to stop that split from occurring. So, in short, a ProphecySeed is born powerless then given breadcrumbs to save the world, hoping they’re doing it right. And only after that, for better or worse, can they begin to glimpse the universe.

      But this is something so important that the universe has chosen to show him despite his powers being dormant.

      Why? Why not show me?

      His eyelids pull back and his gaze finds mine once more.

      “I can see two things,” he begins, his voice weak with decay. “Stop trying to save Lucif and admit what your heart already knows – he is not what you thought he would be. There are two girls about to be born in your time. One will rule the dark and find her way to you, the other the light, and you must find her, born of the last…” He stops to swallow back a mouthful of black bile. “Of their kind. Put them both into stasis. You hear me, love, do not allow another girl to grow up in that castle. There’s a third child, a mortal soul born of mortal and Aeon magic. Stop hunting her, she’s out of your control now. When you find the cure for this poison, you’ll have one dose – save it for the one who’ll save them all. Trust no one, Raefy. No one. Our enemies have been by our side this whole time… My other vision is of you – I know you’re here. ”

      “I’m here, my love,” I whisper, falling to my knees beside him. “I’ll always be here.”

      He stretches his hand across the dirt, and I place mine over the top even though it slips right through.

      “Wipe your tears. This is too important for sorrow.” He sighs and there is no inhale.

      My eyes are too full of tears to see the moment his drift closed.

      Aside from the universe ringing, the forest is silent.

      I stagger to my feet, pacing back from his lifeless body as my mind struggles. Semi-detached from it all, because this hasn’t happened yet. My husband is safely outside this vision. I haven’t lost him yet.

      Only one dose? There can’t be. Maybe the antidote isn’t a potion, but a healer’s ointment, or something from the Veil itself.

      There has to be a way.

      When the leaves sit heavy, the path through the forest will be fraught with danger. Pain will come through the Veil – and the whips will take your soul.

      I can’t get any clearer than that, though talking in riddles is a ProphecySeed’s native tongue. I don’t know the year, or the reason they’re in the forest, or the reason the attackers have chosen this moment.

      The humming stops, and I step outside the scene, viewing the universe from amongst the stars and blackness and feeling too exhausted to even touch the pages.

      A rock settles in the pit of my stomach, one I won’t pick up until I absolutely have to.

      The humming peaks, then settles into an almost pleasurable pulse.

      This is the moment, the split in time. In one reality, the result of only one story, the scene ends with a brand new prophecy. My husband dies, but hope that this kingdom will one day be whole does not. But if I change that, if I find the cure, if I try to save my husband, then this prophecy about two girls being born isn’t even in existence. He sets things in motion with his dying breaths and a very specific unfolding of events.

      Someone always dies, but only in that one option does Vidarr see a cure. When you find the cure for this poison, you’ll have one dose – save it for the one who’ll save them all. And a way to save them all.

      But from what?

      And why does only one reality offer hope?

      Is it me? Is it because I chase the cure? Does that somehow, inadvertently, interfere with these children and our chances? Make the prophecy pointless, the options voided. These two babies being born right now. And the mortal I’ve been searching for since I was handed the same lines that led me to Lucif, but who knows when they will be born.

      There aren’t many lasts of any kinds – only a few Seeds have died out. ProphecySeeds are very close to extinction, but I’m not nor ever will be pregnant, so it can’t be one of my kind. Alphas, Darknesses, Chaos… but the last of those are all boys. There are the Origins; there’s only one of those left.

      My whole body shakes with realization.

      I put Haryk and Lisa in each other’s paths. I took Lucif and left Lisa there. I’ve not seen Haryk since, but I know Lisa has kept in touch with her niece, Tamma, thanks to some careful meddling on my part.

      Lisa and Lucif were my first prophecy. They were the beginning of the end.

      

      In the hands of the last Origin shall be found, – Lisa, Haryk was holding Lisa.

      The one who runs from their problems and refuses to see – Lucif.

      The one who sought to heal the pain that began this game – Lisa. Lucif never sought to heal anything in his life.

      The one who will sacrifice all to protect those they love – Lisa.

      They shall be the one to sire this Kingdom back to greatness – Lisa.

      

      It was Lisa all along! How could I not see that? Muinthel and I were so very, very wrong.

      

      And the one quick to temper and eager to pain must be removed from the game – Lucif, not Lisa at all.

      The greatest threat to the heir, and the walls of his kingdom, is the warrior with a mortal soul – not our enemy, as I first thought, but perhaps our best ally. But a mortal soul? Not a mortal, exactly. Something more, but still not a Saber. There’s a third child, a mortal soul born of mortal and Aeon magic. Stop hunting her, she’s out of your control now.

      Something I’ve done, or not done, has changed the prophecy I was given, and the universe is now telling me that the mortal child is where she needs to be.

      All this time I have been gathering our perfect team. Lucif to lead, already amongst the nobles and running large enterprises in this country. And my boys as the realm’s strongest warriors.

      Tears finally flood from my eyes. The prophecy seemed so simple. To protect this realm, I’ve been protecting Lucif despite seeing his wicked ways. I was so very wrong, but that’s my burden to bear and my sacrifice to make.

      The ultimate sacrifice.

      

      An Alpha shall bring greatness to Silva.

      An Allure to change the tides of time.

      A Darkness to light the way,

      A Chaos to pull the strings.

      And the one a gift from an Origin.

      Out of all this shall be our survival. For without them this realm will blacken to nothing from the inside – then be burned to ash from the outside.

      

      And now, could it be that Lisa is having a baby? And somewhere in this world another last of is also giving birth. One the light, the other the dark. But which is which?

      I can’t risk choosing wrong, not again. As soon as I’ve found them, any two babes born to a dying lineage on this night, they will both go into stasis.

      The most logical place to start is with Haryk, but I haven’t sought them out again because deep down I knew my actions were wrong. I chose Lucif. My very first prophecy was a rift, and I took the wrong path.

      Never again.

      An odd little extra thought unfolds in a quiet part of my mind – an Origin would be a perfect match for each of my boys. The one Seedline left that has the ability to form the kinds of MateBonds they each will never know otherwise.

      Not just the perfect match – the only true match.

      I’d never dream of forcing two people to fall in love, but introducing them and letting the universe do the rest is an entirely different matter.

      If I can find these two girls. If I can put them into stasis. If I can save my loved ones – and this whole cursed kingdom. There are a lot of ifs.

      But there are certainties here too – because if any one of these other realities comes into existence, the ones where Vidarr doesn’t receive a prophecy and instead, he and my boys die on the forest floor, then I have a feeling the consequences will be worse than even I can imagine.

      I sigh deeply then inhale just as much, repeating the process several more times before leaning down and picking up the rock in my stomach.

      It feels too heavy, and my heart screams that it’s impossible to carry. I can’t do this.

      And yet, as I settle the metaphorical stone beside my heart, I’m already pretty sure I will, whether it crushes my soul or not, because I have to make things right.

      I have to let my husband die.

      There is no other way.

      I slip back into my body, wavering on the moon balcony and almost falling over with exhaustion. But I don’t, because Vidarr is holding me up. I have no idea when he arrived or how long he’s been there, steadying me as I drain myself so low I’m going to need a few days of sleep to recover. The glow on the horizon says it’s almost dawn.

      “Raefiya, you need rest. You’ve been at this for days, and those boys, our boys, need you. Killian turned one yesterday. Pax turns twenty-one in a few short weeks, his first birthday not in chains, and heavens help us when Seth comes of legal drinking age in MeadMoon, I’ve already asked the bottlers to design Chaos proof locks. But on the bright side, he and Pax haven’t tried to tear each other apart for a whole two days. If this keeps up, Killian and Roarke might actually get their own rooms before we reach one-thousand-and-five-hundred years old and stop sleeping in ours. Have you any idea what I would do to you if we had a room to ourselves? Those are all wins, love. Don’t search past them for losses,” Vidarr whispers. “Look on the bright side with me, love.”

      “We’ve been lucky,” I agree, swallowing back the lump in my throat and forcing a yawn right after to hide it. “You’re right. We’ve found all four of them, but we have to find one more.” Two, I silently correct myself. Because the untold lines in that prophecy and the destruction left from the last time I made the wrong choice mean I can’t delude myself into thinking this will be easy. There may be no way to tell which of these newborns is the light and which is the dark, and I can’t risk only putting one of them into stasis. I am quite certain that the universe will put them in my path the same way she put Lisa in my path all those years ago.

      I’d spare a thought to consider how interwoven all of our fates are, but I’m so tired the walls are blurring.

      “Easy, love,” he says, steadying me once more.

      “I will rest... after we send a letter to Eydis. Fetch Ravaryn to deliver it, he’s our most trusted EquineSaber and will get there the fastest. And we need to stop Tamma before she sends her letter to Lisa.”

      “Love, you’re making no sense. Tamma and her father had a massive fight about her betrothal months ago, and she hasn’t been permitted to leave her rooms since. You know I don’t go into their wing, but the servants are saying Lucif has his personal Sabers stationed at her doors. She won’t be sending any letters tonight.”

      “We must stop that hawk from leaving. We need to follow it. We need to find Haryk.”

      “The prophecy involved the OriginSeed?” I nod, and he continues. “Love, no hawk has arrived, and no hawk will be leaving.” He settles a quizzical eye on me with a little tilt to his head that looks more like a confused palace dog than a grown Saber.

      “Okay,” I sigh, relaxing into his grip.

      “Come to bed. We can discuss it in the morning, with Muinthel.”

      Muinthel. The smartest thing I ever did was appoint that woman as my advisor. She’ll be able to come up with a plan.

      I live by the grace of Muinthel’s plans and Vidarr’s understanding.

      The man’s features are sharp like Killian’s will be, his eyes bright like Seth’s, but he understood my soul so much that he never even asked to father his own. I can’t risk burdening him before he’s seen what he has to see, can’t risk disrupting this delicate line of hope from his heart to mine.

      His expression softens, reaching to wrap strong arms around me.

      “Elorsins stand strong,” he says softly. “Elorsins stand together – always. Whatever you saw, we will face it as a team.”

      “What if we’re not always together?”

      “We’ll stick together, my love. And we’ll teach the boys to stick together.”

      “I have displayed nothing but weakness, the opposite to the kind of strength this kingdom needs. Vid, so many mistakes, so many regrets.”

      “From where I stand, all I can see is strength. Besides, all the things you wish you could change happened before you met me, before you became an Elorsin, so they technically don’t count.”

      I was born a Te’Ra and hadn’t yet married or become an Elorsin when Lucif came into my care. Lucif and his children will always be Te’Ras. Tamma, now a grown woman with a kind heart, and Lithael, who is a dark shadow of his father.

      “And,” Vidarr adds, his tone a little lighter, “haven’t you realized yet? Your mother put all of this in motion with the worst possible prophecy she could gift. We are trying to change the past by pulling strings on the future, and it’s a messy business. We agreed our ProphecySeeds are a curse; this ends with us.”

      “The last two,” I echo.

      Vidarr leans back and tries to hold my gaze, but I roll my eyes to the right and avoid his slightly dismayed look. “What have you seen?” he asks.

      I sigh and step backward out of his arms. “So much death.” The words make a whisper seem loud.

      Too loud. The world too much. The truth too heavy.

      “Everybody dies?” he asks, and there is no mistaking the skepticism in his voice.

      “Well, no, not everyone, but lots of people.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “No, not for a few hundred years.” At least, because Killian is a grown man and I witnessed Seth rest his hand in Pax’s, the two meeting each other’s gaze and holding tight as they passed. I didn’t wait long enough to see the silver balls of energy eventually leave their bodies.

      “Then come with me. I can guarantee that by morning there will be new versions of reality to muddy the waters, so there is really no point killing yourself with sleep deprivation in the meantime.” As he talks, he guides me gently away from the balcony, away from the moon.

      I let him because he’s right, but the fullest moon will rise again thirteen times a year. By the time these boys need to meet these two women, the light and the dark, I will have the lines to guide them – the words to steer them true. I’ll work it out.

      I have to – or, despite my husband’s optimism, everyone will die, and it will start with those I love.

      Maybe not in the first wave. Maybe not in the ripples, or the echo, or the silence that will come after that. But when all of that is done, the Saber race and every known Seed will be wiped into extinction.

      It’s a mammoth job. Finding these girls. Putting them into stasis. Ensuring they come out at the right time, and that the right one crosses paths with my boys, then giving them all the help I possibly can.

      And somehow managing to choose to let my husband die.

      The pieces of my heart are already torn, held by tattered threads that simply aren’t going to last. My time has an expiration date, and a sense within me deeper than my Seed whispers that that end won’t be long after Vidarr’s.

      Then my boys will be on their own.

      Aeons help them.

      Aeons save them.
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        Two days after their Release Seals dissolved

      

        

      
        One day after saying goodbye to the woman he refuses to love.

      

        

      
        Just a few hours after leaving the company of Tanilya Defnasenda.

      

      

      

      Night. Wintry, dark, peaceful, and harmonious night. The road is empty, and both Roarke and I agree the dangers along it are few, so I’ve been letting my mind wander.

      No, that’s a lie. I haven’t been letting it. This memory doesn’t stop to ask permission. It just keeps playing and playing, every chance it gets.

      “My love, remember when you promised you would keep your promises?” I whispered to Shadow standing before me. My brothers were waiting nearby, inside the hollow Roarke formed within densely packed vines. Waiting to say goodbye.

      After a beat, she bobs her delicate head, eyes bright and alert despite all that has happened. “Around the campfire,” she said. “Was I naked?”

      Very. Naked, frozen and vulnerable. She’d tried to kiss me then too, and I’d narrowly avoided letting her.

      Shadow. Focus. I wanted to shake her, or myself.

      “Promise you’ll return,” I growled, my substitute for shaking. “If we don’t find you, and he’s out cold, drag his ass back to the White Castle. Promise me.”

      “Why? Why don’t we just go now?”

      “He won’t risk you there. Not after this. He won’t risk you stepping foot back in Silva – even if it kills him – until he knows he can keep you safe.”

      She didn’t even hesitate. “Soot-servant,” she said, tapping herself on the chest. “Make promise – keep promise.”

      I hooked my finger under her chin. “Saber,” I corrected.

      Her damn almost silver eyes held mine. No one ever holds my gaze, least not anyone that also holds my other attentions. I lost the battle not to press my lips into hers right there and then.

      Just a kiss, I told myself.

      I could break her with one hand, and I have. That night when she tried to wake me, I’d broken a bone in her arm. I knew that, but still held on for that one kiss, struggling to rein in the shadows wanting to be let free to swarm around us.

      I wanted to go further, let my tongue explore her mouth and my hands roam over her skin, but she was injured and my fear of hurting her all too real. Though I couldn’t help brushing my thumb over her ribs and noticing the way she sighed against me.

      Me. The fucking Seed of Darkness. The absolute last person any living thing should want to seek comfort with. But she did, leaning into me, cold air rising from her breath. Her fingers curled against my spine then stretched and caressed – so gentle. So uncaring of the dangers.

      I inhaled, her honey scent filling my senses, making me draw in a second deep breath, wanting more. The feel of her in my arms, the smell and the sight, right down to the heart I could sense beating inside her chest, all of it overrode my common sense. Told me to let my shadows go, set them free, and take her with me. To hell with the consequences.

      So, as quickly as the kiss had begun, I ended it.

      Shutting down the heart thread that foolishly reached to connect with hers.

      The risk was, and still is, too great. The dangers too high. The consequences beyond imagining.

      That last moment with Shadow has replayed a few dozen times on the road. Both delicious torment and consuming pain.

      Roarke rides ahead, just visible in the lustreless slice of a waning crescent moon and the gap in the forest formed by the quiet road. He has a book propped open in his left hand, the reins in his right, and his gaze turned skyward – thinking. His shirt has a mud stain on the right elbow and blood on the left shoulder blade, but it’s probably the cleanest he owns at this point. Because most of our clothes need scrubbing or were destroyed or claimed by Shadow. I’ve only kept the set I’m currently wearing. A duffle bag’s strapped behind the saddle on his new mount, with his sword secured on top. Not unlike my own – or Seth’s.

      We secured Shade’s horse with Tan and his EquineSeed, borrowing a chestnut gelding for Roarke to ride to the White Castle. Which required a deposit of more coin than the mount is worth, but Tan is a businessman, and simply giving us a horse would have been pushing the friendship. His EquineSeed refused to budge on the price, and we weren’t going to try bargaining with the stunned babisqu.

      Seth is barely on his horse, slumped forward and sleeping, his reins tied to the back of Roarke’s saddle to keep the creature on course. I let them continue drifting ahead, building some distance between us, enough to clear the air of their emotions. Threads, colors, scents. All the little pieces of information that seep from one living thing into the world around them – into me. Roarke’s bitter indecision and morning dew sorrow sit dormant beside the spiced apples of curiosity. Thinking. Considering. Moving through the world as if it’s a puzzle, possibly sent to torment him.

      And most likely thinking about Shadow too.

      And Seth… I wonder when I should mention to the ChaosSeed that there’s a tear in the ass of his pants?

      The man shimmers just slightly with green, envy. Whatever he’s dreaming about, it’s drawing the emotion out in him. Not quite jealousy though, that one makes my eyes water.

      An icy shadow slips from the collar of my hooded shirt, sliding over my sleeve, then weaving into the mane of my horse. A Veil creature. Its eyelids lower, almost closing over big eyes, as a soundless purr hums across its features. As if the mane offers a more than adequate scratch. I almost shoo the thing away. A week ago, I definitely would have.

      One flick of my wrist and it would have been airborne and hurtling toward the bushes. If anyone has ever noticed my odd gestures, they’ve certainly not had the courage to say anything out loud.

      But that was a week ago. Now I meet his inky eyes and frown.

      Fleck.

      Short for Reflection. Also short for Pain-in-my-damn-ass-that-came-through-the-Veil-and-won’t-go-back.

      He rubs his cat-like back against the rough horse hair then leans back like a sprite and looks up at me. Lounging in a nest of mane. His outline made of too many shadows to properly define edges against the dark horse.

      My life is Shadows.

      And Darkness.

      And emotions too. I’ve always had to deal with everyone else’s, but my own… I need a box to shove the things back into.

      Fleck looks left and right, searching for something. Someone.

      “She’s not here,” I rumble. I’m riding too far behind Roarke or the sleeping Seth for either of them to hear, but I keep my voice low and add more distance, just to be sure.

      Fleck meets my gaze again, his eyes too big for his own good. Eyes designed to see and hunt in the dark, ashy world of the afterlife. The eyes of a predator.

      But Shadow had called him ‘Cute.’

      He glances again, searching for someone.

      “If you miss her that much, you should have gone with her,” I snap.

      He lifts his chin in defiance as though I was the one who made the stupid decision to come here and leave Shadow’s side.

      “I had no choice,” I say. “You have a choice. You can go wherever you want, including back where you came from.”

      His decidedly feline lips lift, baring translucent teeth.

      I swat at him then, and he slips deep within the horse’s mane to avoid me.

      “We have a more important job to do,” I mutter, lifting my gaze to the road.

      Pax is her mate. Pax is with her. She’s fine.

      My chest pangs, a half-formed golden bond stirring inside of me, but I concentrate and shut it down. Like slamming a door closed in someone’s face.

      A bond is impossible. There are no more DarknessSeeds. I am not destined for a mate.

      “And you can’t change that,” I say, looking suddenly down at where the creature has returned to his nest and begun turning in a tight circle to make himself comfortable.

      He looks at my pointed finger then tilts his head to the side to look past it and up to my eyes.

      There are no more of my kind. Just the same as there are no more AlphaSeeds, no more AllureSeeds, no more Chaos-fucking-Seeds.

      I curl my finger into a fist.

      “It’s impossible,” I tell the creature. Impossible, but very real. “Stop looking at me.”

      He doesn’t.

      “And don’t judge me.”

      But the way she fell so willingly into my Darkness when we trained – perfect. So easily became a part of the world of shadows, I hadn’t been able to hold them back from her. I should have known, I mean, I did nickname her after them long before anything like this was possible.

      I can’t deny I want her. My cock, half hard at just the thought, agrees. Her icy skin in my grip, her honey lips against mine, her desires on my tongue.

      “She has no idea what I am. What I need. What satisfies me,” I growl down at Fleck, at myself. What I want and what I can have are two very, very different things.

      Even with our mutual agreement that all four of us have laid equal claim to her, I could never share my bed with a being as soft and beautiful as Shadow. I would break her, and she would never forgive me.

      She doesn’t want this. Doesn’t need this. Doesn’t need me – not in that way.

      “You can’t understand,” I snap at the creature. I will not hurt my woman, even if that means never letting this bond form.

      After all of this, if I survive, I’m going to die a lonely old man – but that feels like my fate.

      It just lifts its chin and glares back at me with defiance and something else written across its expression. Maybe sass. Sure looks a lot like the kind of look Shadow gives Pax.

      I draw in a long breath then ask, “What are you, anyway?”

      Reaching down, partly changing the subject and partly relaxing my guard with the creature I have ignored for years, I pinch its shadowy tail between my thumb and forefinger.  Then lift it to my eye level and poke a finger at its abdomen.

      “Cat?” I ask it.

      He folds his arms over his chest, shifting from a kind of four-legged structure to more of a two arms and two legs design. Less cat and more sprite.

      “Doesn’t matter,” I reply, lifting him up and dumping him into the hood resting behind my grown-scruffy hair.

      What does matter is that Shadow is coming back to the White Castle, maybe not immediately, but eventually, and Pax’s room isn’t big enough for the extra weapons. Hooks and shelves will need to be installed in the entranceway, and I’ll train her to grab her weapons every time she leaves the suite. The walls are eleven or twelve feet high, might be adequate.

      “She’ll need lighter swords,” I mutter aloud, surprised at how nice it is to have someone listening. Even if that someone is a Veil creature curled up in my hood. “At least two long, two short, a dozen knives, spare darts… and the glass.”

      I pause in my musings, part realizing that Fleck has fallen asleep, its chest vibrating in a purr that I would normally find about as annoying as Seth at sunrise. Not today.

      Today, it feels right. And that’s a whole new feeling that I’m shoving in a box to deal with later.

      Instead, I let myself fall into thinking about Shadow’s glass. Silvari glass is incredibly strong, nothing like common glass at all. It’d be better described as a metal than a glass, but it’s clear, and when it finally does break, it shatters into razor sharp shards. It’s impervious to magic, making it the perfect armor for the likes of Eyv and the other Tanakan escapees who were wearing it.

      And their weapons. I rub my shoulder where the oversized glass spear pinned me to a tree far too recently. On the outside, it has healed, thanks to Shadow. Inside, it’s tender, also thanks to Shadow. Healing at that speed leaves the body aching and sore, and it needs another day worth of mending before it’s strong again.

      Which would be a different story if it had hit the joint or major bones.

      I couldn’t budge it. Couldn’t pull it out or break it – Shadow did that. She saved us all.

      Where did Lithael manage to secure enough glass to begin turning it into weapons and armor? It’s not a precious commodity, but it’s also not mass produced. Reserved mostly for trinkets. The bracelet I purchased Shadow cost the equivalent of six months of a Saber’s wages, almost half the purse I was carrying. The feather she broke just by touching cost us a full year’s coin.

      Is the Crown emptying every cent into the production of fancy armor for criminals?

      And are the stolen weapons Shadow and I were accused of taking in the Lackshir marketplace also glass?

      Seems sinister and dangerous – so it’s most likely true.

      Glass weapons are being made by one evil asshole and then stolen, possibly by an even more evil asshole. But who?

      Who has a big enough axe to grind with Lithael, with this whole kingdom, aside from us?

      And if they’re arming themselves with weapons impervious to magic, what do they plan on doing next?

      I keep turning this over in my mind, the White Castle growing ever closer as the night wears into early morning and a vibrant pink sunrise stalks the sky. The weather is turning, but hopefully we can outrun it.

      We might have a whole list of bad guys, and bad problems, and even badder ideas, but beyond that, there is always something worse.

      And I was born to look it in the eye.

      I am the Darkness, and the Shadows obey me.

      Well, me and one sassy as fuck woman who’d better be practicing her knife skills and not letting all our hard work go to waste.
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        14th day of SnowMoon

      

      

      

      I grit my teeth, suck in another stuttered breath, and squeeze my eyes closed against the pain – of being stuck in the saddle for two days as we ride hard toward Hirana, and from being almost cut in two by a ShimmerSeed who is now very, very dead.

      “I know she’s hurting,” Pax mutters – not to me, to Thane.

      Over the past two days I’ve learned that Pax and Thane talk to each other.

      A lot.

      It’s endearing and a nice distraction, even if I can only hear one half of the conversation.

      A lemon-peach sky paints the backdrop of tall shadows and silhouettes on the horizon, Hirana. The market city, or so I’m told.

      Pax’s arms cocoon me in the saddle. Another horse trails behind us with all our packs strapped to his back. We stopped in Drayden long enough to stable Pax and Roarke’s horses and purchase fresh mounts. Apparently, horses don’t like endless running.

      “We just have to make it to Hirana. We can rest there for as long as you need,” Pax says, kissing the top of my head, then he clicks his tongue at the horses, and we surge forward.

      Multiple parts of me hurt, like my legs from rubbing against the saddle and my ass from remaining seated pretty much this whole time. And the long, recently healed wound from my shoulder down my back, almost through my spine, burns with movement and throbs without it.

      The blow that almost killed me.

      I don’t know how much of me is mortal anymore. I’ve lived for eighteen years with half a soul – mostly the mortal half – and now that I have my Saber half humming inside my chest, I feel somehow different.

      More alive.

      Like the world was shaded, and I didn’t even know it. Now the sun has come out, and damn, the colors are bright.

      But pain, pain still feels the same no matter what kind of soul I have.

      Killian heals his own broken wounds all the time, and he doesn’t complain about it. I’m pretty sure nothing in me is broken anymore, but I still hurt like a mortal who wants to cry and complain.

      “Tell me a story,” I whisper.

      Pax and Thane’s stories have been the only thing keeping me from throwing myself off this horse and declaring that we’re sleeping in the damn dirt. I don’t care. I just need it to stop.

      Except I do care. I know there could be rogue Sabers behind us, freed from Tanakan and hired by the Crown to take my guys’ heads off. And I know that on our own, with me injured, we need to find a place to hide, or we’re going to get killed.

      I sigh, a strangled and resigned sound, and lean back into the arms of the AlphaSeed behind me. He shifts, moving the reins from one hand to the other, so he can reach around and tilt my chin up.

      The horse responds to Pax’s change in mood, naturally slowing from pushing down the barren road in a long-strided canter to walking.

      “I can see that,” he says, clearly to Thane once more.

      His eyes are golden, glowing for a beat then settling back to normal, but the ashy hues to his coffee-colored hair tell me that Thane is still lurking under his skin. Probably looking out at me through Pax’s eyes. I wet my lips, swallowing to try and get my dry vocal cords to function, and his gaze traces the motion. First focused on my lips, then watching my throat bob.

      “Hi, Thane,” I say, and they shift their gaze sharply back up to meet my own.

      “He thinks you’re in too much pain,” Pax says, his calloused fingers warm against my jaw, the concern in his gaze even warmer. But I have a pretty good grasp on Pax, who he is on the inside, and I’m willing to bet this moment of caring is dwarfed by his bigger fears. Fears that an ambush out here would result in our bodies being eaten by the ravens. There is no one to help us, no one to fight with us, just the ancient scorched land with outcrops of trees and fences as mortals try to scratch a living from the waste of a magical fire a thousand years ago.

      “I think he worries too much,” I say, which makes the corner of Pax’s lips quirk upward.

      “He says other stuff too, but I think repeating them would just start an argument.”

      “Wise,” I say. He lets go of me, and I nuzzle backward until my head is resting on his chest, just under his chin, and I can hear the steady rhythm of his heart.

      My eyes drift closed, and I don’t bother opening them to repeat, “Tell me a story.”

      “Have I told you how I met Jessamy?” he asks softly, a hint that even the suggestion is baring part of his soul. Part he hasn’t dared open in decades.

      We’ve talked about all kinds of things, like the time Seth managed to magically seal his bedroom in the Black Castle and fill it with water during the night, leaving Pax’s bed floating when he awoke in the morning. And the ensuing fight they had that left their entire wing with holes in the walls and magical rain clouds in the halls. That had made me laugh.

      Or the ceremony they’d had to say farewell to their mother and the last time they stepped foot within sight of the Black Castle, that had made me cry.

      But not this.

      “No,” I whisper.

      “Do you want to hear it?” he asks.

      “Of course I do,” I say, and I mean it. Not a single flutter of my heart or soul suggests otherwise. I have no idea if that’s weird for other people, but it’s weird for me. I tackled their pretty servants and began trying to leave bruises – so, yeah. History says I should be jealous – but all I am is sad.

      “Okay, Mother found her, pretty sure we never would have met otherwise. She wasn’t considered a Saber; with most of the magic in her Seed repressed, she was never called to one of the castles. But she knew her wolf, and I just had to take one look at them… I was a different person then, and the world was a different place.”

      “And I wasn’t even born,” I joke.

      “You were born, just in stasis,” he corrects. “You would have liked her. She was quiet and shy and had none of your tongue.”

      I snort. “My tongue is a curse.”

      “Seth would disagree.”

      “Which means nothing, because Seth contradicts everything, even himself. Did your brothers accept her?”

      “Accept? They basically locked us in the dining room for six hours together. Jessamy was due to ride home, and I hadn’t got the courage up to say more than two words to the woman –”

      I snort again, cutting him off. “You?”

      “I was a different person,” he says. Very different, by the sound of it. “But I still feared that I wasn’t enough for her, that I couldn’t be what she needed.” His voice is so soft and caring it’s impossible to get jealous of the woman he loved so dearly and lost so tragically.

      All his fears came true, in the end.

      I find myself asking, “How did she die?”

      And instantly regret it. Real smooth, Shade, real smooth.

      He swallows, and I feel the rise and fall of his throat behind me. “Of a broken heart. Most Sabers don’t last long after being separated from their mates. First, she lost her unborn child, that was hard enough, but the fatal stroke was losing me.”

      “But you weren’t dead.”

      “I might as well have been. I thought she could handle our absence, and Thane failed to think at all. It took us years. Years where Thane was in control and I was lost in pain. Years of…” He pauses to swallow the next words back down. The wolf doesn’t add anything, though I’m not sure if it’s in argument or agreement. “Our distance was enough. MateBonds require this closeness, this sharing of energy, to survive. Our bodies choose each other and no one else. Years was too long. My mother was the same, after my father died.”

      “But you’re still alive,” I say softly, hoping not to give the universe any ideas. “You have lived without a –”

      He cuts me off, no hesitation in his voice as he leans forward and whispers, his lips brushing the back of my earlobe, “I’ve waited, but maybe because she was not my only mate.”

      An unspoken, I was always meant to meet you lingers in his exhale. But I’d never say that aloud, never suggest that his child was fated to a horrible death. Or that his first love was some kind of universal trial run, teaching him to be an overprotective asshole in order to keep me alive.

      I’m sure, without Jessamy and the way her death changed both Pax and Thane, I’d probably be dead for a hundred different reasons.

      His need to keep me at arm’s length, which made Seth rebel and step in with Logan in the hall, then when I was in the stocks. The way Pax wanted to protect me even from Roarke’s interrogation methods. Hell, even the moment he removed me from Lord Martin’s ownership way back in the very beginning. All events in a push-pull dance he was doing with his heart and his past.

      He straightens, firming his grip around me before clicking the horse into a faster gait.

      “And I’ll never lose you,” he whispers. I don’t think he intended for me to hear it, but I catch the words before they’re ripped away by the chill winter wind.

      The pain returns, but I press my eyes closed against it and will my mind to drift. Pax’s fingers lift the front of my shirt, finding skin and stroking up and down the length of my side. Like a mother lulling her child into sleep – and it works.

      But the moment sleep takes me, my soul plunges into turmoil. Into the moment someone almost cleaved me in two. Almost.

      The blade was sharp, sudden, and earth-shatteringly painful. Blood bubbled up and dribbled from my lips, strangling anything that might have sounded like a scream into nothing but a gurgle. My knees buckled, and the attacker behind me laughed hysterically into the dawn before Killian dove over me, pressing me to the ground with his body as a human shield. I could hear the frenzy, screaming, and pain, but everything was black Shadows and ice cold Darkness, and I couldn’t see a thing. Not through his power.

      Eventually, the Shadows coiled and crawled back into Killian, opening the view to my attacker’s now headless body on the ground. Killian picked me up, and I slung one arm around his neck, the other failing to move at all. Just a few breaths from death, that’s what I was.

      Pax tore open my shirt as Killian growled, “It’s mortal.”

      Definitive. I was dying.

      Pax ran a finger down my spine, his touch perfectly soft amidst the agony. Taking in all of me for the first time – ever. And the last.

      My vision faded. Each breath shallower and shallower, the effort to take the next too great.

      Their heads bowed to meet mine, forming a circle with me in the middle, and for a split second, I was sure the closeness was what accepting fate looks like. We’d all been there once before, circling me in the Spring, waiting for the air in my lungs to run out. Only this time our circle formed and the power pulsing through us doubled. I remember, because my Silvari soul was there, present and shouting for attention.

      The earth hummed, and the trees, the air, the whole world vibrated.

      And then I passed out.

      “Beautiful, we’re here,” Pax whispers in my ear, drawing me away from the memories and the dreams.

      All at once the sounds of a busy town crash into me, and I slam my eyes open.

      We’re moving slowly down the street, cobblestones under the horses’ hooves, neatly cared for gardens lining either side of the road. The buildings are two and three stories high, with pretty timber trims around glass windows and decorative posts on the verandas. For something on the soot side of the border, it’s all very pretty.

      “Where’s my cloak?” I whisper.

      My gaze scans over smiling women in functional dresses, blues and purples and greens with white aprons over the top, kids with ribbons in their hair, and men in workwear or suits. Carrying baskets or parcels or folders of papers. Talking, smiling, or rushing. So much is happening that I can barely track it all.

      Even as I marvel I slip myself closer to Pax’s chest.

      “Why?” he asks.

      The air is cooling, night fast approaching, and everyone is in long sleeves with shawls or coats to fight off the heavy winter, but that’s not why I need my cloak. We didn’t have this problem in Drayden because we arrived in the middle of the night and left minutes later.

      But here, in broad daylight… “It’s only been a few weeks. Lord Martin will have a price on my head.”

      Thane growls, his rumble soothing as it vibrates through me.

      “Bull,” he snarls before Pax’s voice takes over.

      “That man will never touch you.”

      “I know you think you’re invincible, but we don’t need the trouble. If I wear my cloak, no one will –”

      “We,” Thane begins, his voice distinctly deeper and more gravelly, “eliminated the creature.”

      I stiffen, straightening as much as I can with the pain running down my back and a saddle between my legs.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      Pax guides the horses to a railing outside an inn and slips from the saddle behind me. I don’t reject his help down, his arms moving softly over me as he guides me to my shaky feet, but I can’t relax either.

      “Inside,” he suggests, pointing at the door but not rushing to move me there.

      And maybe because he’s talking softly and not commanding, or because I’m concentrating on keeping myself upright, I obey.

      “Can you walk?”

      Walk? Not sure. The most walking I’ve done since being injured is from the horse to a tree so I can pee, and back again. Thank every god in existence that I’ve not needed help to squat behind a tree. Mortifying doesn’t even begin to describe how I’d feel if I needed Pax to help steady me and bear witness.

      Our relationship isn’t at that level of comfort yet.

      The inn involves climbing stairs up to the veranda, then stairs up to the rooms – two sets of them if they give us third-story accommodation. But I nod, gripping the stirrup leather for balance as Pax lets go of me to slip a coin purse from his saddlebag, then hesitates. Making it clear he doesn’t want to let me out of his sight right now.

      Just get it over with, I order myself, taking shaky steps and gritting my teeth against the rawness in my calves. He moves in behind me, his hand resting lightly on the small of my back, probably feeling for any hint that my muscles aren’t going to get the job done.

      “I should just carry you,” he murmurs.

      “No, I want to stretch my legs, and I need to move around. Killian said the more I stay still, the more the muscles will cramp up.” And honestly, in this busy street, being carried is just going to stand out.

      He leans in close, not to whisper a secret but to make sure he has my attention before saying, “Take your time.”

      I do, my muscles warming up with each step. When we reach the top, he steps around me, putting his shoulder to one of the inn’s double doors to open it. Anyone would be a fool not to notice the way he straightens, his gaze sharpening as he inspects the room before I’ve had a chance to enter it. I doubt there’s a dark corner he doesn’t look into or an entry point he doesn’t assess. He may not be worried about Lord Martin spotting me, but he’s clearly still got threat, threat, threat on his mind.

      The door swings closed behind us, and his gaze meets mine with a look that says, stay behind me.

      I offer him one in return that he hopefully translates to, where else would I be? But I’d be equally happy with, no shit.

      He nods once then steps in front of me, doing his best to hide his bristling and replace it with his princely air of importance. He’s missing his brothers, the team he usually has at his back – and he’s not the only one.

      Where are they now? Safe, I hope.

      No, not just hope. They have to be safe.

      I thumb the smooth glass on my wrist, aware of a deep need inside me to catch up with the Elite warriors I’m tethered to. Speed, skill, technique, knowledge, they’re all drastically lacking. But none of that is going to happen while my back burns with every step.

      We’re technically on the edge of town, with the wide dead expanse of land that stretches toward Drayden, then all of the way to the manor and the Enchanted Forest, just out of sight behind us. So it surprises the crap out of me to look up at the windows behind the bar and see green.

      Green grass. Pastures and small, plump cattle with black and white coats, and far off rolling hills.

      It’s so chuckin’ pretty.

      “Aye, one room. I’ve plenty of those,” the guy behind the bar says, which goes to show how entranced I was with the view that I missed the beginning of their conversation. Pax has deliberately put himself between me and the guy behind the bar, and I don’t have the energy to crane my neck and watch their transaction when the view outside is so amazing. “We’ve rooms upstairs, but we have contracts for women renting by the hour –” The guy stops short when Pax places a gold coin down.

      The metal makes a little click in the sudden quiet.

      The guy waves toward me, insisting, “We’re still very specific, and there are consequences. We don’t house beggars, thieves, or –”

      The coffee hue to Pax’s hair turns ashy, and with his muscles tensed hard, possibly to stop himself from murdering the man, he sets another gold down. I can see the simmering anger that Thane is bringing to the surface, but in contrast, Pax looks controlled. Commanding. Regal. In truth, I was expecting a lot worse. I’m pretty sure the guy we got our horses from vomited the minute we left.

      “Right,” the man says, sliding them both from the bar. “You’d be wanting a suite then. They open to a private courtyard out the back. How many hours? Or nights?”

      Pax glances at me before looking back at the man, frowning, and says in a determined tone, “Two.”

      Two nights. I hope my Silvari soul gets its act together and starts doing some of that Silvari healing the guys are so good at.

      The man takes the coin, saying, “That door takes you to the courtyard, guest access only. You’ll get access through the stables too, stabling included in your coin, but you’ll need the key.”

      He reaches under the counter to fish a key out, tossing it to Pax as if holding his arm out and handing it over gently might result in his arm being torn off. Well, at least that’s what I assume, until Pax turns, wrapping an arm behind me and pointing to the door in the back wall to our far right. The movement gives me a short window to see the guy behind the bar, just long enough to note his pursed lips and calculating gaze.

      “Come on,” Pax says softly in my ear. No Thane, I note. No glow in his gaze, no ash in his hair, no spark of power on his skin. He’s locked the wolf back and himself down, making a conscious effort to appear mortal to these people. He adds, “Or do you want me to carry you now?”

      “Oh, hello, I didn’t realize Seth came with us too,” I tease. Pax is not the ‘carrying’ type. He’s barely the ‘be in the same room as me’ type. Seth, however, scooped me up every moment he could. And Killian was fond of tossing me over his shoulder. Roarke was more of a soft hands and quiet moments guy.

      This alone-and-without-his-brothers Pax is something I’m not familiar with. It’s like a new toy that I don’t want to break. Or more like a flower bulb that could open to be any flower, I’m just waiting to see what kind. What does alone Pax look like? What does he smell like?

      The idea of his scent sends an intense hum of excitement through me. I’ve always liked Pax’s smell, and now I get to smell him all on my own. I fight back the urge to press my nose into his shirt, his neck, his ass… ah, maybe not his ass. That’s a little weird.

      He smiles, just a small lift of his lips, and opens the door, muttering, “Stubborn.” I don’t get a chance to argue before he adds, “Thane doesn’t think I should give you the option.”

      “Well, Thane can kiss my ass.”

      Pax chuckles, low and toe curling. “Oh, he wants to.”

      My cheeks flush, and I focus every bit of my energy into crossing the courtyard. Followed by not slumping against the wall while Pax opens the door and then getting myself into the suite, all without letting myself think about Pax diving his teeth into my ass cheek. My currently tingling-in-anticipation ass.

      The sum total of my sexual experience – zero.

      The sum total of the things on my must do list – everything.

      Mercifully, he doesn’t follow through with any further comments, so I don’t run the risk of irreversibly embarrassing myself.

      The room is nice. Clean. Filled with a large bed, not Silvari large, but pretty big for this side of the border, a table, some chairs, a hearth that the innkeeper immediately sends a boy in to light, and a view of the green.

      “You should rest,” Pax says, dropping the last bag onto the table. “I have to take care of some things.”

      I turn to follow him, not even comprehending his words, until he stops and sets his hands on my shoulders.

      “No bubble. You can stay here, sleep,” he says. “I’ll tend to the horses and be straight back. I won’t leave you for long, I promise.”

      Then he’s gone with a quick golden-eyed glance over his shoulder that hints at Thane not being too impressed. Or maybe Thane is the one impressed, and it’s Pax having the internal argument. I’m not sure, and the door shuts with a soft, well-oiled swoosh and a light click. Looks like I’m not finding out either.

      I gasp then struggle to breathe at all – but nothing presses into me.

      No hard surface ready to crush me against the nearest solid object.

      No bubble, I whisper, repeating it with a sigh of relief, no bubble.

      Once the fact that the bubble really is gone sinks in, a new emotion takes over.

      I’m alone.

      My stomach tenses and chest tightens like Pax just cut my heart out. Gone. Not racing hard like I think it should be, which is giving me this surreal sensation that it might not exist anymore. I rub at my chest, just to be sure it’s in there, and it has to be beating.

      Has to be.

      I don’t need him every minute of the day, I tell myself. Then repeat it.

      But no matter how many times I say it, it still feels like a lie. Unlike the bubble realization, this mantra doesn’t stick. Whether I need him or not, I want him.

      “I’m a strong person. I can spend a few hours without an Elorsin by my side,” I mutter, still standing and staring at the door like an idiot.

      Doesn’t mean I have to though.

      Hesitantly, I walk up and try the door handle. It doesn’t budge. I twist it firmly, with the same result.

      Yep, Pax has locked me in.

      I check the window – key locked too.

      My heart finally picks up speed, trying to decide how I feel right now. Scared that he might not come back? What if something happens to him? Angry as chuck that he didn’t even ask me first. Hurt, hurt that he thinks I need to be locked in.

      Definitely hurt, and trapped. Lord Martin might not be a problem anymore, but I grew up here, and I know there are plenty of other dangers. The only time I like being locked in anywhere is when I have the keys.

      A large part of me feels like a damn sitting duck – a sitting duck who will be kicking Pax, and Thane, in the balls the minute I’m strong enough to do it without falling on my ass.

      Growling, I feel around the perimeter of the room. Eighteen steps. A new kind of bubble. I try to push that thought out of my mind.

      A long bath and narrow mirror sit in one corner, and I stop at that. It’s the perfect distraction. I strip out of Pax’s clothes and hang the items over the back of the nearby chair. Travel-dirty and full of dust, but still fine Silvari cotton. Clothes I want cleaned and then returned to me – if the inn has a laundry service.

      For a body that almost ceased to exist several times in the last week, it’s relatively unbruised. The manacle scar on my left wrist is just as stark against my skin as it ever was. So the mass healing energy that ripped through me when my guys saved my life didn’t undo that. Killian’s scar opens every time he sleeps and doesn’t have time to heal in between, but the others have barely a faded mark between them. Their bodies are too fast to leave traces behind.

      My most recent healing was certainly fast, but it’s left a gnarled line that runs over my shoulder and down my back. Every now and then I ran my fingers over it as we rode here, trying to picture it. This is the first time I’ve seen it in all its glory. Raised just the slightest bit and maybe the width of my pinky finger. Pink and permanent, and still with a halo of blood on my skin – because getting here was more important than bathing properly. I trace my fingers over my shoulder as far as I can reach. Then swap arms and reach around to the small of my back, where it nicks into my spine at the very bottom.

      Yep – I should be dead.

      Very dead.

      But they dragged my sorry ass back from that brink. All of them, their battle-damaged bodies holding me together. Warmth simmers under my skin in all the places their hands rested. Like they were claiming me back from death.

      And the quiet moments we shared before separating confirm it. All of them saying mine in their own way. My chest tightens at that – they want me?

      I mean, I have spent at least the last week desperately wanting all of them, so it’s about time. But I didn’t actually believe I’d get past a few stolen kisses, and even then that was fueled by an impending bubble-crushing and a sense that pushing their limits didn’t matter if I was going to die anyway.

      But, I remind myself, just because they don’t want me dead doesn’t mean I get to have their hearts.

      I settle my heart back down to earth. Looks like I’m going to have to keep reminding myself this, otherwise I’m in for one awful heartbreak after another when I see them again. I can picture it now; I run up and wrap my arms around Roarke, only to have him deftly detach me and pass me to Killian, who throws me over his shoulder then dumps me on Seth, who says, ‘Let’s do backflips.’

      Yep, that sums up our relationships right there.

      I’m a damn mess, standing alone and naked, on shaking legs a million miles from three of my Elorsins, and fantasizing about their touches, their kisses. The thoughts do all kinds of things to other parts of my body, confirming I am, in fact, a mess. Hopeless and asking for heartbreak. Or maybe this is the beginning stages of losing my mind.

      I shake my head at myself in the mirror and focus back on getting to know this new me. Old marks still cover my skin from years of whip lashings, and wrapped around my right wrist is a reminder of the crazy power I somehow managed to unleash – a cuff of Silvari glass. Perfectly smooth and crystal clear. If it didn’t have a shine to it, it would almost blend into my skin. Even this is an unknown relationship. It doesn’t want to let go of me, but it hasn’t responded to any of my requests yet either. Weak as they have been. For all I know, it’s an interesting piece of jewelry and nothing more. Like the bracelet on my other wrist – from Killian.

      I give up on trying to understand feelings and emotions and drop my attention to the bath instead. That should be easier to deal with, I hope.
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      A long list of tasks keeps mounting higher and higher in my mind. A lot of them are things Roarke would usually keep track of, but Roarke is half a kingdom away and there is no substitute. So I just keep adding to my list.  Long-term food supplies, and long-term accommodation. Food for right now. The horses need tending, our bags need stowing, and our barely usable clothes need to be dealt with. Amongst other things like the ownership papers that Lord Martin had locked away, the burning seal on my back, and the Null Elixir at the bottom of my saddlebag. Plus hot water for the bath and possibly a gag for the beast inside me.

      Roarke would really be handy in this department.

      I talk to the innkeeper and organize food and hot water, the only two things Beautiful needs right now, before turning toward the front doors and relaxing my leash on Thane just enough to clear the path. My gaze remains trained ahead, thinking about our horses and belongings.

      There’s a lack of challenge from the mortals in the room. Almost like their presence is hollow. They’re not a threat to me, a full-strength AlphaSeed with a wolf incessantly chomping at the bit. But to Beautiful… she doesn’t have our skill or our powerful presence that can make these mortals think twice. When she’s on my mind, all I see is danger, danger, danger.

      Outside, men, women, and children choose to step out into the thinning street rather than brush shoulders with me and the wolf. Most of them don’t even register why they’ve moved, dead fish in a stream, flowing with the current I create.

      Guards – Thane points out three men in uniforms that mark them as some kind of private security, perhaps for one of the shipping companies. I already spotted them. Either way, their casual chatter and relaxed attitude say they’re not currently on duty.

      Thane points out another dozen dangers. Everything from the darkening late afternoon to a rather well-armed woman in leather. Everywhere I look, he sees a potential risk.

      Until I snap, “Stop.” I ignore a sharp look from a passing drunk, waiting until I’m well past her to add, “She’s safe inside our suite.”

      She’d be safer with us –

      I agree. The pain of seeing the glint of steel, the splash of blood, Killian throwing himself down to protect her, all of it is too raw. But the woman needs to heal, and she can’t do that if she’s being dragged around by us. “She can barely walk,” I tell the wolf.

      Then we walk slower –

      “The world isn’t as black and white as you are, Thane.” Just because we can talk without tearing each other apart doesn’t mean we’ve reached the point of consensus.

      The world should be –

      I rein in some of my power, approaching the horses and trying not to spook them away. Five women pass, giggling and holding flowers. I wait until they’re out of hearing range before talking.

      Which is clearly too long for Thane, because he says, – Fine, you can be complicated, but I’m simple.

      Agreed, I think, but I don’t voice it. He can pick up on emotions, certain changes like increased heart rate, and of course see what I’m looking at, but he isn’t in my consciousness.

      He soon fills the silence. We almost lost her –

      “Never again,” I growl, leading the horses into the stables.

      I pass both of them to the waiting stablehand – a muscled young woman – and set my attention on the saddlebags. The horses aren’t ours, hired animals which I care about only enough to want them tended to, but not enough to feel the need to do the job myself. Not when every fiber in my body is counting down the seconds until I can return to Beautiful. To hell with possessions.

      But unfortunately, proper attire isn’t optional. I force myself to slow down, sift through my saddlebags then Shade’s duffle carefully, and set aside everything I will need when I run errands. Some things can’t wait, can’t ever be left to be looked down on – and Beautiful is one of those precious things.

      “Rub them down, then saddle this one again,” I tell the hand, pointing at the remaining packed bag. “Saddle and bag – got it?”

      “The bag will be safer in my storeroom. I’m the only one with a key, and I’m here all evening and all night too.”

      I nod approval, flip her a coin, and gather the bags into my hands. Then turn toward the door that leads into the private courtyard closest to our room.

      The fastest route to Beautiful.

      Hurry up and accept that she’s ours. Saber and mate and wolf –

      I push through the door before answering, “She may be a Saber, and she may be tolerating you, but she has no wolf.” We’ve had enough conversations about her not being a Saber over the past two weeks that now, with the tables turned, we’re at a whole new crossroad. And enough arguments on the ride here to know that we don’t see eye to eye at all.

      If she’s naked, I’m sinking my teeth into her –

      “No.”

      Gently –

      My chest rumbles. “There’s no such thing, and she’s not going to be naked.”

      I bet she is –

      “I’m not betting you, and we’re not touching her like this.”

      He makes a noise that sounds part whimper of desire and part invitation to join him.

      “I want to,” I admit. Oh, so badly. Like I wanted her when she returned to our suite in the White Castle wearing that traitor’s shirt. I could feel Thane stirring awake, a pull between us that dared me to ignore the fact that she was mortal. I needed her perfect curves to be wearing my clothes, so the other Sabers would know she was mine. I needed her intelligent eyes to see exactly who I am, and to let me see into her fragile soul – search it for some kind of compatibility. It wasn’t there then, but it is now, and my body aches to claim hers. My hands to grip her hair, tilt her head back so my tongue can explore her mouth – and other parts of her. And my cock more than agrees.

      Proven every night I took matters into my own hands over the past week.

      Pretty sure my brothers were in the same boat, searching the forest for the Spring and a quiet moment to themselves. Beautiful is the only thing on my mind. Her, her, her. And she hasn’t made keeping our hands to ourselves easy, either.

      I slide the key into our door and enter the suite, sensing Beautiful inside as I close the door behind me.

      Please don’t be naked.

      Please do –
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      The lock clicks, the door opening in the same instant. I spin sharply, butt-naked and with nowhere to go, to watch Pax slip into the room. Grabbing the shirt off the nearby chair, I manage to pull it over my head before he turns around.

      His eyes graze over me, lingering a little too long on the hem of his shirt, where it sits just low enough to cover my modesty but too high not to stare – apparently.

      “Food is on its way, and they have a boiler running,” he says, moving past me to the bath and flicking the taps on.

      “Oh,” is all I manage.

      So that’s what gold gets you in the mortal world, running hot water. I rather like traveling with a prince – even if he has lost his claim to the crown and is kind of in the running for another assassination attempt.

      The water comes out a slight brown tinge, so not quite up to the Silvari standard of excellence, but I’m pretty sure it’ll be a thicker color of reddish-brown once I wash all this dust and dried blood off me.

      Pax swirls his fingers in the tub, double checking the temperature, then stands. I’m pretty sure he’s about to leave, because he can do that now, and probably lock me in again. The knot in my chest is loud and clear; I don’t want him to go. Butterflies in my stomach and my heart pounding just because he’s near – the kind of thing Cook used to tell stories about. If I’m truthful, what I want is him in this tub with me, but I’m not ready for that kind of honesty, not yet, no matter how hard my emotions are telling me I’m ready for everything else.

      I bend to check the temperature myself then straighten with a wince, expecting to see him across the room or on his way out the door. But he’s right behind me, and my back instantly heats with the sensation of him and his power, so close. His golden eyes are gently on mine in the mirror as he takes my hands and turns me to face him. I let him. I’d let him paint my cheeks with chocolate if he asked, that’s just the kind of person I am… and the kind of relationship I have with chocolate.

      His hands cup my cheeks, tilting my face up to the perfect kissing angle, all thoughts of chocolate gone.

      He leans in, but before our lips can meet, the air between us charges, and my body almost melts in tingles of power. Like a million zaps caressing my whole body, some from him – and some from me. We both suck in a sharp inhale, his punctuated by a low moan and mine by a gasp.

      The moan, that sound of desire he just made, it stalls my attention just as badly as the zaps. How am I supposed to not think about getting naked with this man when he makes noises like that?

      I manage to focus just a little and ask, “What was that?”

      “That was my power,” he says ever so softly, running his thumb over my lips. “And yours.”

      I wrap my fingers around his, pulling them down from my face.

      “What do you mean and mine?”

      He smiles wickedly. “That’s what a connection between two Sabers should feel like. I pulled at you, you pulled at me. Neither one of us taking more than giving.”

      And all I can think is, does that mean sex isn’t off limits now?

      The idea is both terrifying and exciting. Terrifying because I’ve never been with a man. I’d never even stolen more than a quick kiss before I met Pax. And exciting because I really want to be with this man.

      “None of the others zinged when I kissed them,” I point out, almost losing my focus as he trails the tips of his fingers down my arms.

      “I’m guessing you’re gaining strength as you heal.” He lifts one finger and touches it to the tip of the scar on my shoulder. “Can I see it?”

      “Are you going to…” I leave my words hanging. Trigger is one option. Lose your shit is the preferred term amongst his brothers.

      Kill someone is also a possibility.

      “I want to make sure I didn’t do any damage getting you here,” he says.

      But that doesn’t answer my question.

      He doesn’t rephrase or elaborate, just starts to walk around me. His fingers slip under the hem of my shirt and trail up over my hip. I raise my arms and let him strip it off me.

      He doesn’t bother draping it over the chair, just drops it, the fabric bunching against my toes.

      With one tender finger, he traces along the length of the scar, sending a rush of shivers through me. His other hand lightly touches under my shoulder blade, the top of my spine, against my ribs. My other scars.

      “You didn’t tell me about these,” he says.

      “I actively hid them from you, actually,” I blurt.

      He traces my ribs, under my arms, to splay his hand wide over my stomach and pull me in close to his chest. My hand pressing to the hard, defined lines of the man my soul won’t stop screaming is mine, mine, mine.

      “Why?” he asks, his voice a low soft-gravelly mix that says Thane has decided to weigh in on this conversation.

      “You know why. I wasn’t putting you through those memories again.” Whatever they are.

      I glance at his hands, but his own scars are barely visible.

      He nods against my hair. “No more. No secrets. Promise?”

      “Don’t try to Alpha me, Pax. You know it doesn’t work, and I’ve never lied to you. I just…” Cared. I just cared that his dark past hurt him badly enough to make him become a raging killer.

      “No more secrets,” Pax whispers.

      This works both ways, and I’m taking full advantage of it. “What did you do to Lord Martin? I know you and Killian rode to the manor after everything went bad.”

      “We… removed him. Don’t worry, the kids didn’t even know we were there,” he says. “Alfie, that’s the kid’s name?”

      “What does removed mean?”

      “How many details do you want?”

      “Not all of them.”

      “You will never see that piece of shit ever again.”

      My heart does a double thump, one in appreciation, maybe even relief, and the next in fear.

      “What about Jake? You didn’t hurt him, did you?”

      I try to turn around because looking into someone’s eyes always makes it easier to tell if they’re lying, but his embrace is firm, and he keeps me exactly where I am.

      “Thane’s fantasizing about bending you over the bathtub right now,” he says.

      Which sets a fire burning low, very low, but at the same time makes me snort. “Then you’d better answer my question quickly, before Thane gets his wish.”

      “You’d let him?”

      Yes. Yes, a million times… well, maybe… “What exactly does let him entail?”

      “I didn’t touch any of the other mortals,” he says, which releases the clamp on my chest. “I only hurt Martin. Didn’t make him hurt nearly enough. Killian even dug him a hole.”

      Which is plenty of information for right now, especially when Thane’s desires are suddenly all consuming.

      Pulling back my hair, he presses a soft kiss to my neck, making me suck in a shivering breath. He moans, and a ripple of tension runs through his torso.

      “Beautiful, I’m afraid. You’re not strong enough yet.”

      “Then be gentle,” I whisper.

      Thane rumbles in pleasure, and the soft cotton of Pax’s pants does nothing to hide their excitement. I can’t help the hot pool of molten metal that seems to settle in my core or the way the heat is lacing up through my whole body. Power surging and searching.

      “We can feel that,” both voices say.

      I try to cool the sensation, to close off the power like I know the Elorsins can, as I say, “Sorry.”

      “No, do it again,” Pax says, his fingers raking up over my stomach, over my ribs, brushing against the soft underside of my breast.

      Drawing tingles to the surface again. Power alive and seeking.

      “Just. Like. That,” he says, each word deep and dripping with need.

      His tongue runs over my neck before teeth pierce into my skin.

      The sudden shock of it would have made me gasp, even before, but this is different. This is like someone is dragging me toward a lightning bolt. The energy from him slips into my veins and instantly feels like it’s mine.

      Like he’s mine.

      Gasping is an understatement. Losing all ability to stand without him holding me up is not. With one arm around my stomach and the other cupping my breast, he moans into the bite.

      Slowly, he withdraws his teeth.

      “This is hard for me,” he says. “Not as hard for Thane, very hard for me.”

      I have to swallow twice before I manage to get any words out. “What?”

      “Moving slowly, after all this time.”

      You and me both, I think.

      All of our attention is on his hands and my body. His hands on my body. Running over my flesh, firm and gripping then relaxing and releasing. And his lips as he kisses along my neck.

      “But I’ll move as slowly as you need me to,” he says. “And I’ll stop if you want me to.”

      Chuck no. Leaning forward, I flick the taps off before the water overflows.

      He runs a firm hand up my spine, his fingers skimming over my shoulder then down my arm. Just enough pressure to make me freeze and soak in the sensation before he grips my elbow, and I turn to face him.

      “Shade, you will tell me to stop if it gets too much or things move too fast?” he practically orders. “Or I’m putting your clothes back on right now.”

      I almost roll my eyes at him – yes, Alpha. “Pax, I don’t need slowly. I need gently.”

      His fingers thread through my hair, hinting at an internal battle. “I’m trying to do both.”

      My newly brave body decides to act, dragging my hands firmly down the front of his shirt until they reach the ties of his pants. Pants I’ve probably worn a dozen times, and ties that I’m very familiar with.

      I pull one free then pause, rising onto my tiptoes to whisper, “Thank you.”

      Then I tug the other free and his pants fall to the floor. His chest rumbles in what can only be described as a purr. His fingers tighten in my hair, almost pinning me in place, before he struggles against himself to release me.

      He smiles, his eyes glowing and his coffee-colored hair darkening with patches of ash. “Say it again,” Thane orders.

      “You want me to say it again?” I ask, almost breathless but still unable to keep a straight face as the joke makes him groan.

      “Yes.”

      “It again.”

      The fingers in my hair press harder against my skin. At the same time, Pax grabs one of my knees and lifts me off my feet. Picking me up effortlessly, the movement makes my heart gallop in my chest.

      “No, tell me what you want me to do,” they both say.

      He balances my ass on the edge of the cold metal bath, my legs wrapping around his waist. I have every faith that he’ll hold me up and let myself get just a little distracted by his hard length pressed between us. I press my mouth to his, my lips parting on contact and his tongue sweeping in. His vanilla scent fills every inch of my existence.  I apparently can’t get enough of it, judging by the endless minutes lost in nothing but kissing.

      Our tongues dance together, fueling a fire within me.

      I don’t want to stop, but I manage, “Me, I want you to do me.”

      He leans back, eyes searching my expression as if looking for pain or the familiar markers of his power overwhelming my senses. Markers that aren’t there to be seen. The fingers in my hair let go, moving to cup under my ass before carrying me to the bed like I weigh nothing. Lowering me to the soft mattress, he pauses to meet my gaze.

      “I’ll tell you if I want you to stop,” I reassure him. Adding, so he knows I’m serious, “But if you stop one more time to second guess me, I’m going to have a bath, and you’re going to wash laundry. Fun over.”

      The corner of his lip pulls into a smirk, but it only lasts a second before his lips are on mine again.

      He pauses to grip the hem of his shirt and pull it up over his head. Each muscle, from abs up, slips into my view. I’ve seen Pax shirtless before, but this time each and every ripple sends hot desire curling through me. Clothes. Gone.

      I have the sudden desire to run my tongue over his hard lines, to trace them all the way down to the hard length of him and all the way back up to his mouth. But the burn down my back, the one from a still healing wound that I refuse to complain about, because I refuse to give Pax a reason to stop, tells me that bedroom-acrobatics are not on the list for today.

      My hands against his chest sense a stutter in his breathing as sparks skitter over my skin. My power, like a living creature, dances into his in a visible display of lightning between us.

      He moans, “Beautiful.”

      But I can’t say a damn thing. Each nerve ending in my fingers is amazed at the amount of pleasure they’re feeling just from touching him.

      I was anticipating that an orgasm involved hard work between the legs and pleasure in the same general area – this is so much more. My fingers link behind his neck, using it to pull myself up, and put my lips to his again. Passion rushes between us like a wild animal.

      “We have to be gentle,” Pax says, possibly to Thane – don’t know, don’t care – his voice slipping into my ears like they can get aroused too. The perfect tone and pitch to make my toes curl.

      Thane rumbles, and something in my chest purrs in response. Not an actual sound, because that would be very weird, but a sensation like part of this new magic of mine is responding specifically to Thane.

      His arm slips under my back, lifting and sliding me toward the pillows until we’re right in the middle of the bed and most of the pressure is off my injuries. There’s no stopping this, and chuck, do I want it. Want him.

      Need, this is totally a need.

      Bite her… – I hear… but the words don’t reach me through my ears. This is more like hearing through my soul.

      Thane? Who I shouldn’t be hearing because that’s impossible. I can definitely hear Pax, his breathing heavy as he presses his lips to my neck, nipping and kissing from my jaw to my collar bone.

      … I need her – Thane says, whilst Pax’s tongue runs over the smudge of blood left from the bite. We need her –

      Pax gives in, his teeth baring and piercing just below my collar bone, harder, fiercer.

      The power and the heat flood through me, but as I arch my back and push at the sheets with my feet, a stab of agony runs down the length of the still fresh wound on my back. My gasp is more pain than pleasure.

      Immediately, his teeth retreat, and he shifts from predator to protector. Glowing eyes meet mine. Full of worry and regret.

      I relax, moaning a little as the hum of pleasure from the bite overtakes the stab of pain.

      We can’t hurt her, but I want her – Thane says. Should we leave –

      “No,” I gasp. What I really want to say is, like chuck, but instead the words, “I want you,” come out.

      You heard me? – Thane asks as Pax’s attention shifts from frowning at my scar to admiring my chest.

      His fingers trace down between my breasts, and I manage an, “Mmhmm,” kind of noise, focused too much on the spark in his touch as he moves lower.

      “You can hear him?” Pax asks, but his fingers don’t stop their slow descent.

      I nod, tracing equally as slowly down his back.

      You’re so fucking beautiful – Thane growls, and Pax adds an agreeing moan.

      My hands reach his braies at the same time as his brush past my belly button. But he hesitates, focusing on my touch. My fingers slip under the cotton and down over his ass. He leans forward – his lips finding mine.

      Kissing, caressing, devouring.

      Stopping only to say, “We have to be gentle,” before kissing me some more.

      I’m trying – Thane says – I won’t harm her.

      He reaches the apex of my thighs, sending a shiver down my legs. One that only seems to get worse as he traces the length of me, down, then back up, then pressing against my clit. Gentle circles that send my breath skittering and my heart racing, as if I wasn’t already at his complete mercy.

      “Pax,” I gasp, maybe plea. His soft touch becomes firm, and whatever else I was going to say just turns into another moan.

      Release shimmers under his touch, teasing me with every movement. He dips lower to explore the shape of me then slides a finger deep inside. My eyes nearly roll back into my head and my hips rock against his hand. Teasing sensations to the surface.

      “Fuck,” Pax gasps, the word almost tender – if there wasn’t also a predator in the bed with us.

      A predator who is intently watching whatever face I pull to match the chuckin’-crap-yes-please feelings I have as his thumb presses to my clit again and his finger curls forward inside me. I moan, the muscles in my leg quivering.

      He pauses, pulling his finger out of me, leaving me aching and feeling hollow without him as his power also pulls away. His eyes close, and his breath hitches, reining himself in. Clearly, sex with Pax would normally be closer to a sport than soft romance – and I want it so badly. Hurry up and heal already, Shade.

      A breath later, his eyes open as he leans forward to whisper, “Not yet, Beautiful.”

      He slips his braies to his ankles then kicks them off onto the floor. I reach down to his penis, or dick, or cock, or whatever. All I know is that when I wrap my fingers around it, a spark shoots from me to him, pulling us both deeper into the moment – like lightning pulls at the sky and the earth.

      But I’ve paused, a thought on my mind that has stolen my full attention.

      He rests his nose next to mine, our breathing rushing over each other’s lips.

      “Beautiful?” he asks softly.

      “Yes?”

      “You’ve stopped.”

      “Sorry, I have a problem.”

      “What?” he asks, gently pulling my hand from his dick, or cock, or...

      “What do I call it?”

      “It? Beautiful, you’re naked and laying beneath me, don’t call it anything.” As if to shut me up, he kisses me again, harder this time. “Or just call it my dick.”

      He grinds against me, and I squirm at the rush of sensation. Falling back into the pleasure so hard that my brain short circuits and the words, “My dick,” tumble out.

      He shifts his weight, adjusting himself, lowering himself, pressing against me and shooting butterflies through my core.

      “Tell me what you want me to do again?” he asks.

      “Why?” I gasp.

      “Because –”

      I stop him right there. “Chuck no.” I try to sound certain, firm, undeniable, but I’m honestly nothing but a gasping mess.

      “Beautiful, keeping you safe comes first, no matter how much I want this,” he says, each word short and breathy. There’s no way he can hide how hard he’s struggling right now.

      I admire his will power, I really do. His dick is sitting right on the verge of sliding inside me, yet still he lingers, still wants to keep me safe. “Still not letting you stop.”

      Thane moans, running his teeth over my neck in a long scrape of pleasure. One hand moves low, palming my legs wide and guiding himself against me. He bites and presses deep inside me in a blur of pleasure and a hint of pain.

      My moan is cut off as I drink in the noises he’s making. My chest is humming like some damn creature purring – thank bralls he can’t hear that weird crap.

      Releasing the bite, his hips press to mine.

      “How’s that, Beautiful?” he whispers.

      I nod, lucky my lip’s pressed between my teeth so I can’t yell at him to stop asking me questions. My heels dig into his back and hands link behind his head, making sure he’s not going to try and stop – not now.

      He rocks back then slides forward. My whole world narrows to nothing but the movement of our bodies. The arc of power between us. The intensity building and slamming through every muscle.

      His hands grip my forearms, pushing them down into the mattress.

      I let him. Zaps lace down my skin, over muscle and bone, down my spine, down my legs.

      So impossibly good.

      Mine – Thane purrs.

      “Mine,” Pax echoes, the two of them seeming to be getting along for once. Not arguing over the smooth transitions from Pax in control to Thane in control. Or maybe it helps that I can hear Thane, sense him on a deeper level.

      My hips rock under his until I can’t move, succumbing to the tease of release. A burn and a hum all at the same time.

      Just. So. Damn. Good.

      Pax moans, which sounds a lot like, Fuck yes, before pulling back then thrusting deep.

      Slow down, I want to see her come – Thane says, sounding just as tangled in the sensations as Pax is.

      Pax obeys, his attention sharpening on my features, on every emotion that plays out, until his finger or chuckin’ knuckle for all I know, is right on the spot that makes me feel like his dick is made from lightning itself.

      He leans his lips down to my ear, nibbling on the lobe before saying, “Beautiful, come for us.”

      He didn’t need to say it, but the sound of his voice, that deep dark tone, it flicks a switch inside me. Pure pleasure explodes. Even my damn fingers tingle with power.

      I arch my head back, ignoring the pain in the all-consuming rush that damn near makes me see stars. Heat floods through me, demanding and exhilarating. Turning my muscles into a trembling mess.

      He thrusts once... twice... before his own body shudders. His gaze holds mine as all the powerful muscles across his chest contract. One more slow, deliberate thrust before he lowers his forehead to mine.

      Beautiful – Thane moans, part of a sentence that I don’t get to hear the end of.

      We … I start to think, but trail off, feeling a pulse of pleasure at the thought of all that just happened.

      He’s smiling, and I think I’m broken. Hot, sweaty, and deliciously exhausted. And chuck would I do it all again, right now, if I had the energy.

      Swallowing down his gasping breath, he climbs off the bed, scoops me up, and carries me toward the bath.

      “Come on, now we both need to wash,” he coos, stepping into the water with me still in his arms.

      He’s right – sex is sticky and messy. The first thing my brain does is try to understand how anyone can finish having sex and not get straight into a bath or shower.

      Like, if I had managed to get Killian’s clothes off in the forest beside Eydis’ cottage, that guy would have been finishing on a damn tree before I let him leave me with this mess.

      Dammit, now I’m picturing Killian finishing himself on a tree whilst looking at me. Why is that idea making me hot all over again? I groan, curl into Pax’s chest, and almost instantly fall asleep to the silky sensation of him lathering soap over me.
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        Five

        14th day of SnowMoon

      

      

      

      Her body lies curled and protected, mine fitted beside it, perfect skin to skin, as my mind plays through the night. My memories are caressing over parts of her again and again. Shivering against the sheets. Our names on her lips taking the breath from the both of us.

      My mind can’t break free from her.

      I’m the Commander. Commanding her should be easy – but my soul is kneeling. Just waiting for her. A single look, and I would be hers again.

      And again.

      Lucky her eyes are closed, resting peacefully.

      I thought maybe once we’d crossed this line I would feel like, somehow, I’d lessened her. Cheapened her.

      The MateBond was not like this with Jessamy. Jessamy was delicate and sweet. Gentle.

      If Jessamy spoke, the words were soft and the meaning well considered. She had a quiet, powerful presence that was instantly respected in a room.

      Shade is none of those things, and I thought with all honesty that this night would prove us incompatible. That my power was wrong – that our MateBond is prophecy alone and unable to be physical.

      But nothing could be further from the feeling inside me now.

      My soul wants to be hers, hers, hers.

      Forever – Thane adds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ch graphic]
        

      

      
        
        Six

        15th day of SnowMoon

      

      

      

      Rendezvous point is a small, sheltered spot a few minutes off the road and a few more from the White Castle.

      The cleared area is completely unmarked, but our history with Jada makes this point logical. A small detour that we’ve used to meet people before. There’s nothing special about it. Trees. Leafy ground. More trees. All of it doused in the glow of sunrise on the horizon.

      Roarke leads us in, inhaling deeply to sense desires. I can feel no hints of anyone’s threads in the area, but the range of my depleted power is questionable. So I follow and note when his shoulders relax – meaning he can’t sense anyone either.

      He dismounts, ties his horse to a tree, and starts to pace. Expending energy despite our general need for sleep. Allure still has a little power up his sleeve.

      A little, not a lot. He needs to rest.

      He can work that out for himself.

      Fleck slips back into my hood, and I murmur, “Chicken.” Taunting the creature for hiding from people who can’t even see him.

      Seth dismounts, opening and closing the hand he wounded making a deal with Tanilya, but he doesn’t say anything. Roarke’s gaze follows Chaos’ movement.

      “It was the best way,” Roarke says.

      “I’ll remind you of that when I need you to Allure doves into being a decoy whilst I secure drinks from the bottler, or Killian into using his access to the Veil as a trade route for bacon deliveries,” he mutters, pulling a ball from his saddlebags.

      I ignore the complaints, and his one-handed juggling, instead frowning at the empty clearing. By my calculations and by Roarke’s, Jada should already be here, but there’s not so much as a horse’s hoofprint.

      Strange, but not the end of the world – Jada is Jada, and her reputation means everything to her. She will be here.

      Silence settles between us, an uneasy waiting. Roarke paces in a slow amble, Seth rolls his ball between his hands, leaning against the side of his horse and looking slightly skyward, and I dig through my packs, checking everything is in its place. Then lift my horse’s hooves one at a time, checking the creature is ready to ride out again once Jada arrives.

      I’m about to pull a polishing cloth from my pack when Seth tosses his ball at the tree just beyond Roarke and catches the rebound, asking as if the answer means nothing, “What really happened when you healed her arm?”

      I grunt, locking my gaze on the guy and hoping he reads the warning written in my glare. Nothing – and too much.

      Roarke rubs the back of his neck – which makes him look more uncomfortable than usual. Cinnamon-spiced regret taints the air.

      “Something happened,” Seth presses. “You both ran for the hills, didn’t come back for hours.”

      Silence.

      The next time Seth speaks, his tone is lowered. Hesitant. “How close did you get?”

      “Too close,” Roarke says, finally stopping his pacing and slumping against a tree.

      He pulls a small, scratched up stone from his pocket and turns it in his fingers – Shadow’s egg, Roarke’s latest puzzle.

      “Too close like you weren’t going to stop no matter what?” Seth asks.

      “I would never force her,” I snap. “Or anyone.”

      He points at me with that ball of his in his hand, asking, “Was she objecting?”

      Before I can answer, he’s flicking the ball high into the air. The action is carefree, almost relaxed, but there’s a seriousness to his tone that is uncharacteristic. Seth wears his heart on his sleeve, if a person bothers to stop and actually see the man amid the Chaos.

      “She couldn’t object,” Roarke says, that you’re-an-idiot-Seth tone to his voice. The guy shakes his head, long and slow, the silver strands amongst the dark hair dances about his head. “Not then, not the way she pulled both our powers. I’ve never felt anything like it. I could see her threads.”

      “I could feel her desire,” I add.

      Seth pauses, almost forgetting to catch the ball as it falls. “You mean, when she used both your powers, you also used each other’s powers in some new way?”

      “Not use, more like I was him,” Roarke says. “Like his powers were mine, just for a moment.”

      I nod, once. Agreeing. But it all happened so fast.

      “That’s never happened before?” Seth asks, spiced apples on his tone. Curiosity.

      “Never,” Roarke answers.

      Never.

      He rubs his fingers along his stubbled jawline. “Is that weird, or just perfect?”

      “Perfect?” Surely he means dangerous as fuck.

      “Perfect, because none of us have found a woman who compares to her – and she seems to have a better grip on our powers than even we do,” Seth explains, tossing the ball at the side of Roarke’s head and catching the resulting bounce. “Imagine our combined force with permanent access to each other’s powers like that. The bottler wouldn’t know what hit him.”

      “No,” I snap, hot fury in my veins, as Roarke groans in pain. Seth tosses the ball in my direction. The small rubber nuisance flies at high speed for my forehead. I catch it with a sharp slapping sound, growling. “She can’t touch my power!”

      I close my fist around the ball until the rubber pops, splitting down the seam.

      “Why are you digging so hard at this, Seth?” Roarke asks, much more calmly than I possibly can.

      Chaos shrugs both of his broad shoulders, not hinting that he cares how fuming I am. “Mostly because I’m bored, and when I’m bored, I think about things, and I’m thinking she likes us all, and I’m pretty sure she’d have us all sleeping in one bed, if she could.”

      “And you’d agree?” Roarke asks.

      “Yep,” Seth says, popping the sound off his lips. Roarke snorts but doesn’t manage to say anything before he adds, “I’d like to know what her and Pax are up to.”

      “So you can see if they’re having sex?”

      “Not exactly.” Seth snorts. “Okay, maybe something like that too, just to know if it’s possible.”

      Mentioning that none of them have reached a point where they trust themselves enough to let a bond form with her – do they actually think they could share a bed with her – isn’t worth the breath. They have their own demons, and I can’t help them with those.

      I toss the flattened ball at Seth’s feet, waiting for one of them to say something stupid, but when the silence draws out two, three, more beats, I lower myself down to sit at the base of the nearest tree.

      Threads of hope keep dancing within the man, hope quickly squashed under the weight of his own self-preservation. Not that of his power, not this time, this is something deeper. Something personal from before he came to live in the Black Castle. He spoke of it once, just a few words at Mother’s funeral. Maybe that’s why he and Pax so effectively kept each other alive all those years ago. They both knew the same kind of pain.

      Seth is the master at existing without letting pain rule him. He can exist in someone else’s pain so easily, almost my opposite, and his physical threshold exceeds my own. I feel people’s emotions all the time and work hard to keep them from affecting me. I don’t want to immerse myself in their bullshit, but Seth is different. Seth understands, and when people express themselves around Seth, they feel deeper, understand more, and walk away lighter. It was Seth who held Shadow while she cried in the grip of the Power Blocking Potion, he was there for her like she needed, but he’ll never let go all the way. Never let himself be that vulnerable, not for anything or anyone.

      “Teegan said I somehow now taste different,” Roarke says, drawing my attention away from Seth, who is trying to inflate his ball by blowing into it.

      “What should a HarmonyBond taste like?” Seth asks.

      “No idea, never tasted one, but I don’t think that’s what she’s talking about. There is no bond between Kitten and me.” He rubs his chest without seeming to notice. “This new taste is something else.”

      “Like honey?” Seth asks, giving up on his ball. He drops it to the dirt and instead picks up a small stone, tossing it toward the ankle of my boot. I ignore him, and the stone.

      I’m not kissing Roarke to find out, but I’ll let Seth put money on that answer. Shadow tastes like honey. Like thick, dark, golden, sweet syrup.

      Roarke scrubs a hand down his face, but all he says is, “Perhaps.”

      Seth throws another stone at the same time as a rush of emotions surge from Roarke. The scents of regret, sorrow, and loneliness flood into me. I pick up Seth’s stone and launch it hard into Roarke’s shoulder. “Don’t.”

      He rubs the spot, scowling down at the ground. “I can’t deny the truth,” he says, reining in most of the emotions. All but a thread of self-pity.

      That’s still too much.

      Roarke lifts his knees so he can lean forward against them, trying to brush his long hair out of his eyes then giving up and letting it curtain around him.

      He’s too busy getting comfortable to notice me climbing to my feet, my movements hot with aggression, and storming over to him. I grab the shoulder, yank him to his feet, and pin him by the shirt to the nearest tree. He doesn’t fight me, meeting my gaze and letting me talk.

      “Stop judging yourself by past mistakes,” I growl.

      He lifts one finger and points at the tip of the scar on my face. “I will when you do.”

      Which is the exact moment one of Seth’s stones sails into the ankle of my boot and right down to wedge at my heel.

      “Yes,” Seth hisses, complete with fist pump. This is another joke to him, and Roarke is never going to listen to me.

      On this – I’m never listening to him either. He has no idea. None.

      “Fuck this,” I snarl as I let go of Roarke and mount up like thunder and lightning on a bad day.

      The other two rush to do the same.

      “We’re going inside?” Seth asks. I don’t look back or bother answering, just lead the way from the forest to the road.

      “Looks like it,” Roarke says. “I guess we can’t wait for Jada forever.”

      We can’t sit around thinking and feeling all day when we need to be doing. But I don’t say that. I just grunt and shift my weight to urge the horse into a trot.

      “Well, recon doesn’t hurt, and updates on everything we’ve missed could be useful – since we’re here anyway,” Roarke says.

      Updates and answers that will require questions, which others sometimes call ‘hitting things.’ I can occupy myself with that while we wait for Jada. It’s not the original plan, and the trade-off is a very real risk that we’ll be asked to explain how and why we’ve managed to return without two of our members.

      Conversation ceases. The turrets of the White Castle peek up over the trees, and both of my brothers follow me in what could be the best or the worst decision we’ve made all day – and it’s only just sunrise.
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        15th day of SnowMoon

      

      

      

      We ride to the White Castle gates in the early morning, each step lessening the constant pull between my magic and the Return Seal’s anchor. Like someone has a piece of string embedded in my chest, applying constant pressure.

      That’s the upside – the downside is that we’re here, and Jada is not.

      And there are only so many stones I can toss into Killian’s boot before the guy gets murderous. The fact that I’d been riding around with a hole in my pants until the guy told me yesterday kinda feels like he earned it.

      I tilt my head back, looking toward the stars. Even though I can’t see any in the daylight, it still settles my soul to acknowledge that they’re up there, and all of this nonsense down here is part of something much, much bigger.

      Pax will already be in Hirana. With bacon. It’s not too much to hope Vexy remembers I like bacon?

      It is too much to expect they can survive long without us. Roarke takes the lead as we amble up to the gates, acting like everything is normal, and Killian flips the hood of his traveling cloak up. We both do the same.

      In and out. Clean and simple.

      We got this.

      The huge stone wall and heavy iron gates are more for show than anything. With a white-pebbled road and the impressive expanse of the White Castle, it would be a letdown not to have to pass through impressive gates before getting any closer. Except the wall and the gates only extend as far as they have to into the trees. Anyone willing to follow it will find it runs out just around the bend. It’s not a feature designed to keep anything or anyone in or out. It’s just another show of the Saber desire to impress.

      Especially the new Silvari pulled by the magic of the calling. Most of them have never seen a castle before and arrive in awe. Meeting the disbanded Sabers now serving as guards at the gates, practically brimming with impatience as they’re escorted to the dignitaries for testing. Three Sabers arrive, and a triune is formed. Simple math. Well, most of the time. It’s becoming more common to hear of Sabers doing anything they can to stave off the call, their triune brothers forced to wait in the nearby villages until their bond is complete. Oh, how much easier those poor suckers have it. Sitting back, relaxing and drinking, playing dice all day. Whatever their hearts’ desire.

      I’d give nearly anything for us all to be so insignificant to the grand design that we could just wait around in a tavern or inn. Almost.

      The guard in the small stone building beside the gate lifts his head. His hair has been cut short, almost to the scalp, and his battle-ready leather armor screams of a here-to-get-a-job-done attitude.

      Before he has time to properly raise his head or set eyes on us, I think, Nothing to see here. I don’t try to direct the tiny pull of power because I don’t need to, want to, nor have the energy to.

      In our rush to get back to the castle and my limited sleep on the back of a horse, my power is on the low end of the scale as it is.

      Wind rips through the guy’s office, sending his papers flying and giving him something far better to do than notice us. I can’t help the smile that pulls at my lips, a little zap of pleasure from the simple dance between the world as it is and the universe giving me what I want.

      We’re actually pretty lucky Logan or Lithael aren’t ChaosSeeds.

      We ride through the gates completely unnoticed, the discomfort of the Release Seal immediately vanishing.

      Then we round the corner, and the back of Logan’s head comes into view. Replacing one discomfort with another.

      His dark hair hangs in greasy chunks, and his shoulders are stiff in permanent aggression. Everything about this man is rancid, rotted to the core by the pure evil he enjoys bathing in. His triune brothers lean against the low white marble wall, waiting to prey on newly-called Sabers.

      Tray on his left, shorter than Logan, with green eyes, red hair, and a pale, freckled complexion. He’s tossing rocks at birds to pass time – but missing. Amateur.

      And Dwain on his right with his brown hair in a braided rat’s tail running down the back of his neck. I have the sudden urge to cut it off or, better yet, Chaos an actual rat to the end of it.

      But I don’t have the energy. Dammit.

      The three of them begin to look up, a spark of excitement coursing through their expressions as they no doubt hear our horses move over the white pebbles.

      Killian shifts in his saddle on the mount behind mine, sounding agitated. Murderous. And we’re not ready for a fight. There are far more important things we need to be doing than resorting to throwing fists at meaningless Sabers.

      Pay no notice to us, I project toward the Crown's nephew, watching as Logan moves in slow motion.

      Roarke’s pulling on his connection with time. Slowing them down and giving us the illusion of moving super fast, too fast to see. I turn in my saddle to watch as we ride past before Roarke lets time settle back into place, and all three of them immediately look down at their crotches. In unison. It’s too damn funny. I snort, trying to keep my laughter contained.

      “Did you just piss your pants?” Logan’s tone is indignant, pointing at Dwain.

      “You pissed your pants too!” his triune brother accuses.

      “Shit, we all pissed our pants. What the fuck?!”

      “Chaos,” Killian rumbles as soon as we’re out of earshot, riding toward the stables.

      “Wasn’t me,” I say.

      But Roarke changes the subject. “He should be at his trial –” he says, cutting himself off before seeming to think one last line needs to be said. “What game are they playing?

      “One problem at a time,” Killian says.

      Yep, problem number one – get Pax and Vexy back here safely before Pax’s soul rips out of his body. Which will involve convincing Pax that Vexy can handle being here, handle being a Saber. About as likely as a star falling from the sky or a planet choosing to suddenly orbit backward.

      So – not impossible. But not betting odds.

      We ride into the stables and are quickly met by a short Silvari stablehand.

      Roarke waves the young man off, ordering him to, “Fetch Ravaryn, tell him Jingle Bells is back. And tell no one else.”

      I snort. Jingle Bells. Damn, I love the name of Killian’s horse.

      The kid frowns then runs. Well, he’s not really a kid since he’d be at least fifty, but he looks about seventeen, and in Silvari years he’d have about the same maturity too. He may or may not recognize us, and keeping a low profile would be an advantage – if we’re lucky.

      We ride in silence through the maze of halls into our secure area of the stables in a far corner of an unused aisle. Not many horses are stalled down here, so few notice that there is a magicked wall that opens only for the Elorsins and the Stable Master.

      Roarke reaches the wall first, brushing his fingers over the twisted branches and saying his name to activate the magic. The branches come to life, untangling and retreating until there’s a gap big enough to step through, then stretching and weaving back together to lock us in.

      The room is practically untouched. The hay bales still stacked to form rough beds and a set of couches, with horse rugs draped over them for some modest comfort. A few items of clothing, and even unopened Silvari wine bottles, are still scattered around where we left them when we migrated from here into the castle what feels like a lifetime ago.

      Killian goes directly to his stall and practically tests each leather and buckle’s breaking point, ripping gear from his mount until one of the straps finally snaps and he lets out a string of curses.

      Roarke moves into his own stall, slower, more methodical, and with less cursing.

      I do what’s expected, but my mind is wandering back over flashes of the last time Vexy was in this room with us. My memory plays out like outlines of the past overlapping with the present – an artist with pencils and paints dragging moments through time just enough to let them be seen. So close. So real. But just an echo.

      Vexy with her short hair, messy and knotty and still so perfect as she jumps up onto the hay bales to get away from us. Followed by her drunken ass falling off them.

      I chuckle, letting the echo fade. My power is the best at remembering – sometimes it’s a blessing. Sometimes a curse. Killian doesn’t say anything, no commentary on the emotions he’d be sensing from me. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.

      Ravaryn lets himself in then stops inside the door, waiting for the branches to secure into place behind him before bending at the middle and bowing deeply. Killian grunts at him. I just keep unsaddling my horse since I’ve barely begun, but Roarke moves forward to accept the bow.

      Ravaryn has long straight white hair mostly out, aside from three plaits down the left side of his head. The plaits serve to highlight the decorative gold earpiece he likes to wear. I’d like to see a master get hit by lightning one day. Would the jewelry and adornments melt into their skin?

      I cut that thought off right there, before the universe gets any ideas. I like Ravaryn, can’t say the same for ninety-nine percent of them. Some are loyal to Lithael, others too scared to argue.

      “Has Jada arrived?” Roarke asks.

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “Fuck,” Killian snaps, making his mount skitter and complain.

      “You’re short one Elorsin,” Ravaryn points out, aiming a hesitant finger toward Pax’s empty stall.

      “Two,” Killian corrects.

      “The girl is still alive?”

      Not one of us says anything. All of us just glare at the man, daring him to rub salt in our wounds. Salt and straight daer liquor.

      I bounce on the balls of my feet with too much energy, the pent up kind that will crash and burn soon enough.

      “Ravaryn,” Roarke begins, breaking through some of the tension, “when did Logan get back?”

      “He never truly left. By noon the day you vanished, he was within the castle walls once more. I hear some of the things he shares within my stables, to other Sabers and his triune, and I don’t think he ever stays here long, nor truly leaves. I’d hazard his Return Seal contains no power at all.”

      The idea sets Killian to growling as he hauls his bag and weapons over and dumps them onto one of the makeshift hay bale beds with a loud thump.

      Ravaryn takes a measured step back, out of swinging distance. Wise man.

      “What have they been saying about us?” Roarke asks.

      I let Roarke do the talking and Killian the grunting and focus on unsaddling my horse and listening. If it’s brains, then Roarke takes the lead. Brawn – Killian. Chaos never takes the lead – that’s the worst position to be standing in when the shit hits the fan. My power plays games with winning odds, not losing ones. So my brothers all know that putting me in the lead is like snapping the leash from my power, and the unforeseeable results don’t always land where we want them. My power might decide a nail needs a hammer, or it might decide to throw a wrecking ball at a splinter – depending on who has the splinter.

      “The story is that your highnesses are dead,” Ravaryn begins. “The dignitaries are denying it until presented with evidence. Which will make them more than a little pleased to see at least three of you. But…” This time he just trails off, waving a hand toward Pax’s stall.

      I do the math in my head for the millionth time. A week, that’s roughly how long I’d have before my soul would begin to rip from my flesh and be dragged back within the walls of the White Castle no matter how hard I fought. The magic is linked to our souls, not our bodies, and regardless of what we physically do, our souls always return. Our seals dissolved four days ago, but I’m willing to bet Pax has a handful more days up his sleeve, depending on how much Thane adds or subtracts from his reserves. It’s a solid bet, and I can think of at least a dozen Sabers who’d be stupid enough to put money on it.

      There are things I know that others don’t. For one, Pax has Thane and is innately stronger, and for two, he didn’t use a crap ton of energy ordering Chaos to conform. If he focuses all his magic on keeping that seal on his back at bay, it’ll buy him more time. And for another, he has a crazy unpredictable elixir up his sleeve that may or may not make him allergic to his own clothes whilst giving him some extra time with his soul. I’m a little disappointed I won’t be there to see it.

      Less than a week. That’s how long we have to get Jada and get back out there to Pax and Vexy. The Sealer was supposed to be here already, an easy grab and go situation. But she’s not.

      How long should we wait? A few more hours? A day? Nothing, given how adamant Vexy was that Jada can’t be trusted. Someone can’t be trusted. One of the Sabers gave away our position and helped set up the ambush, but the odds of it being Jada aren’t any worse than any of the others. I’d put my money on Teegan having more of an axe to grind than Jada.

      “We were separated. We need a Sealer to go out with us to find him,” Roarke says, a little too calm and collected.

      “And if the Crown doesn’t approve that?” Ravaryn asks, not questioning why we were separated. I’m not sure if that’s because he thinks the worst, or just because he knows we won’t give any specific details.

      “Then any assignment will do, anything that gets us back out there,” Roarke says. “We were expecting Jada to meet us at the gates.”

      “I’ll have a few of my trusted servants exercise the horses along the roads. If Jada is on her way here, you’ll know before anyone else does,” Ravaryn says, then bows and turns to leave.

      I work the buckles and straps free from my horse, my mind humming with too many possibilities for single thoughts to form. Or maybe I’m just too tired.

      With the guys muttering between each other, I drop my bags onto the edge of my makeshift bed. The duffle slides right off, but the saddlebags balance. I upend the contents, sifting through and organizing each item neatly back into place. Everything in my bags has a place, a pocket or a slot made just for it. From spare blades, to flint stones, oiled cloths for wrapping food, several Fire Sigil-charmed sticks each wrapped in paper that is magicked against burning. Three vials that, when broken, will smother a sizable area in red smoke, and a collection of other handy items that I’ve yet to use. All neatly ordered and stored perfectly. Out of all my brothers, Roarke is the least organized, but I don’t let any of them touch my things because none of them can pack properly.

      When I’m done, Killian and Roarke still growling and talking behind me, the only things left on my bed are my notebook and the orange quill, mate to the one I gave Vexy. I didn’t even tell her I’d stored it in her bag. I know Roarke wants to teach her to read and write, so maybe one day she can use it for that. Maybe she likes to draw, I haven’t asked her. Idly, I flick my notebook open and scratch several x’s across the bottom of the page.

      Huh, it still has ink. Which is weird, given it wasn’t dipped in ink in the first place, and ink dries pretty quickly, so spending days in my bag should have dried even a freshly dipped quill.

      I drop the quill onto the page and close the book around it, too exhausted to think that through at all.

      Then I flop onto the bed, face first, moaning and aching.

      Killian and Roarke stop their chattering to look over at me, moments before I close my eyes.

      “Sleep,” I groan.

      “He might as well. We all should, in shifts. If we have to ride out, we’ll need our strength, and there’s not a lot of that between us.”

      I groan again, not even sure he’s finished talking since I’ve finished listening.

      Just – sleep, and a settling sensation of curling my body around Vexy’s and listening to her soft breathing in a hanging hammock high above the Lackshir markets.
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      I bend and flex the fingers of my right hand, the one Logan put a steak knife through while I had my head in his crotch last night. The muscles tense with dread and humiliation at the memory. It wasn’t the first time nor will it be the last.

      The wound healed not long after he pulled the blade from it, yanking hard to free the metal from the table he’d pinned me to. The hand doesn’t hurt at all now. Not physically. No, what I can feel is a phantom pain, a memory left, waiting for next time. But the rest of me keeps moving like there’s not a worry on my mind. A woman going about her usual day in the most important location across all of Silva.

      I march confidently through the halls to the Sealers’ quarters. The various wings of the Black Castle are connected by dark stone paths covered in arched supports and glass. It makes the sun impossible to escape in summer, and when there is rain, which sounds not far off, the drops run over the glass in massive sheets that stretch and twist the world outside.

      Not unlike the world inside.

      It’s an ancient castle, a labyrinth of halls, but there are essentially four areas. The section that Lithael has claimed as his domain, including private training yards, another where all the important people stay, wine, and dine, a third where Lithael houses his guards and pawns – like the Sealers, and the ash and rubble that was once the royal wing, burned to remnants when the world as we knew it ended. That’s where the Atrament is, and no one wants to get between Silvari souls and their path into the Aeons. A gateway permanently open thanks to the near extinction of DeathSeeds and the fact that souls still need to make it across to the other side, with or without an escort.

      Lithael’s sealed orders are in my other hand, orders that will help me secure any surviving Elorsins onto that one-way path across to the other side. The time to play nice passed by long ago while the Elorsins mourned in peace and quiet at the White Castle, and I struggled to survive under Lithael’s gaze here in the Black.

      And after our conversations at Eydis’, it’s clear the only person looking out for me and my future is me.

      Servants and Sabers step aside as I move. Which they should. I’m the only other Saber with free rein of this place – Logan and me. Even Kyra was kept more restrained than I am.

      Because I’m meant to be here, I always have been. Raefiya found me at the same time as she found those boys – only she didn’t take me in. She secured me a bed and a room with nobles living close to the castle. Adoption is rare, and the Silversons were not unkind. They gave me their name when I was too young to remember my own, fed me, clothed me, trained me in horse riding and violin, amongst other things. I trained in light combat with the Elorsins right here until they got the call. But I wasn’t growing up in their presence just for fun, I was raised as a noble with unlimited access to the Crown and her sons because I’m supposed to be by their sides.

      I’m supposed to rule. They are the most important four words in the world.

      The Elorsins were foolish enough to lose their upper hand with Lucif, but that doesn't mean I’m going to follow in their mistaken footsteps.

      I know how this kingdom works, from the trade to the courts.

      I have poured my soul into learning how to make this place function, and there is no way I’m letting the likes of Logan get his hands on it without me.

      I am this kingdom’s only hope, not the soot whore, no matter what.

      The Sealers’ quarters are a portion of the Black Castle that used to be reserved for traveling dignitaries and now permanently houses the pawns in Lithael’s plot. Keep your friends close, your enemies closer, and every tool at your disposal right under your fingertips.

      I understand this – which made me perfect for Pax, a born leader, and I have waited patiently for him to get over Jessamy – too patiently. These new MateBonds can’t be undone. And the rest of them proved their stupidity, their inability to win this war, by choosing that mortal as well.

      When Lithael’s men attacked their cozy hideout at Eydis’ – I hope she was the first to die.

      If I arrive at the White Castle to the news that they all perished, it’ll be a relief. If I don’t, well, that’s my sole purpose at the moment.

      Finish the job.

      For half a second, guilt hits me, but the crying is over. Done. I poured my feelings out on the lone ride from Eydis’ domain to the castle yesterday. My hope that maybe I meant something to them, but I mean nothing.

      They made that clear.

      I am a tool. I’m useful to the Elorsins, and that’s why they want me around, the same as I’m useful to Lithael. Constantly right under his fingertips. Right under Logan’s.

      With pursed lips, I march past the busy servants, right into a large domed room. Everything about it feels gritty and gloomy, distorted by the glass ceiling showing the storm clouds outside, and a darkened archway at the back where shadows shift. Grimm watching, supervising, ready to pounce. Ignoring them has taken me years to master.

      Instead, I focus on the oddly shaped round table, its center removed, in the middle of the room. Three men sit in the open space, sorting papers and waiting to work new seals or assess returning Sealers. This table is always manned in shifts, never left vacant or vulnerable. Between the Sealers themselves and the grimm, Lithael has tight control of what goes on here.

      My magic was read last night. Every single piece of magic I performed while away was scratched into the surface of my skin by the Tally Seal I’m branded with. I’m trapped just as much as any Saber wearing a Return Seal, only my trap flays open my actions, whereas the Elorsins can return to their posts and pretend that nothing unusual happened while they were on assignment. I’m sure they’re powerful enough to elude the TruthSeeds about it too. I don’t have that luxury. My magic is analyzed and recorded, restricted to following signed orders, the strings Lithael wants to pull, nothing more, nothing less.

      I shove the piece of paper under the nearest guy’s nose and pull out a stool to sit heavily, just daring him to argue with me. He doesn’t, but he takes one look at the scrawled lines on the letter and hurries through a gap in the table, then off into a side room to fetch a much more senior Sealer.

      As senior as we get nowadays. The man that returns surveys me with a faded and aged gaze set amongst deep wrinkles and a permanent frown. No silver hair though. He might be old and promoted to this esteemed position, but he isn’t old enough to be deemed a master. None of us are.

      He sits carefully and finishes reading the letter of command from Lithael.

      “This doesn’t exist,” he murmurs.

      “It does,” I almost snap, but I manage to keep my cool and gather an air of power about me before tapping the paper and continuing. “And I have the required signatures.”

      “Muinthel is dead.”

      “The order is still official,” I say sweetly, smiling, batting my eyelashes, and dropping the small satchel of some kind of diamond dust onto his desk. The key ingredient, kept so well guarded that Lithael retrieved it from beyond the Veil – I don’t want to know what else it’s used in. The Sealer’s eyes light up, which makes it all the more entertaining to add, “Would you like me to fetch the Crown for confirmation?”

      Fear shimmers in his expression. He snatches the small pouch then folds the letter carefully and files it neatly in a locked cabinet. I win.

      A beat later, he has a mortar and pestle on the table between us. He opens one of the drawers under the desk, ones only he can reach, and pulls out five small metal disks. All while keeping that satchel securely in his hand.

      This part always takes too long, and I begin to tune it all out. Not caring where he scurries to or what he grabs. Just like every other time, my bored gaze explores the room. The portraits of Lucif and Lithael doing battle painted in heavy grays and blacks with only splashes of reds for color serve to suppress any thoughts or feelings of rebellion, and I’ve examined them a million times. The Veil fills the background of each one, from the moment Lithael arrived to see Lucif standing over Raefiya’s body and Killian unconscious on the floor, whether that’s what really happened or not. To the moment Lithael carried his dead son’s body clear of the rubble.

      With Lithael’s sister also dead, that left him as the sole ruler for nearly three decades – until his niece and nephew awoke from stasis. No one knows what woke them, only that it was time.

      Which means the young children were raised by Lithael, not that Lucif would have been any better. Worse maybe, definitely not better. Logan had no choice than to become an asshole – and Kyra, well, she needs to be eliminated. It’s as simple as that.

      A decade of being told he’s second best by his uncle and a lot of well-placed words from me have built a deep trench between Logan and his sister. Her running away was the last straw atop Logan’s fragile feelings. I’m pretty sure he’ll end her – if I can get them alone in a room together. It shouldn’t take too long, not after the bounty Lithael declared last night. That kind of coin will set all sorts of people to doing all sorts of things, but he stipulated that he wanted her alive. So she’ll come back alive, then Logan will finish the job.

      Regret isn’t an emotion Logan has ever felt.

      I almost chuckle at myself, realizing how easy this will be and how alone she is out there in the world. That woman may have trained in every possible weapon and against every possible guard. She may have attended high-profile balls and danced with every male of providence under Lithael’s keen eye. But she was bred to marry, not rule. She was never permitted to form friendships, never allowed to do anything but look pretty and prepare for battle. After her time serving the crown, she was to form an allegiance with someone who would bring Lithael power – and that was it. The young woman was kept under lock and key when not performing for her uncle. She didn’t attend dignitary meetings or functions, never sat and dined with the nobles. I’m not sure anyone else would have noticed that she was nothing but a pawn in queen’s clothing. I also doubt she’s ever laid eyes on me despite me watching her train many times.

      Whatever Lithael is worried about in her, he isn’t sharing, but he has made it blatantly obvious that there is something different, something wrong, with the girl.

      The Sealer turns one of the incomplete disks in his fingers and clears his throat, dragging my attention away from the walls. “You realize I am the only Sealer who can ink this. The only one who knows the entire working.” He doesn’t follow with a threat, just a look.

      Aw, poor Sealer, was I not paying you enough attention? I want to lean across the table, grab him by the throat, and remind him who I am – but he’s right, which makes him invaluable. Lucif started this game before anyone realized it. Dividing the particulars of powerful seals amongst his most trusted Sealers, ensuring few had all the knowledge, and no one could use it against him. It helps that he has killed all the Seal masters; everyone working for him today is still below master level and has been manipulated by him, or Lucif, for hundreds of years. That family holds all the power.

      On the surface, the seal looks like such a simple design, and I suspect the biggest secret is in the ink. The vials in this room are all unlabeled, another trick that makes it very hard to steal anything of use from in here, and they only contain enough for one seal. He has to retrieve a small teardrop-shaped vial for each disk, and no two vials are in the same place. All locked behind glass and grimm. The liquid is probably some species of dragon’s blood, which isn’t easy to come by, or the tears of a thousand-year-old virgin, for all I know. And the powder he’s crushed and mixed in with it is a complete mystery. It shimmers like diamonds, but crushes far too easily. Knowing what it is means nothing if supply only exists only on the other side of the Veil.

      Which shows how important removing the Elorsins is, that Lithael would put these seals into circulation to achieve it. No one knows they exist – shit, I didn’t know they existed until last night when I got the orders.

      Last night I was sure that if I manage to get a seal on a person, it’s stuck there until it’s done its job. But Silvari magic is ruled by an undercurrent of Chaos, and there is always something that can change the rules.

      This seal changes the rules.

      It has potential to meddle or even render useless another seal; that’s why it’s been kept under lock and key. But Lithael declared that this seal can’t possibly prevent a Return Seal from taking hold on a new Saber.

      ‘Not a single Saber alive is strong enough to resist the power in the application of the Return,’ he said, and I accept that logic. Many have tried – I tried.

      I failed.

      I learned long ago that the Return Seal is made from dark Veil magic, a working that feeds on the soul’s natural desire to return to a waypoint after death. It could be better described as a brand that effectively marks the body as dead flesh frozen in time, just waiting for the Saber to break an order, reach the limits of their power, and fumble the trick that is keeping them alive. I’ve seen the black sand brought back from the Veil fall from Lithael’s fingers with my own eyes. Ground it into paste, then ink, with my own hands. It wasn’t like this white stuff though; it smelled like rot and decay.

      Branded Sabers are the dead walking – and not a single one of us remains unbranded.

      But regardless of the Saber, this secret seal will delay the return pull. On the Elorsins, I hedge it will give them several months. If any of them are still alive.

      The downside is that it will meddle with any other sigils or seals they’re wearing.

      Pax’s plan was for me to convince the council to release them on another assignment, using loyal councilors to hopefully stay completely under Lithael’s radar. Similar to the piece I played when I saved their asses the first time. But that feels like a lifetime ago now. I had Raefiya’s orders and the promise of helping the Elorsins succeed so I could take the throne with them. Those plans burned, one heart thread at a time. The future became crystal clear with each Elorsin who fell for that bitch – Lithael is the stronger ruler. He’s the one who will be left standing after all of this.

      Better to serve the ruler that rules than die in the dirt no better than a peasant. Those are Muinthel’s words of wisdom, and I believe them. Believe her.

      By the time I left Eydis’ domain, the Elorsins had begun to doubt me. I need a bigger carrot, something that could change their whole game. I need them to need me – and this seal has temptation written all over it.

      They will choose to wear this seal over any others that offer them an advantage, and they will follow me with the promise of more.

      The Sealer inks one last design onto a regular disk of wood using regular black ink – the Tally Seal to lock my magic in place. I nod impatiently, urging the man to do his job, and prepare for the sting as he drops the wooden disk into my palm, followed by the five metal ones. I close my hand around them. The designs burn brightly down my arm, each one forming a link with my Seed and my flesh.

      They’re my responsibility now.

      My personal death sentence.

      Which sparks only frustration in my veins. Of course, the Seals are safe with me. No one on the Elorsins’ side, or Lithael’s, dares oppose me, and no one else sees me as a player in this game. I’m safe from that kind of attention.

      And once I get to the White Castle and use as many of these disks as I require to move the Elorsins and their pet bitch into their final resting places, I will have no more need for these games.

      “Write me a letter to go with it, confirmation of what the seal is intended to do,” I order. The guy looks at me with a wide, baffled expression, so I grab his regular quill and shove it in his face. “Write the seal’s name and what it does on a piece of paper, now.”

      “I can’t! Lithael would kill me.”

      I snap my hand out and grab the front of his shirt before he can move. Pulling him forward with a sharp tug that slams his chest against the desk.

      “Whose signature is on those orders?” I demand in a low, menacing hiss.

      “Lithael’s and –”

      “Lithael is ordering you to write down the seal’s details. Now. Or I fetch him myself.”

      He nods, and I release his shirt, wiping my hands on my pants in disgust. With his eyes still wide, he gets to writing.

      

      Opaque Seal.

      Effective on all sigils and seals as a means to slow down and disrupt the flow of magic. When applied over a seal intended to cause a slow decay of bones, this should stall or even stop the magic long enough to allow the victim to survive. When applied to a seal intended to imprison or capture, this seal should disrupt the magic enough to allow escape. If applied before any other seal, the effect of secondary applications shall be void to the limit of the Sabers power. This seal offers no guarantees. Effects depend on the power and ability of the Saber wearing it.

      Warning, seal equipped with safeguard against altering...

      

      I yank the note from his hand, not caring that his quill leaves a sharp line to the bottom of the page.

      “That’s good enough,” I say, standing with the note in one hand and the seals in my other. I leave the room, heading straight for the stables.

      Enough of these games. Any Elorsins who survived the last ambush will need to return to the White Castle, and when they do, I will be there to offer them this new escape and walk them right into another ambush.

      I ride out into the morning, doing the math on where the surviving Elorsins would be right now – if there are any. The ride back to the White Castle would take them barely any time if Roarke is still alive, but if they don’t have access to his Allure, then it’s two days of steady riding.

      I’ll make it to the castle around the same time as them unless they get distracted doing something stupid. We didn’t discuss where to meet; we didn’t really need to since we’ve used the same out of the way spot for everything from smuggling wine into the castle when we were barely sixty and the dignitaries tried to make it alcohol free, to laughing at Seth camping there for several weeks when he was hiding from one of many jilted lovers – I can’t remember which though.

      But they might already be dead. The attack should have already happened, yesterday or last night, or even early this morning.

      It has to be me that lures them into the trap, not because I’m the only one that can, but because this is the one true way to show Lithael my loyalty.

      There is a treaty between the Elorsins and the Crown. A hard rule that outside of the tournament arena they can’t touch each other, amongst other things. So Lithael or Logan can’t be connected with the Elorsins’ unfortunate end in any way. Hell, Lithael could bring them to within an inch of their lives in front of an audience, and no one would do a thing. Sympathizers might murmur, and the more delusional nobles, masters, and dignitaries may call for an explanation, but the world would keep turning in Lithael’s favor so long as he doesn’t kill them.

      The lines of right and wrong are so far beyond screwed up in that whole family. Lithael’s own servants are fodder for his temper and desires. If they can survive one year, they’re paid more than any other Silvari and allowed to run far-a-fucking-way.

      But outside the arena, one hair out of place and people would begin to rebel, to question Lithael’s honor and the right he claims to be ruler. There’s a difference between the Elorsins being Sabers on duty and them being royalty, and these people honor the traditions of Silva above all else.

      Lithael does not. And Logan tries to goad the Elorsins into breaking the boundaries all the time. He just can’t stand the fact that they’re all better than him in both skill and magic.

      A new idea settles into my mind, something that hadn’t occurred to me yet. All it would take is good timing as the Elorsins leave for their trap, and Logan will do something stupid, like follow them to watch. He won’t be able to resist.

      I rein my horse in, pulling her to a stop as my mind tumbles over and over the idea. What if I can get the Elorsins to end Logan before I end them? Logan would be so easy to trick into following us, and if he happened to stumble into that battle, the Elorsins’ rage would make him their one true target. And he will be watching; he’s been standing at the gates to the White Castle, trying to make allies of new Sabers, for weeks. He just needs to spot us as we ride away.

      A smile slides over my lips as the sense of something perfect, something beautiful settles into my chest.

      Remove them all. End them all.

      I click and encourage my mount to amble forward, trying to line the pieces of this puzzle up. First, I have to get Logan and Kyra in a room together, then Logan and the Elorsins. Or do I pick one to eliminate now, and set my sights on the other later?

      A slight whisper overhead makes me look up in time to see a net swing down from between the trees, tangle me up, yank me off my horse, and hurl me high above the canopy. I grip the hessian and iron-woven fibers, spinning hard and fast.

      My shout is ripped from my lungs and tossed away as I fly faster than a horse can move. This is magic. It has hold of the net, hold of me, and I’m too dizzy to see straight, let alone stand and fight – or run.

      Within seconds, I’ve lost track of where I’m going. The storm that was on the horizon engulfs me, and I pinch my eyes closed against a new fear.

      Please don’t attract lightning, I plead, not that the metal-laced net can hear me.

      No one can.

      And all I can do is hold tight and pray I don’t vomit on myself.
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      Killian perches on the edge of our makeshift couch and begins to tend his blade with controlled, meticulous movements – hinting at both patience and the desire to kill something.

      I carry my own bags across to the bed I’d set up last time we were here, but I don’t unpack anything. Instead, I pace, from the bed to the door, then back, then toward the horses, then back.

      “Allure, sit,” Killian grunts.

      “Thinking,” I counter.

      “Don’t.”

      I tap my temple with one finger, trying to convey that these thoughts in my head have a mind of their own and not thinking them is impossible. But he shrugs and stands, twisting his blade as if he’s preparing to smack me in the head with the pommel.

      “You’re not knocking me out,” I say, skipping a few steps backward.

      He frowns, returning to his perch. “For the record, this,” he says, tapping on his temple the same as I did, “usually means hit me here.”

      “No, Killian, it never means hit me here,” I counter.

      He points the tip of his sword toward my bed. “Sleep.”

      I run a hand through my long hair, detangling knots, but I’m not the one that needs to sleep. I’d managed to close my eyes with Kitten in the forest, and I haven’t exerted my power since then. But Killian rode out with Pax – Killian needs to sleep.

      “After you. I’ll stay awake, and you get rest before Jada arrives.” I don’t add that this room is soundproof and likely the best place for the man to sleep.

      He scowls but gets up,  plunging his sword through the hay bales of the couch just a little bit violently. Right through them, like their first job is to provide seating and their second job is to cradle Killian’s blade while the man sleeps. Nothing to do with being an economical choice for flooring under the horses’ hooves.

      He drops an assortment of weapons beside it, blades, darts, and gods know what else, before sprawling out on his bed.

      It doesn’t take him long to close his eyes, but I’ll be very surprised if he sleeps. Killian’s one weakness is his dreams.

      Just in case, I choose the furthest perch in the room and sit, facing him.

      My stomach turns in knots. Why did I suggest he sleep? He needs Kitten; she’s the only reason the man has had a single good night’s sleep in decades.

      My gaze drifts in the direction of the Citadel and the library full of books that I can’t get to. Books on Seed types… on Origins, but research is going to have to wait. I flip through the mortal maintenance manual for a distraction.

      The more I learn about Kitten, the more insane it is that people who kept mortals as pets in secret societies and wrote books about them, like Eriina Valsyn, ever existed. Mortals aren’t an exotic species to be kept in cages. Apparently, at one time, our two peoples lived together but knew very little about each other.

      Now, we live in two very different worlds, and we definitely still know very little about each other, beyond what we had to learn as princes in diplomacy. Nothing personal, nothing genuinely useful, except maybe for Pax as he waits in a mortal city for our rescue. I flick through the pages, admiring the images before finding the table of contents and scanning down the list.

      Do these mortals have any idea how close to death they are? If Lithael brings that border down, their lives will be instantly absorbed into his world of pain. But no matter what the dangers are, what’s at stake, we can’t face Lithael head on. We have to play his game, and it’s a long one.

      Killian’s body goes rigid, and a single trickle of blood runs down the scar on his face.

      He’s asleep.

      And he’s dreaming.

      And there’s nothing I can do about it.

      I pick a page, any page, and start reading as a distraction. Damn, it’ll be nice to get into our own rooms again. Rooms warded against the sound of him sleeping… against all kinds of sounds. I’ve heard her sigh with the pleasure of my touch and moan against the anticipation of my magic, but to truly be able to get the woman naked and pull her deep into pleasure… that is going to require a soundproof room.

      And Aeons, I want her and every single sound she’ll make. I want her back to arch at my touch, her legs to quiver, and her lips to scream my name – again and again. A locked door, and days and days of nothing but us.

      My pants strain, an issue I can’t deal with at the moment. Now is not the time to steal off and take matters into my own hands.

      I flip to the back of the book and begin looking for any clue about Kitten’s origins or Seed. Much more important information.

      We’ve only been here for a few hours, with Killian’s agony still at low groans and desultory growls, when someone knocks at the door. I get up then give Seth’s shoulder a firm shake.

      He doesn’t move. Sabers sleep like logs – well, mostly. Killian sleeps like a deadly log that’s ready to pounce.

      I shake Seth harder, three more times. When his dazed blue eyes manage to actually open and focus on me, I nod toward Killian. “Wake him up,” I say, then head to the door and whoever was knocking, most likely Ravaryn, hopefully with Jada in his wake.

      “Fuck no, you wake him up,” Seth groans, swinging his legs off the bed and burying his face in his hands.

      He rubs hard at his eyes, yawning loudly.

      “Someone’s at the door,” I say.

      “They can wake him up then.”

      “He’s unarmed.”

      “I’ll be unarmed and unlegged too,” he mutters, standing and rolling his shoulders to loosen them up. He paces around Killian’s bed, keeping out of arm’s reach.

      “Just wake him,” I chide, because there is no way I’m opening this door until we’re all on our feet and one of us isn’t trying to kill another.

      He reaches down to tug one of his boots off before tossing it at our sleeping brother’s face.

      I wince, ducking in sympathy as the thing smacks into Killian’s nose.

      The son of Darkness lets out a deep-throated roar and is on his feet, lightning fast. At the same time as Seth launches himself backward and basically scales the wall out of reach.

      Killian glares my way, and I announce, “Wasn’t me,” with my hands up in surrender.

      With his whole body clenched, Killian turns in a circle, spots Seth, and lets out another growl. The boot is snatched off the ground and sent flying in retaliation, but the anger is already beginning to seep from Killian’s stance. The boot smacks into Seth’s back, making him yelp and fall from his perch.

      While one brother struggles to put his boot back on in the far corner, the other runs his hand over the angry scar on his face then frowns at the blood smeared on his palm.

      Two taps sound on the other side of the door, and all three of us turn toward it.

      “Yeah, someone’s at the door, guys,” I say, meeting their gazes before moving to open the enchanted branches.

      This should only be Ravaryn, but it could be anyone, even Logan or Lithael. Really, we don’t know. Unlikely, because Killian can sense their kind of darkness, but not impossible.

      A metallic ring fills the space at the same time as my fingers brush the branches – Killian arming himself.

      Ravaryn greets us, waiting for me to wave him inside before moving. Then waiting for the door to close before bowing.

      “It’s not good,” he begins, tactfully not meeting Killian’s gaze at all. Darkness looks scary with his face red and the blood still smeared there. “The scouts asked around in the Citadel, Iyyana Lockyan, and even as far as Tirion, and more than one source confirms she left the Black Castle two days ago.”

      “Does anyone know what her orders were?” I ask.

      He shrugs, the movement hindered by his white cloak. Did this man ride out to scout himself?

      “Apparently, she made a fuss at the Black Castle. Whatever she has, it was out of the ordinary, but no one knows what.”

      I glance back at my brothers, meeting their gazes long enough to learn that we’re all a little surprised. I’m not sure what we were expecting though – there’s no such thing as easy, or as things going to plan.

      “She can’t have just vanished,” Seth says.

      Killian basically finishes that train of thought with, “She should have met us at the gates.”

      “What would you like me to do?” Ravaryn asks.

      I scrub a hand through my hair, turning to take in our current accommodations. “Nothing, pretend you haven’t seen us yet. We’re going in to the dignitaries. It’s time for plan B.”

      “Scouts,” Killian rumbles.

      “Keep those scouts moving, and we’ll send Sabers to you to get reports. Most likely Rose if she’s in residence,” I translate, gathering up my belongings and depositing them beside my horse’s stall for easy access.

      Then I curse under my breath because that’s useless. We can’t leave until we have permission – and hiding is out of the question once they know we’re here.

      Seth pats me on the shoulder, passing me before heading toward the door. “A walk in the park, brother,” he says playfully, turning as he walks to smile reassuringly back at us. Then he bloody skips to the door.

      Skips.

      The man’s as big as a bear, and he’s prancing along like a doe.

      I snort, and Ravaryn just watches with wide eyes. “Does he never grow up?”

      “No.” Killian grabs the last of his weapons and almost storms out of the room.

      Seth skips.

      Killian storms.

      And I fall into step beside Ravaryn, giving the master a grateful nod. “Thank you, Ravaryn.”

      “As it should be,” he says, his tone full of sincerity.

      Ravaryn leaves us within the stables before anyone else can see us together, and I walk beside my brothers along the white path to the Saber entrance. It doesn’t feel right, all of us moving toward the chambers where the dignitaries would be convening for afternoon reports.

      Before all of this, our usual pattern would involve only Pax walking this path. Killian would go straight to unpack and polish his weapons, and if that didn’t calm him, he would blow off some steam by hitting stuff – or people if anyone was willing to spar. If Rose was in residence, they would spend hours together, her taking his hits and him slowly returning to a place within his soul where enough strength resided to keep doing this job. Keep living this lie. Seth and I would ride into the Citadel, the sprawling central streets of the city where the roads are cobbled and swept, the influential people like to eat and drink, and resources are dedicated to important things like libraries and archives. There are a few bars where Sabers like to drink and a specific one on the northern rim between the rich and the forest where the Elites like to get wildly drunk. We’d enjoy a few drinks and a few women, sometimes simultaneously – the drinks and the women, that is. Though there have been a few times where we argued over the same women and found ourselves all in the same room. Or in the same woman. Not complaining about that part, though I’m not recommending my brother for balls-of-the-year awards either. And the extra work to not overwhelm her was always a bit of a mood killer. Sabers have a limit on how Elite they can be, not all Elites are born equal. Not that it matters, even the most powerful woman falls to pieces with Allure in the room. 

      Not today, today we march to the chamber doors together, and no one has mentioned bars or women or blowing off steam.

      I knock, and we wait.

      “Enter,” a voice booms, Elovin, most likely, because he thinks he’s king in this pile of stone.

      I steel myself, check my blank expression is in place, then open the door, and we file in, reforming our line, hands clasped behind our backs. Even Seth is following protocol, which makes me nervous.

      Just a few minutes, Seth. Keep it together for just a few minutes.

      Spin them our story.

      Get a Sealer by our sides.

      Ride out to save Pax and Kitten’s lives.

      Easy.

      “Where is his high… ahem, Commander Pax?” Tauriel asks.

      She’s seated in the middle, always. They all have their long hair out, straight, parted perfectly with a little over each shoulder. Sitting up there behind their giant desk in their chairs that look far too similar to thrones. Elovin, on the left, is the youngest with his dark hair not even showing signs of whitening yet. Tauriel in the middle is the oldest, and her hair is completely white. Evander, on the right, is the one we have to worry about. His hair is a yellow gold, the color between being born brown and having it slowly become white. He’s an InfluenceSeed and could be pulling several strings in this place on Lithael’s behalf without these other two knowing it. An InfluenceSeed can make a person do things, but only if that thing is an existing desire. A quick word from Evander to Logan about poisoning our food, and the imposter-prince would all too willingly try it. Plus, Logan would most likely think it was his own idea. Allure, on the other hand, can take a person deathly allergic to nuts, a person without a trace of want in their being, and make the desire so intense that they’re unable to resist.

      There are plenty of Lithael supporters here that would stand back in the shadows if it weren’t for suggestions made in quiet conversations.

      But that’s a suspicion, not a fact. Not yet.

      “We became separated,” I explain.

      “Well, un-separate yourselves,”  Evander barks.

      Another reason he’s a problem – he’s as dumb as they come.

      “With your permission, we would like to leave immediately. We require a Sealer to travel with us, in the hope that we find him alive,” I say.

      “And what of the other thing?” Evander waves his hand vaguely. “Is the soot the reason you became separated in the first place.”

      “Not relevant,” Killian grumbles.

      “It’s very relevant, in fact. Whilst you were on assignment, our honorable Crown reminded this panel that any new team, be they triune, tetrad, or pentad, must pass the trials before being released from our custody. So, upon return of your remaining members, you will either swear your allegiance to the Crown and commence your first trial, or you will be treated the same as every other Saber-called who refuses to swear.”

      Killian bristles but stands his ground in silence.

      I struggle to keep the color from draining from my face – from my fear showing. Kitten can do it, I know she can, but not yet. Not straight away.

      Swearing allegiance didn’t used to be a problem. When I first walked through these gates, Sabers swore their allegiance, served, fell in love, and left to live the rest of their lives – or until they fell out of love again. Or, in Seth’s case, played a prank that got their lover’s pubic hair burnt off. She threatened to murder him in his sleep if he didn’t get out of her life.

      But it didn’t take long after Lithael was in power for Sabers to begin to resist the call, pushing their urges back for weeks or months, which meant that the teams who should have all arrived at the gate at the same time were falling apart before they’d even begun their training. And the Sabers who finally drag themselves into this room, finally arriving after months of fighting the urge, usually looking like they are about to die – many of them still refuse service. Some choose to marry anyone they can, to avoid being here.

      Now, if triunes don’t arrive as the magic intends them to, all at once, they are turned away from the castle. But they’re not set free from the magic. Which leaves them stuck in a radius with nowhere to live, and most times no way to earn a living either.

      If a Saber doesn’t arrive for their call, they’re condemning their teammates to begging in the gutter – or stripping on a corner. I’ve seen a man do it, and he was paid good money before the Citadel enforcement arrived and he ran off butt naked down the street, butt naked, with coin in one hand and nothing but his shoes in the other.

      And if whole triunes refuse to swear their allegiance and be branded with the Return Seal, they are sent to the Black Castle – to become Lithael’s playthings – until they change their minds. Or not… People don’t last long with Lithael, just look at the poor servant Kitten almost watched die the first day she was here.

      “We’ve already completed the trials, successfully,” I manage to say, my words slow –  hoping to convince even myself that this is obvious.

      “As a tetrad – not as a pentad. Regardless of your prior record, your team is now new, and new teams must complete the trials,” Evander drones, then yawns, as if he hasn’t just shared something that could condemn Kitten to death. “Shall we finish this? I’d rather review next month’s lunch menus.”

      Elovin clears his throat loudly. “We will send word to the Black Castle that we require a Sealer immediately and an assignment simply to retrieve your lost comrades. Be prepared to disembark as soon as they arrive. I anticipate that will be two days at the minimum.”

      None of us argue. Pretty sure we all want to though.

      If I add the time it took us to get here with the two days for a Sealer to arrive, then the time it would take to ride directly to Hirana; that would all sit on the verge of Pax’s range, if he didn’t have a secret weapon up his sleeve. I’m confident – if we leave here in two days and no later.

      We nod in unison, accepting the order, and wait to be dismissed.

      “And,” Evander adds, “as is his majesty’s orders, a tournament has been arranged to celebrate your return. It is unfortunate you are down a man, but his orders were to send no fewer than five triunes into the arena with you. You have three hours to prepare.”

      Aeons, we don’t have power to spare.

      I shift, ready to leave, because this feels like the end of the conversation, but Tauriel waves an almost lazy hand. “And for Aeons’ sake, have a shower and a shave first.”

      She wriggles her nose to indicate that having to smell us is pushing the friendship. We’ve all got some stubble going on; Seth has enough stubble to call it a beard. Killian’s hair’s grown impressively long, and if I don’t get the attention of a barber soon, I may be mistaken for a beggar.

      I’m the first to bow, followed by the rest of them, before being dismissed and getting our asses out of there as soon as possible.

      “Leave and return,” they say, all of them in tune.

      “Leave and return,” we chime, lacking the feeling and sincerity that those words should have.
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      Once I get over the annoyance, two days doesn’t seem too bad. The stars know how much fun I can have in those days. One day for getting wildly drunk and the other for seeing what’s left laying around that I can blow up. Has the bottler rebuilt his office after last time? By the time I’m finished, the dignitaries will be begging us to leave. We make it down the corridor and two staircases before Killian pushes forward to take the lead two short breaths before Logan and his triune turn the corner. Which means three things: Ravaryn can be trusted, because if it’s taken the baby DeathSeed this long to hear about us, the news didn’t come from one of Ravaryn’s people; however, at least one of the dignitaries cannot. And Killian sensed him coming.

      I feel around the edges of my power, gauging how much I have and how much I’m willing to use up with a tournament on the horizon. The answer – “Oh good, I was getting bored.”

      “Seth, you know we can’t touch him.”

      “What if a wall falls on them?”

      “Lithael will still know.” Roarke’s voice lowers as we near each other.

      “Or the floor vanishes underneath them? We’re still two stories up.”

      “Seth, no,” Roarke insists.

      I roll my eyes at him. “Alright then, nursemaid, have you got a bottle for me too?”

      “I’ll stick that bottle up your ass,” Killian snaps. Which probably should shut me up, but instead, I snort and thoroughly enjoy the glare I get from Logan. Of course he thinks I’m laughing at him. “And I’m going to shatter his nose,” Killian adds, nodding toward the Crown’s nephew.

      “Good one, Seth.”

      Me? Just because I want to do some damage to Logan, doesn’t mean I’m responsible for Killian. “Hey, Killian’s not my fault.”

      But the truth is, Roarke’s right; we can’t touch Logan. I was at least partially joking – but I’ll bet money that Killian’s not.

      Let’s avoid bloodshed, shall we? I suggest to the universe.

      But nothing happens as Killian squares off to march straight into the three Sabers. Into them, through them, crushing them to pieces on the floor as he goes over them – or potentially all three.

      I watch intently, waiting. One step, two… The gap between us narrows and the tension keeps ratcheting up. The only two servants in the hall turn to escape, rushing toward Logan and his team at a respectful shuffle with their heads bowed. They’re pretty focused on getting as far away from Killian as they can.

      Then Tray suddenly topples forward, face pulling into wide-eyed surprise, and a shout bursts from his lips, but it’s too late – he’s going down. Tripped over air, or his own two feet, or Chaos.

      Please be Chaos.

      Killian stops storming, maybe realizing after a beat that something is happening. I grab a tiny bit of Roarke’s Allure to slow the moment down so I can enjoy every second of it.

      Somehow, Tray’s boot laces have untied and tangled up with Dwain’s, then Dwain’s with Logan’s. A giddy rush warms my chest as the three pawns fall in slow motion. Tray grabs hold of the closest servant, but instead of managing to steady himself, he drags the servant into the mess. Poor guy should have run faster.

      The four of them land in a heap on the floor at our feet.

      “Keep moving,” Roarke says, talking to both me and Killian.

      “Fine,” Killian snaps, going around the pile. I don’t stop, dancing around them, continuing on our way before Roarke lets time return to normal. They’re incapacitated, with no bloodshed. Roarke has to be proud of me for that.

      My brothers don’t even look back, but I turn to watch as the four fools push and argue until they’re on their feet. Then, still standing in a tight huddle, they push and argue some more.

      They’re stuck together. Not like when I melded the skin on Asanta’s hands into one limb – not something I want to see ever again. No, this is because of their clothes – their belts!

      They’ve ended up one behind the other with some seriously tight ass to dick contact. I snort, stumbling to save myself from falling, which makes Roarke turn to see.

      Logan’s gaze narrows in anger. He throws his elbow back at Dwain’s face, not caring when he makes contact or that this is one of his triune brothers. Dwain cries out, gripping his bleeding nose and trying to block a second elbow.

      “Get off me!” Logan shouts.

      “It’s our belts! We’re connected,” Tray counters.

      Logan’s attention turns to the servant at the back, the weakest target he can find. The young man in white yanks at his belt, struggling desperately to free himself. His skin has blanched to a shade almost identical to his clothes – the next stage of fear is usually vomiting. I take a big step backward – just to be safe.

      Yep, that’s what my first day back in the White Castle will be remembered for, making a servant vomit.

      “Logan, do you honestly think the servant did it?” I shout, folding my arms over my chest and waiting for him to turn his attention back to me.

      He doesn’t, and before I can shout anything more antagonistic, the servant tears the belt free and turns to run. His pants fall to his ankles, revealing his preference for freeballing and a pretty decent package, but his shoe laces are still tied tight to Tray’s. Dwain and Tray are both busy unclipping their belts, snarling at the leather for not cooperating and ignoring the way Logan is pulling at them both to get to the servant.

      The servant falls on his face, followed by the distinct metal against sheath sound of Logan drawing his weapon.

      Killian launches between them. His own sword drawn and swinging down in an overly aggressive arc that slices through the pile of fabric at the servant’s ankles.

      Oh, gory. Did he just cut a servant’s foot off?

      The servant struggles free and runs like crazy. His dick flapping, eyes wide, and arms high like he’s never tried running before in his life. No blood, which is a nice surprise. The other servant’s long gone, so once half-naked there rounds the corner, we’re completely alone.

      The pants are on the ground, sliced clean because Killian keeps his weapons deadly sharp, with the guy’s severed shoelaces strewn on the floor.

      Killian heaves in a deep breath then turns toward Logan. My darkness brother doesn’t say anything, but the way his shoulders are tensed and his eyes piercing, he’s definitely thinking, ‘Try me,’ or ‘Shall we dance?’

      Time seems to stand still, this time an illusion formed by the tension. Both of them with their weapons drawn in the pristine white hall. Each breath builds in volume, telling me to run, step in, or definitely fix this.

      Dwain lets his nose bleed freely as he works like crazy with both hands to get his belt off, his fingers slipping in the blood. Tray’s not having much more luck in his own hurry.

      “I’ll make you pay, like I made your bitch and your dog pay. You know you’re next. Did you dig their graves yourselves?” Logan snarls.

      My insides tense at the words, but despite my own rushing anger, I dive forward to wrap my whole body around Killian’s sword arm. Seriously, these guys are still mostly tied together. It’s far more amusing without severed heads.

      Killian’s chest rumbles with rage. This would be less dangerous if I had my arms wrapped around a grizzly bear.

      Roarke jumps in front, pulling the rest of the hall into Allured stillness and snapping, “He doesn’t know.”

      “Don’t care.”

      Roarke tries again. “She’s safer if people like Logan think she’s dead.”

      “Don’t give him any advantage,” I add, the words disjointed as I struggle to hold on.

      “We can’t touch him,” Roarke repeats. “But we can play him.”

      Killian stills, then shrugs his shoulders to dislodge me. I stagger back, not bothering to regain my balance until I’m against the wall. A wall which takes all my weight as I heave in well earned breaths.

      “She’ll be safer if he’s dead,” Killian growls, but he doesn’t move.

      “He’s right.”

      “Who’s right?” Roarke demands, looking at me like I’m a traitor.

      At the same time Killian answers, “I know I am.”

      I shake my head at the both of them, pointing at Logan as I say, “No, he’s right.”

      Killian turns his gaze back to the three almost frozen in time Sabers. Each change in micro-expression, each shift of their muscles as Logan tries to line his blade up, ready to block Killian’s attack, plays out in slow motion. Logan doesn’t realize we’ve managed to stop Killian already.

      “What do you mean?” Roarke asks, turning to also inspect Logan.

      “He made Pax and Vexy pay, and we’re next,” I explain.

      “What has he got planned?” He rubs his mo-beard combo as he moves to the side. Killian takes a long stride backward, then Roarke lets go of time.

      Logan swings too hard, but there’s nothing to absorb the energy of his swing, and his shoelaces are still tied in knots. The guy never stood a chance.

      He goes down, face first, his sword sliding out of reach across the carpet. Dwain and Tray both have their feet jerked forward by the impact, thumping to the ground on their asses.

      They’re moaning, and that amuses me enough to push myself upright from the wall.

      Killian grabs Logan’s discarded sword, walks up to him, and plunges the thing into the floor as the man tries to scurry backward. The blade embeds in the carpet and at least a few inches into the timber underneath. It’s a little impressive – Logan has a bloody good sword, but then he is the current Crown’s favorite, and only, nephew. Money and power have no limits.

      Logan’s eyes widen in surprise, his mouth gasping like pisces out of water and struggling to draw short, frantic breaths. Good, everyone needs to think Killian is going to kill them at least once a moon cycle.

      With Logan, it should be once a sun cycle.

      Killian doesn’t say anything, just turns to leave. Roarke doesn’t say anything either, moving off beside Killian, which leaves me watching their backs, and I almost roll my eyes because that’s so typical. This is why Pax puts me behind him, because Pax knows better than to leave Chaos close to temptation.

      “My uncle will be here today. He’ll hear of this,” Logan shouts.

      “Good,” Killian rumbles.

      “I’ll end you in tournament!”

      Tray elbows him, muttering, “We have tournament now.”

      “Fuck tournament, and fuck your treaty,” Logan hisses.

      The air thickens, and a cold chill runs over my skin. I don’t get any time to shout a warning before a long gash rips down through the empty hall behind Logan. A tear revealing darkness, falling ash, and the scent of decay – the Veil.

      Killian turns sharply, shouting, “Close it!”

      The wind whistles past us, air from the Veil thick with desperation. I draw my sword as the shadows on the other side move and shift, becoming more defined, alive, and stalking forward. Pale white humanoid creatures taller than any man with their hands looking like they’ve been dipped in black tar and thorns piercing out through the skin of their arms.

      Grimm.

      Fingers slip through the tear, wrapping around the edges and trying to push the opening wide enough to escape through. Edges that waver and struggle to hold open at all.

      “Close it, Logan,” Roarke demands, slipping into a fighting stance and becoming the scary dangerous version of himself that people rarely get to see.

      Logan glares at us, his clothes whipping in the deathly wind, arms wide and hands tense in an effort to hold the power. Since when did he get this strong? The last time he touched the Veil, he barely made the fabric between this world and the next blink, let alone open.

      Dwain and Tray draw their daggers and cut through their laces so they can get out of the way. They don’t want to be near the tear, but there are definitely still smirks of superiority on their faces.

      Killian moves with the kind of intensity that leaves no doubt that murder is on his mind again, but Logan’s energy cuts off. The Veil snaps closed, leaving him gasping and sweating on the ground.

      One of the afternoon bells tolls loud and sharp in the deathly quiet after the Veil. The staircases at either end of the hall erupt with voices, a few hundred Sabers leaving classes in potions or sigils and seals or history.

      Logan looks like he barely has the energy left to breathe when Killian grabs him by the hair and pulls him to his feet before lowering his face close to Logan’s. “The minute I see a grimm in this castle is the minute your uncle stops being able to protect you.”

      Logan laughs, lopsided and twisted. “Maybe my uncle is protecting you.”

      “I. Will. End. You,” Killian promises.

      “You can’t kill us all,” the fool says, still smiling and just hanging from Killian’s grip like a rag doll.

      Killian drops him and starts storming away. I hesitate, watching their backs again.

      Half expecting to see the grimm again. I have a horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach that that’s going to be sooner than we think.

      Bloody stars, how many obstacles can the universe honestly be planning to throw at us?
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      “Pax, I can smell food,” I say, sniffing at the air. “Meat and.” I sniff again. “Bread and eggs.”

      I’m sniffing and talking before I’ve even opened my eyes. And he’s lightly chuckling back at me.

      His fingers trail over my cheek, then my bare shoulder, all of the way down my side, then back up again.

      “Or we could stay here all day,” I moan, changing my mind about the food.

      Which makes him chuckle again.

      “How do you feel?”

      About the sex? My cheeks flush. “Do you normally discuss these things?”

      “No,” he says, shaking his head. “But with you everything is different.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like us being intimate could have killed you.”

      Oh, yeah. That. “Could have a month ago. Clearly, we don’t have that problem anymore,” I say.

      Which gets a groan out of him, and his fingers stop caressing my side. Damn, I was enjoying that.

      “That’s going to be a problem when my brothers get here.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Nothing, Beautiful. We can deal with that later. Right now, Thane’s got plans,” he says.

      “What’s he saying?”

      “I guess that means you can’t hear him anymore?”

      I finally open my eyes, tilting my head back to look Pax in the eye. We’re still on top of the blanket, a fire burning hot in the hearth to keep us warm. The early morning light is almost the same velvety pink and orange hues as the dancing embers. My skin feels deliciously fresh after having a bath before curling up to sleep, most of which happened in an exhausted daze. And my body hums with a kind of ache that isn’t all bad. His fingers lift away, leaving behind tingles on my lonely skin.

      I search his eyes, looking at the outline of his face. Looking for Thane.

      “No, just you,” I finally say.

      Half a smile slips over his lips, like maybe he’s won. He’s damn good-looking, taller than me and broader, of course, but not the biggest amongst his brothers, with a chiseled chest and sunkissed tan.

      His golden eyes glow when Thane shifts closer to the surface as well as a few other signs I’ve grown to recognize, though they don’t all happen at once. Like his coffee-colored hair gaining a hint of ash, or his teeth growing into the kind of thing found in a wolf’s jaws. Sometimes, there’s a ripple, like Thane is actually looking back at me from underneath the surface of Pax’s… ah… aura. Maybe that’s the right word. But hearing him has only happened twice. Last night and when I was coming out of the Spring.

      “Food.” He says the word slowly, accentuating the way his lips pull together on the ‘fo’ and then the ‘oo’ then back out for the ‘dah.’

      “Are you teasing me?”

      “Hot... bread,” he says, slowly again. “Ba...con.”

      My stomach rumbles, and I moan.

      He slips carefully from underneath me, stopping to pull the blanket up – except I’m already climbing to the edge of the bed.

      Leaning down, he whispers, “No bubble,” and presses a kiss to my lips that effectively pushes me back into the bed. “I’ll only be a moment, stay in bed. The whole reason we’re here is to let you heal.”

      He slips his pants on without his braies and grabs a shirt on his way to the door. My heart clenches as I watch him leave, the lock making a soft clicking sound, like closing it, securing it, was second nature. When leaving a room, a person should grab their shirt and lock the door – regardless of whether or not another person is still in the room. Especially if that person is me.

      One. Two. Ten… Fifteen… I count – further than my bubble. But then an ear piercing whistle cuts through the courtyard.

      You can take the commander out of his command, but you can’t take the command out of the commander.

      I’m willing to bet he’s not far from the door and has grabbed the attention of a servant who at this very moment is rushing food back to him. And I’m proven right when he returns holding a tray and telling someone outside to, “put it on my account.”

      I pull the covers higher, eyeballing the bowls and the bread with steam still rising up from them.

      “I’m not giving you the food in the bed,” he says. “You make too much mess.”

      He pulls a chair out from the small dining table and turns it to face me before sitting. Leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees – he even looks sexy sitting. How is that possible? How do I look when I’m sitting? Sexy or just awkward?

      Wait, why do I care?

      Not when there’s something much more important on my mind. I just keep glaring at him, waiting for the shift in his expression that says he’s paying attention.

      “What?” he finally asks.

      “You keep locking the door.”

      He sighs. “I can’t be everywhere at once. It was easier when I could leave you with one of my brothers.”

      I hold my arm up, the one with the glass bracelet snug to my skin. “I’m pretty sure this means I can take care of myself now.”

      He laughs. Not a chuckle, not a little giggle, but a laugh.

      “Whatever happened in the forest was a one-off. You have no skill. We still have no idea what your Seed is, and even if we did know, you’re decades behind being able to use it when and how you want with any kind of reliability.”

      I scowl at him as he casually picks up the bread and breaks a piece off, popping it into his mouth.

      “You can’t keep me locked in here.”

      “I don’t plan to. I’ve enough coin to purchase a ground level apartment with a cellar –”

      “You’re locking me in a cellar?”

      He nods, because, of course, that would be Pax’s logical choice.

      “I’m locking us both in. Once the guys have met up with Jada, they’ll come for us. Until then, I need to make sure you’re safe.”

      I sit up a little sharply, wincing as my back stabs, but I refuse to lose the fire in my belly to the distraction.

      “Chuck no! For one thing, Jada isn’t going near any of you, and for another, we’re not waiting here for her to rescue us!”

      “We need seals to release us from the pull of the Return Seal, and for a seal to work we need a Sealer. Do you see where our hands are tied?”

      All I want to declare is that I’ll cut her damn hands off if they so much as reach for one of my guys, but I bite that back for something a little more productive. “She can’t be trusted.”

      “She lacks the ability to put anyone else’s needs above her own, but since she also wants Lithael dead, that means we want the same thing. She’s nothing to Lithael, and she keeps herself occupied outside the kinds of activities that Logan enjoys. She has been, for all these years, our eyes and ears inside that castle. But we need her here, with seals, because I am not letting Lithael get his hands on you – even if it kills me.”

      He puts his bread down and stands, almost a little too carefully, like he’s waiting for something to explode. While my mouth hangs open in shock, my mind racing to process what he’s said, he grabs his bag and puts it on the table beside the food.

      I wish I could think of an alternative, aside from making Pax ride back to the White Castle right now. Making Pax, ha. As if. The guy’s going to have to be unconscious or dead before I can make him do anything.

      He starts pulling clothing out of the bag one piece at a time, inspecting the item then dropping it into a growing pile on the ground.

      “You can’t just stay here. It will kill you,” I finally say.

      “I anticipate it will hurt, but not kill me.”

      “You’re wearing a seal designed to return your soul to the White Castle with or without your body,” I remind him.

      He picks a shirt, not sure if it’s a clean shirt, and turns a little as he tugs his current one off, and slips the new one on. Inadvertently, flashing the Return Seal burnt a few decades ago into the small of his back.

      “And it’s glowing,” I tell him.

      “I know. I can feel it.”

      “I get that you want me to heal, and I’m all in for that part of the plan. I get that the bubble was dangerous at the castle, that my being a mortal and unable to leave your side was a disaster waiting to happen, but we’ve dealt with that now. What do you hope to achieve by bringing Jada here?”

      “Time. If Jada can get a new seal on us, we can patrol the road from the Black Castle to the White Castle and eliminate as many of the Sealers in Lithael’s pocket as possible. Once we have control of the assignments and the castle – though Lithael can’t know it – we can begin the assassination of the councilors keeping him in power.”

      “As well as cleaning up the corruption in the villages, keeping Logan busy, waiting for Lithael’s heir, Kyra, to get the calling, and keeping the border from collapsing. Oh, and all those escaped prisoners from Tanakan?”

      He gives me a half smile. “You’ve been paying attention?”

      “Of course I’ve been paying attention, and I think it’s impossible.”

      “I was thinking your brain worked rather like Seth’s, everywhere and nowhere all at once.”

      I scowl at him, because to me that sounds like a compliment, but I’m pretty damn sure he was trying to be insulting.

      “Doesn’t matter,” I begin, working hard to unclench my teeth as I talk. “Because it’s not going to work. We’re stronger together, and we’re definitely stronger without Jada. I think we give me a few days for my Saber healing to kick in then ride as hard as we can back to the White Castle. It’s a much simpler plan.”

      He moves across to the bed, leaning down a little to cup my cheek and rest his forehead against mine. Which cuts off most of my argument and replaces one train of thought with another – mostly about his lips. I lick my own, considering dropping the argument altogether and rising up on my knees to claim a whole day of long passionate kisses.

      “Don’t tempt him, Beautiful,” Pax says, clearly noticing where my attention has gone.

      My cheeks turn a telling shade of pink, and I rush to hide the embarrassment. “I take that to mean Thane agrees with me, and we’re leaving for the White Castle tomorrow?”

      “No, he doesn’t see how dangerous having you at the White Castle would be.”

      Pax’s eyes begin to glow and his scowl turns to a smile as Thane says, “She’s dangerous wherever she is.”

      “She’s not the danger; she’s in danger,” Pax snaps, smothering the wolf back down. And I swear his eyes roll as he lets go of my chin, going to the door and beginning to pull on his boots. Then he adds, “One of us will always be with you. I can handle leaving your side so long as one of us is with you. It may take months to get control of the castle, and I’m prepared for that.”

      “You can handle it,” I say, finally climbing out of the bed. I take the blanket with me on reflex, but honestly I don’t care about nudity right now. “You’re going to torture yourselves, holding out against Return Seals, while the rest of you are functioning like a triune and vulnerable at the White Castle! Lithael will know something is going on, and he’ll be trying to track down whichever one of you is missing. Months! Pax, you’re insane.”

      “I’m planning on him knowing. It will be the distraction we need to keep his eye off the White Castle and our allies’ actions there.”

      I growl, literally growl. A mix between Killian’s pent up aggression and Pax’s rage. “No!”

      He tilts his chin a little higher then points at my bag on the ground.

      “Sort out your things. I’ll deal with your clothes.” With that, he’s out the door before I can argue, locking the damn thing. Again.

      “I don’t own any clothes!” I shout, which is the least of my arguments right now.

      I stare at the solid timber door in disbelief, but he’s clearly walked away. I want to storm over and thump my fists against it, but I really don’t like pain.

      Really, really.

      And even hitting a door right now is going to hurt.

      So I sit and eat the bacon and vegetable soup that he thought would be appropriate for breakfast. I eat mine, and a few hours later, I eat his – cold.

      Eventually, I go through my bag. I didn’t pack it, but everything is neatly folded, so my money is on Seth. The Chaos guy is the neatest amongst them, which is a drastically underappreciated quality. Two breastbands. Four sets of clothes. One from each of them. Even Killian, which is ridiculous because his pants would have to be cut off at the chuckin’ knees to fit me. Okay, maybe not the knees, he’s not that tall.

      None of the clothes Eydis had stored have made it in here – which is a pretty strong hint that they don’t want me wearing them.

      Plus my cloak.

      My saddlebags are almost empty. Flask, two knives, and two sleeves of darts. No small egg… I’m pretty sure that’s with Roarke and probably safer than with me anyway. Though I want it back or the guy’s going to do some kind of weird experiments on it. Sitting at the bottom of the bag is something new – a quill. Not just any quill, it has a long slender feather that was once white, a bone shaft, and silver tip. Weighted by the small silver bead that’s been threaded onto the end of the feather so it’s perfectly balanced for throwing.

      One of a pair, both splattered in a burnt orange concoction – the result of Seth and me throwing them at Roarke, missing, and instead causing an explosion in Eydis’ potion room. But Seth took both the quills that day, leaving the room with them right after I blurted out that I love him. He must have put one in my bag, maybe even straight away, a memento of that moment when I said the words back to him.

      And I miss him. Miss my best friend.

      Not sure what I’m supposed to do with a quill, though. I can’t read or write, and I don’t have any ink anywhere.

      Nonetheless, I pull some paper from amongst Pax’s things, folded and scrunched, but mostly blank. The only real writing on it is a series of crosses in the bottom corner. My knowledge of quills is pretty low, but I’m pretty sure it won’t work even as I press the tip to the page. Against all odds, it does. I draw a lovely long smooth line from the left side of the page to the right. The ink dries quickly to a burnt orange color that matches the shaft and feather. Which is a little odd, because there were no inks in Roarke’s possession that were the same hue. I give the thing a shake and tap it three times on the page, just to see if the regular black ink comes next. Which it doesn’t.

      Okay, so the color is weird, but there’s no point letting it go to waste. I press the nib to the page and outline two figures, stick figures of course, the same as I used to draw in the dirt with Alfie and Bella, complete with little arms and hands holding darts.

      I chuckle at my own childishness then set the quill aside and double-check the bag.

      The only thing left is a small supply of monthly cloths that I stole from Eydis. Looking at them makes me finally acknowledge the light cramp low on my right side… great. I need to get my hands on some proper underwear and pretty damn soon too. Men’s braies do not work for women’s monthlies, and none of Eydis’ made it into my luggage.

      I slip into a pair of Pax’s pants and Roarke’s shirt, doing up all of the buttons and still flashing cleavage. Clearly, I’ve lost some weight, and these guys didn’t think their choices through very well.

      When I get tired of groaning about the clothes, I search through the saddlebags again – just in case someone thought to hide some chocolate in here. Which no one did.

      Then I pace around the room, again. When I get tired of that, I grab my darts and play twenty… thirty… forty rounds, throwing them at an imaginary board on the back of the door.

      Each game gets closer and closer to an exercise of Lady Luck as I flick and chuck the darts without any technique or aim. And each one builds up the idea that if Pax walked through this door right now, I wouldn’t bother aiming any better – and see if Lady Luck decided the guy should lose an eye for locking me in here.

      Still no Pax.

      With nothing else to do, I stretch out like Roarke showed me and move through the self-defense stances and blocks that Rose taught me.

      Rose, I could handle riding here with my guys… so long as Killian stayed at the castle.

      I groan out loud, lowering my achy body onto the bed. Almost healed and able to move around doesn’t equal pain-free. Clearly, it doesn’t equal jealousy-free either. No, not jealousy. Jealousy is wanting something that I can’t have, that I’m not supposed to have. Nope, this is territorial. This is wanting what’s mine to stay mine.

      My fingers trace over the smooth glass on my right wrist as I lay amongst the blankets, propped on pillows, trying not to think about any women near any of my guys.

      The glass is flush to my skin. No beginning, no opening, nothing. Stuck. It’s a good thing it’s comfortable, so I pretty much forget it’s there most of the time, because I have no idea how to get it off. Pax is right. I can’t say for sure that I can make this stuff work again.

      That’s about all the energy I have. Every part of me is aching even more ferociously after each activity, so I just lay on the bed, looking at the faded paint on the ceiling until I nod off.

      And wake some time later both hungry and bored.

      The sun has shifted into short afternoon shadows. What is it, like two or three in the afternoon?

      I’m not very good at waiting.

      I can hear a hum of activity out on the street even though my window looks out over green fields. My locked window.

      I wonder how hard it is to pick a lock?

      My instinct is to try and stick the narrow tip of a dart into the keyhole – but it doesn’t quite fit. So I use the curved blade of my karambit, running it along the gap where the lock would hook from the frame to the window.

      The latch slides easily with the blade’s pressure, and the clicking sound makes my heart rush with anticipation.

      Beginner’s luck – or maybe my Seed of Awesome.

      Putting the knife aside, I lift the window and let the cool winter breeze rush over my skin. Unable to pull the smirk from my lips, I load myself up with a dart cuff on my ankle, under the pants leg, and another on my left wrist. I put the blades in my pockets because I don’t have a belt, and trying to slip them inside my pant’s waist won’t work when the damn pants keep slipping down.

      I can’t leave Pax a note since I can’t write, not unless he can read stick-figure. But that doesn’t stop me from slipping out of the window, my feet landing on the kind of lush green grass that I’ve never seen on this side of the border, and walking around to the inn’s front doors.

      I take the stairs and walk inside slowly, in part to take everything in and in part to conserve my current level of minimal pain and not make things worse.

      At the bar, I stop and say, “Excuse me,” trying to get someone’s attention.

      The older guy barks, “No time for beggars,” and points sharply to the door.

      He’s not the same guy as yesterday. No, this guy has a long beard that’s been parted into two plaits. Which I’m thinking would look fantastic on Roarke… Concentrate, Shade, bigger problems.

      I’m the bigger problem because I look like a beggar in men’s clothes that are clearly too big for me. I don’t own a hairbrush, though my hair is pulled back into a tight bun and shouldn’t look too outrageously messy, nor do I own shoes, and I’m walking at about the pace of a broken old lady.

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “My, ah, my…” Crap, my what? Saying my mate to a mortal is going to make me sound crazy. “My companion and I have rented the suite. I just want you to give him a message when he returns.”

      “Is that right?” he asks, finally putting down the glass and the tea towel.

      He leans on the bar as if inspecting me properly for the first time. Condescending, perhaps, or maybe he’s just a jackass?

      “Please just tell him I’ve gone for a walk and will return shortly,” I request, still trying to decipher his tone. “I’m going no further than two blocks in any direction so he can easily find me.”

      He huffs, grabbing his cloth back up from the bar. I take that as a yes, shrug off his attitude, then wince from a twinge of pain in my shoulder. Pain I hide, along with the hot embarrassment burning in my chest, because walking away really is my only option here. So I do exactly that – turn to leave.

      “If I see you back here, I will be telling the boss. He enforces taxes for your kind, and he prefers an open contract.”

      “A what?” I ask, turning back.

      He flicks the tea towel in my direction, insisting, “Go on, get.”

      The way his lips pull back, almost smiling, feels a lot like a threat. My skin prickles and crawls, screaming creepy, as I push my way out the doors. A snippet of conversation follows me, sneaking out before the doors swing closed at my back.

      “Does not matta what they’re wearin’, they take it off for yer anyways,” an older man says from where he’s drinking way over in a dark corner.

      “The face was pretty enough,” the bartender responds.

      Right, not going back in there on my own again.

      Not going into any of these other shops lining the street either because their opinion of me as a beggar, or something worse, isn’t going to change. Not in these clothes.

      Two things make me turn right, a pull low down in my belly that’s telling me Pax is somewhere in this direction – what Cook would call a ‘gut feeling’ and tell me to ignore. And the buntings hanging on the corner of the next street. They’re festive and inviting, mixing with a lively drum beat and jingling bells that float on by like the tease of spring festivities on the cold breeze.

      I avoid the parts of the street that are still in shadows. They have a sheen of dew, or maybe ice, that’s going to be too much for my bare feet to tolerate. I do consider myself lucky that the sun is shining bright, a gentle warmth filling the air. I’m not sure how long the heavy gray clouds are going to wait though.

      My back is a low ache, more from being healed than the actual injury, but the more I marvel at the world around me, the less I notice the sensation. Brightly colored flags wave above my head, crisscrossing the entire street. Market stalls snake through the space, every single one of them stocked and adorned in items of clothing or fabrics. Ribbons, hats, shoes, dresses, shirts, boots.

      I pause at the first one, running my fingers over silk scarves, until the merchant shoves me back.

      “Move on,” he growls, setting a piercing gaze on me.

      He’s a big man, round in the middle, and clearly not afraid to get physical. The woman behind him offers a pointed stare then waves her hands as if to shoo me and my ill-fitting men’s clothing away. Getting some new clothes just became my top priority – or second top, after trying to keep Pax alive.

      I regain my balance and would turn to leave the whole damn market if that didn’t involve walking past him to get to the exit. Instead, I retreat deeper into the stalls, feasting my eyes but being careful not to get too close to anything.

      Hirana is the market city. It sits in the dead center of Desayer Realm. The routes west from the other realms brings the trade directly here, and apparently only the finest of wares go any further up the long road to the capital. This is a whole street market just for things you can wear. No food or animals or homewares in sight. Those all have their own markets in other parts of the town.

      With my hands in my pockets, keeping some distance from the actual wares, no one pays me any attention. The atmosphere is electric, friends laughing, merchants haggling, children cheering and chasing each other.

      A small cart full of baskets overflowing with tufts of white cotton is being pulled by hand toward me, parting the crowds and forcing everyone to the edges. I step back into the space behind a ribbon merchant, waiting for it to pass. The soft cotton, fresh from the plant and still in unspun balls, calls to my fingers. Begging me to reach up, grab one, and enjoy the tantalizing texture.

      And I’m about a hundred percent sure I’d get yelled at for that too – it would technically be stealing.

      Wonder if I can convince Seth to fill Killian’s room with the stuff though. And I mean really fill it, so when the big guy opens the door, white balls explode everywhere?

      Of course, I’d be somewhere in the middle, cozy and snoring.

      I file the idea away for later exploration as the cart creaks and crunches out of my way. It’s not in any kind of a hurry. But then neither are the people around me. Three young women on my right have turned and begun shifting ribbons on the racks, comparing solid colors, patterns, and textures as they too wait.

      “I heard a rumor he’s here,” one woman whispers to another.

      He who? Pax? Logan?

      Worse – Martin.

      I try to cut that off my list. For one, Pax said he’s dead, and for another – why would these carefree women, with their hair brushed silky and their lips bright with gloss, have anything to do with the old bastard?

      “I’ve been watching for her,” another says.

      Her who?

      Great, now I’m really interested – and I have no reason or really right to be eavesdropping.

      I’m going to blame it on boredom. One Elorsin is not enough to keep me on my toes. It all starts with listening to idle gossip, and next minute, I’ll be sharing it.

      “We all know you’re in love with the lady knight, Sasha,” the third woman teases, and that’s it, I’m done. My heart begins to race, and I struggle to keep my eyes from going wide.

      The cart’s gone, but I focus on my nails like they’re super interesting and eat up every snippet of information on the woman who was knighted before I ever met an Elorsin – the woman who kept the idea of hope and escape and freedom alive in me.

      “You can’t tell me you’re not?!” the shortest of them practically squeaks. My money is on her being Sasha.

      “I like my sex icons to have dicks,” the third woman says.

      Sasha blushes bright red, and her jaw tenses before she bursts, “Lilac, I’ll have you know, any woman who rides into the middle of a war with nothing but two magical blades has plenty of balls.”

      Lilac giggles, but a third girl talks over the sound. “She’s right. It doesn’t matter anyway. Rumors or no rumors, we wouldn’t recognize them even if they were standing right in front of us. Especially him. They don’t call him the Eye of Death for fun. I heard no one ever gets a good look at him, like he wears a different face every day or has magic that makes people forget his features, so who knows if the rumors are true. Someone might have spotted Leon, or they might have seen some beggar in stolen silks.”

      “I wonder what it would take to be knighted?” They continue to whisper to each other.

      Sasha sighs heavily and turns toward the now flowing foot traffic between stalls. “What’s so important around here to bring them all?”

      I glance around, but there’s no Leon here, though I don’t doubt he’s somewhere close, seeing as though they promised to hold the border up with sheer power if Lithael ever manages to bring it down.

      But only for a limited time. Then they’ll see the whole realm on fire to eliminate the Silvari, the Sabers, and the threat they pose to these unwitting mortals.

      Not letting Pax and Leon see each other sits high on my list. If even calm and calculating Roarke was hyper-protective around Leon, then Pax is going to have serious issues. Damned Alpha pains in my ass.

      I stop in front of a stall overflowing with winter gloves – not because the gloves are eye-catching, but because of the three boys loitering at one end whilst the merchant serves a customer on the other.

      They slip three pairs from the pile and disappear into the crowd. I wish Seth were here; I know he’d find this entertaining. He’s not, but someone else is standing right behind me.

      I can immediately sense that he’s not a Saber, just a man. A young man, I realize, turning to meet his eyes. Maybe eighteen. Which should put him very close to my own age – except add some extra zeros from my Silvari half.

      He gives me a lopsided smile, his brown eyes not leaving my expression. He’s dressed modestly but respectfully in clean dark coffee-colored pants and a well-fitted long-sleeved shirt. Nothing fancy. Plain, easy to ignore clothes.

      “I know you,” he says, turning his head as if to inspect me from a different angle.

      I don’t even hesitate. “No, you don’t.”

      “Are you sure?” he asks, much slower. Like a parent who knows the answer but is waiting to see if their child can guess correctly first.

      “Yes, I’m sure,” I insist, darting my gaze over my shoulder, where the kids have well and truly vanished from sight.

      “Tattling on a thief earns a person coin from the authorities,” he says.

      “I don’t need coin.”

      “I’d think you do, by the look of you.” He runs his gaze over my body again, eyes sharp like he sees every part of me. Who I am, where I’ve been. But I don’t think his assumptions are anywhere close to the truth.

      “I haven’t seen you on my streets before, though,” he says, leaning casually against the pole holding stretched corners of canvas in place to shade several of the nearest stalls.

      “Because I’m not on your streets,” I counter. “Where do you think you’ve seen me before then?”

      “No, you’re right. The streets would be an improvement for you. You look like you crawled out of a gutter.”

      Damn these clothes! “I have enough coin. Why do you care?”

      “I guess I don’t,” he says with a one-sided shrug. But that too bright smile stays on his lips, and he doesn’t turn to leave. “If you have coin, I can help you get the best deals with the merchants. As a kind of repayment.”

      “I don’t have coin,” I admit.

      “But you just said…” he begins, his brow furrowing. “Do you have coin, or don’t you?”

      “I don’t, but I don’t need it.”

      He quirks one amused eyebrow. He’s leaner than Roarke, but about as tall as my AllureSeed. The most recognizable trait in him is an air of mischief that would make Seth beam. He gives me the impression that the wind could pick him up and blow him away, but he’d laugh about it.

      This is me from now on. Every person I meet is going to be rated on a scale of Killian to Seth in fear factor, Pax to Roarke in compassion or anything to do with compromise, and Seth to Pax in patience… my list goes on.

      He has all of Seth’s mischief but none of his bounce. His body language is calm, more like Roarke. No sign of anything Killian in him at all. With a slightly chiseled jaw, pretty brown eyes, and dark brown hair, he’s good looking, really, but not Elorsin good.

      “At least tell me you have accommodation? We’re due snow any day now.”

      Which explains the kids stealing gloves. Today might not be too cold to move around in the sunlight with your hands bare – and your feet in my case – but once it snows, that will become impossible.

      He looks down and settles his attention on my bare feet.

      “What happened to your shoes?” he asks.

      Despite this guy being a complete stranger, I don’t have a single raised-in-alarm sensation, so I answer truthfully. “They kind of disintegrated.”

      He chuckles. “Okay, I’ve had that happen to me too.” Then his features smooth and a glimpse of honest concern peeks through. “Need a place to stay?”

      “Nope,” I say, popping my ‘p.’ “I already have one, and who do you think you are, judging me because of the clothes I’m wearing. This happens to be a style where I’m from; people pay good money to wear these.”

      “Maybe when they were new, and if they fit you. My grandma’s clothes are in better shape than those.”

      “Who are you, anyway?”

      “Someone,” he says, then tweaks his head and turns one ear toward the sky.

      I can’t hear anything worth notice, people, the odd dog, some birds in the tree filling the center of the markets.

      The smile wipes from his face, and his eyes rake over me again.

      “They’re doing a sweep. You’d better come with me, or you’ll find yourself in a cell or worse. They’re fond of removing fingers here.”

      His choice of words sends fear crashing through me. Pax would not respond well to that. Bad things happen when the guy can’t find me. Tracking me down in a market just around the corner from our inn is one thing, but a cell – or wherever this guy’s alternative hiding place is – is not going to end well.

      I turn sharply, moving toward the inn with as much speed as I can. It’s probably rude that I didn’t say goodbye or thank you, but Pax and Thane are the only things on my mind.

      My mind which is suddenly wiped clean when I slam into an armed authorities. Spear in one hand, net in the other, wearing chest armor made of metal and a matching helmet with red feathers sticking out the top.

      Exactly the same uniform as in Drayden.

      He sweeps the blunt end of his spear out and knocks me off my feet. I land hard, groaning in pain as the cobblestones remind me that I’m not ready for this kind of exertion.

      More authorities march around the corner, completely blocking this exit. Logically, I know the other end of the street is blocked off too – not that it matters since I can’t run that far anyway. Or at all.

      But I haven’t done anything wrong. And since everyone else in the market keeps going about their business with no fear for the authorities, then I should be allowed to too.

      I pull myself to my feet, forcing my back to stand tall and lifting my chin as high as it will go without looking like I’m crazy.

      But the only thing I achieve is baring my throat for him to press the tip of his spear under my jaw.

      Options? Back up the step or two to the wall or try to sidestep into the market, which is filling with guards.

      I run my fingers over the outline of my blades in my pockets, but my chances of doing damage to a man in armor without getting myself killed are pretty low. And my glass? If I could get it to do anything, it’s not going to be pretty. There are still families and children happily exploring the markets. I’m not about to shower them in blood and bits.

      Running is out, fighting is out, I wonder if talking this out might be too much to ask?

      “I’m a guest at the inn around the corner,” I begin.

      “Like hell you are,” the guard growls, his thin lips pressed together like he hates every single thing in the world.

      Especially me.

      Chuck.
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      “I honestly am, sir,” I repeat to the authority with his spear pushed in under my jaw.

      It’s pretty blunt, thankfully, or I’d be dripping blood by now.

      A sharp whistle cuts through the markets, stalling some of the bustling conversation and music more than the presence of armed guards did. For a second, my heart does a flip because  Pax loves to get people’s attention with a whistle, but there’s a difference in pitches.

      This whistle came from three kids, about ten or eleven years old, standing in a row. They pull their hands from their pockets, showing ribbons threaded with pearls and scrunched-up scarves, and pause just long enough for the guards to respond before shoving it all back into their pockets and running. Racing, laughing, and calling taunts.

      “Catch us if you can, tin donkeys!”

      “You’re too slow!”

      They vanish amongst the stalls, and every single guard gives chase – leaving me with a scratch under my chin and a dumbfounded expression.

      For a long exhale, I don’t move as the guards vanish among the shoppers, splitting up, getting turned around, shouting. I suck in a breath and turn to get my ass out of here.

      I wish I could run, but I’m barely managing a fast walk.

      “You could say thank you,” Someone says. Not just anyone, but a very specific Someone, as he steps around the corner and leans on the edge of the building.

      His smile is full of mischief and confidence. Like he’s king of his own mud castle.

      “Thank you,” I say, but I’m not really convinced it’s him I need to thank.

      He grips my elbow and pulls me around the corner with him.

      “Now, where’s this inn you work at?” he asks, tugging me down the street in the wrong direction.

      “I don’t work there, and it’s back that way,” I say.

      He turns, still walking as he rakes a puzzled look over me. “How does someone like you afford an inn on the good side of town but still look like that?” A vague gesture indicates that is all of me. From my hair to my toes.

      “What do you mean someone like me? You can’t talk to me like that! I’m older than you, you know.”

      “Not likely,” he snorts. “And even if you are, your mind is never going to catch up to mine.”

      I yank my arm out of his grip, which finally forces him to stop. “I’m going back to the inn – and you are going to walk the other way, got it?” I order, turning then stopping sharply.

      Obviously, the sweep of the markets has finished. The authorities are exiting and regrouping in the street, two kids in their nets.

      “Shit,” Someone curses.

      He grips my arm again, pulling me into the nearest alley and shoving me further along before he inches back and peers carefully around the corner.

      “Rat and Shallot,” he whispers.

      “What?”

      “They’ve caught Rat and Shallot.”

      I almost laugh because Seth would love those names, but this is not the time. Right now, two innocent kids are in danger, and they got themselves netted being my decoy. I sag against the wall and the weight of the truth.  The wall doesn’t offer quite enough support, and I struggle not to sit down in the grime. One more day, I just need one more day, then I can run and kick ass and all of those things. Right now, I’m useless.

      “Stay here,” he rumbles. “Or don’t. Yoyo.”

      He grips the rough stones of the wall and starts climbing.

      “What?” I hiss up at him. Did he just call me a yoyo?

      “You’re On Your Own,” he says, then clambers upward.

      He makes the two stories in record time then vanishes over the edge and onto the roof. I slink back into the shadows, watching and counting as twelve guards march the two kids – still tangled in nets, with their wrists cuffed together – down the street. Edging forward, I glance out in time to catch them turning left two intersections down.

      The drum of their heavy march keeps playing in my mind, tormenting me. But what can I do? If I go down there, I’m as good as handing myself in. One look at me and I’ll be locked up along with the kids. I suck in long breaths, willing myself to put aside the ache in my body and muster some energy.

      A figure moves along the rooftop, leaps clean across from one building to another, and disappears after them. Someone.

      I need to help. I need Pax.

      Pax can fix this – because Pax has gold, and gold can do anything. Where the hell is he?

      I turn and smack straight into him. Almost falling back onto my ass, except he grabs my arms and pins me in place.

      “Stop doing that!” I gasp, but I’m talking to myself because the last time I turned and walked into someone it wasn’t Pax. It was a guard, and the time before that it was Someone.

      Thane rumbles, and I meet Pax’s glowing gaze. Hair dark ash, teeth all canine.

      “What are you doing?” he growls, his fingers biting into my arms.

      I offer a little ‘ouch’ noise as I try to squirm free, but he either doesn’t notice or doesn’t care.

      “Thane, I need to talk to Pax,” I say. It takes everything in me to straighten against the pain and hold his staring contest.

      “Answer me first. What are you doing?”

      “Stretching my legs. You can’t lock a person in a room all day. That’s not okay,” I say, trying my best not to start poking him in the chest.

      “What do you mean? It’s barely noon, and leaving the door open would be too dangerous.”

      “You locked it.”

      “That’s what a lock is for,” Thane argues.

      I growl, no words coming to mind because this wolf is impossible. Finally, I manage, “Not okay.”

      The light in Thane’s eyes dims a little, his hands relaxing on my arms. “Tali didn’t mind.”

      “Tali?” I ask, but the light has completely gone. The teeth and the ashen hair too.

      “Jessamy’s wolf,” Pax supplies. “He’s going to sulk over that for ages.”

      “Sulk over what?” I’m the one who should be upset.

      “Wolves love harder and suffer loss harder too,” Pax says, letting go of my arms so he can run his hand through his hair, followed by giving the back of his neck a frustrated rub.

      “We’ve got bigger problems right now, Pax. We have to go buy some kids.”

      “What?” he chokes, his eyes wide and his head tilted in the same kind of wary-curiosity he sometimes offers Seth.

      “Long story, but the authorities just netted them, and we have to get them free.”

      He shakes his head. “No, we don’t. That’s not our business or our concern.”

      “Pax, they were helping me. The authorities had me in their hands, and those kids helped me. They didn’t plan to get caught. Pretty sure something went wrong there, but they did get caught, and they are going to be punished, and we have to save them.”

      Pax’s jaw clenches. “No, we can’t tie her up,” he says – obviously to Thane. Pax half-smiles, his look slightly glazed as he listens internally. I wish I could hear Thane right now.

      “Pax, please.” I try to tell myself I’m not begging, but it does feel a lot like begging. “They dragged them away in chains.”

      Plus some staring deep into each other’s eyes. And a few moments of nervously biting my lip.

      “Okay, which way did they go?” he asks.

      I inhale with relief and point down the street.

      He pulls me close into his side, wrapping an arm around my back and moving us forward at just a tiny bit over my comfortable walk. But comfortable isn’t the aim here. Getting to those kids before they get a beating, whipping, or finger removed, is.

      “Thane’s only experience with women was Jessamy, and her spare time mostly consisted of relaxing with a book in our home. Usually, if she was reading when we left, she would still be reading when we returned.”

      “I...” I begin, but I turn back to concentrating on walking hard and fast through the ache before I can add can’t read. I never really missed the skill before meeting these guys, and it leaves me feeling a little dejected. It’s certainly not something I can fix right now though.

      He slows, whispering, “Here, I think you’re strong enough for this now,” into my ear as he lifts the edge of my shirt and presses his palm to my hip.

      The usual rush of comforting static is followed by a deliberate push of power. Power I can take, and my body does without a second thought. Sucks in what’s offered and lets it rush through me.

      “Better?” he asks.

      I straighten a little. “Yes. Thank you. When did that become a thing?” And why haven’t I been using it already?

      “You don’t have to thank me, and it’s something only mates can do,” he says, pressing a kiss to my hair.

      His eyes flash gold as Thane adds, “Maybe we should have sex again. You seemed stronger after that exchange of energy.”

      My insides moan, a combination of yes, please and focus! but I manage to keep the sound from my lips. Everything from my waist down is saying, yes! But everything from my belly button up is saying, are you insane? Kids might be about to die!

      We round the corner, and Pax stops.

      “That’s it,” he says, nodding at the next building.

      There’s a bunch of writing on the wall and a wooden sign in the shape of a shield hanging over the door.

      “You can read that too?” I ask.

      “I can read seventeen different languages,” he mutters.

      “Of course you do,” I mutter as he slips his short sword a little out of the sheath as if checking it will slide freely when he needs it. I snatch his wrist, halting him. “You’re not going to just go in there and lose your shit, are you?”

      Pax offers me two almost simultaneous smiles. One all man, serious and dangerous, and one all wolf, like a predator about to pounce on a plaything.

      “Beautiful, they’re mortals, not exactly a threat to me. And these kids you’re worried about aren’t mine. I’m not going in there for anything but you. Which means, no, neither Thane nor I are about to lose our shit.” I breathe a sigh of relief; it’s good to know I’m not about to witness a trigger-induced killing spree. Then he adds, “Think you can stay behind me and duck if I say duck?”

      “I’ve played this game with Killian before.” And it didn’t work out so great last time.

      “This time you’re not going to get hurt. Just stay behind me,” he says, then he pushes his way inside. I follow close behind and feel the whoosh of air from the return swing of the doors.

      No bars in sight, that’s a plus. Just ten desks and eight authorities, wearing a simple black and brown uniform. The armor they were wearing earlier and most of their weapons line the walls, except for the swords on their belts.

      Everyone in the room turns to glare at us.

      “You recently took some children into custody,” Pax says, slipping all too easily into the body language and tone of a prince.

      One of the women points toward the back door. “As soon as he’s finished with them.”

      Three guards step out of the way and the view opens up. The two kids are on their knees in a small walled courtyard outside the back door, their dirty hands strapped to a block of stone. The balding authority standing over them is brandishing a knife and smirking – which is heart racing creepy.

      “Stop!” I push forward, fire alight in the pit of my stomach and a desire to inflict pain on my mind.

      But before I can take two steps, the guards pounce on us. Pax is instantly between me and the nearest three, not even caring that one of them has a sword drawn and angled in the direction of his crotch.

      Pax doesn’t draw, like these Soot aren’t a threat yet. Or like it’s more intimidating to fearlessly stand there without a weapon.

      “Easy, m-en,” Pax says. I’m pretty sure the ‘m’ was originally the beginnings of ‘mortal’ but he changed his mind mid-word. “We just want the kids, and we can pay the price on their heads.”

      The path outside is blocked, so I turn my back to Pax, watching the guards behind us. Of the three on my side, two have drawn swords. The kids are abandoned, and the bald authority from outside ambles in, smiling too broadly.

      It’s the smile on this guy that gets me. Most of him is uninteresting. Just another mortal male, with thin lips and dark patches on his head that hint he’s been going bald for years. His long black and brown coat is unbuttoned, and his belt is heavy with two swords and a dagger.

      “Is she handing herself in?” the balding guy asks, pointing with the knife like it’s an extension of his fingers. “I saw her at the markets.”

      Out the back, past the authority stalking toward us, a Someone-shaped shadow slips down the wall and begins to unstrap the kids’ hands.

      Pax straightens and, without any warning, jabs the nearest guy in the nose. The guy reels back, screeching and holding his face, and his sword falls to the ground, no longer threatening Pax’s crotch. All eyes turn well and truly away from the back doors, and there’s enough noise not to hear small footsteps on the stones.

      “I think that’s a no,” I say. “No, I’m not turning myself in.”

      As I talk, I pull the karambits from my pockets. The smooth hilts fit perfectly in my palms. The problem with having an AlphaSeed at my back is that suddenly I’m feeling invincible.

      Worse – I like the feeling.

      I have this ridiculous urge to spin the blades around my fingers, twirling them using the ring at the end of the hilt the same way Killian can. Ridiculous, because there’s no way I can do that without cutting off my own finger or sending the thing flying and impaling Pax in the back. So I resist the urge.

      “And she’s armed. There are laws against people like you carrying weapons,” the bald guy says.

      “No,” I answer, smiling at him. Because I know all about this particular law.

      “Shade,” Pax says – my actual name, which makes me pay full attention.

      “Yes?”

      “Remember that conversation we had outside?”

      “Yes?” This time I draw the word out as both an answer and a question.

      Our conversation, which is not private but very exclusive, makes the guards around us hesitate. That probably means we look a little crazy right now. Oddly, though, I don’t mind. I’m actually rather enjoying myself, now that no one has a knife near those kids’ hands.

      “Well, you’re not going to do anything to get Thane excited, are you?”

      “Like?”

      “Drawing blood would do it – with glass,” Pax says.

      “Wasn’t planning on it,” I say. “I was planning on leaving the blood drawing to you.”

      “Please, do try,” the man drawls, obviously bored by being ignored. “It’d be amusing to watch, then I can string you both up and –”

      Pax bristles, so I cut the authority off and probably save all their lives. “There are laws against slaves and thieves carrying weapons – but I’m not a thief nor a slave. And these little blades are the least of your worries.”

      “I’m quite sure you are, girly. A slave or indentured servant or beggar. All the same to me,” a blond guard chuckles, and with his head still tilted back and the sound still spilling over his lips, Pax has punched him in the throat before anyone even sees him move.

      Thank you, Allure.

      Outside, the second kid is freed and helped up the wall, gripping the stones and clambering higher until he’s out of sight.

      Someone finally steps into full view. It’s definitely the same guy from the market, with his intelligent gaze and lean figure – built for scaling walls and running over rooftops. I really need to find out this guy’s name.

      He moves toward us like he plans to help. Or maybe it looks like we haven’t got this under control. He could be right, but not in the way he’s thinking. If anything, this room is about to be a bloodbath.

      “How much gold would it cost to get us out of this without having to kill all of you?” I ask.

      “Ten pieces each would be a good start,” the woman laughs.

      “I’d rather eat them,” Thane growls.

      “You eat people?” I demand. I can’t have heard that right.

      “Only if I have to,” Thane rumbles, pure predator. “Or if I’m hungry.”

      The men around us still, most of their faces blanching as signs of terror run over their expressions. Pax turns in a circle, and all at once they rush for the door.

      I look at my mate for an explanation and see more wolf than man. Teeth long and sharp, hair dark and lengthening, eyes glowing. Yep, that will do it.

      “Wait, where are you going?” I call playfully after the rough and tough authorities who are now running scared.

      When Pax stops turning, there’s only one other person in sight – Someone.

      The mortal tilts his head to the side, giving Pax an oddly curious single-eyebrow-raised expression. No fear. Not even shock.

      Surprise laces through me, considering the reaction everyone else had.

      He looks around the empty room then begins to step closer, all the while darting his eyes back to Pax. Thane growls, his skin rippling over Pax’s. Someone watches him warily but moves further into the room anyway.

      “You didn’t mention him,” Thane says, pressing his hand against the back of my shirt as if the contact will give him an extra warning if I decide to do something stupid.

      “Am I on the menu?” Someone asks.

      Thane chuckles. “Mortals taste like shit.”

      “Thane!” I gasp, because saying things like that is just bad manners, and the idea of him chowing down on a person is turning my stomach.

      We really need to talk about this. It was not in the pre-mate-bond discussions, so I feel like I have every right to tell him it’s completely off-limits.

      “Good,” the other guy says, rushing for the glowing coals in the hearth. He grabs the shovel and starts flicking the things around the room. “You guys should go though, because they’ll be back with reinforcements.”

      He opens a desk drawer and drops a coal into it, then a filing cabinet. Continuing to move around the room as the air fills with smoke.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Each one of my kids has warrants in here. If this place burns, their warrants burn. It’ll cost me less in bribe money and they’ll all get a clean slate. Happy Soot Day.”

      Pax lets out a half-growl, half-huff sound before turning and making it clear we’re leaving. Muttering to Thane and not me, “Agreed. Entertainment – not threat.”

      My first thought is – Is it really Soot Day?

      My second – How does this guy have kids?

      And just as Pax gets me outside, my last thought is – Pax is going to have more to say about all of this when we get back to the inn.
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      I’m manhandled all of the way down the street, where I give up trying to go back or see what’s happening behind us and walk normally. Another block, then through the inn’s stables, in silence, with Pax’s hand on my back, and out into the courtyard.

      He doesn’t let go of me to unlock the door or when he slams the thing shut behind us – and locks it again.

      Damn that lock. I need to steal the key. Not now, now I need to defend myself, or explain myself, or maybe even duck.

      All I get is a flash of gold, a rush of sparks, then the pure bliss of his lips against mine.

      I sag backward, finding the wall behind me. His hands run up my sides, lifting my shirt up and over my head and my arms with it. When the shirt reaches my wrists, he twists it tightly. Tangling both wrists, then pinning them to the wall.

      My heart kicks a little faster, and my brain struggles to function.

      Yes – Pax was kissing me – pure bliss.

      No – I’m not out of trouble.

      He leans against me, his weight demanding that I stay where I am. I do, my mind racing to decide exactly how much I’m enjoying this. For a long moment, his attention is on my neck, but Thane’s teeth don’t press forward.

      He straightens, pulling the promise of a bite away from me, then slams his elbow into the wall, making the whole building shake.

      But he doesn’t relax the pressure on my body or my trapped arms.

      “Sorry,” I whisper.

      Those golden eyes finally meet mine.

      “I hate it when you say that,” Thane growls.

      “Um, not sorry?” I try even though my galloping pulse is telling me that this is very unfamiliar territory, and I have no idea what lines I’m trying not to cross.

      Pax was always very good at keeping his distance when we were with his brothers. There were consequences and a very real risk of killing me, so he avoided me, mostly.

      But that was three days ago.

      This is now.

      Right now, I’m in nothing but a breastband, pinned to a wall with the more wolf-than-man version looking at me like I’m devourable.

      Thane drags his gaze down my body, and when his eyes meet mine again, they’re no longer glowing.

      “You can barely walk, and you go getting into fights!” Pax growls, a new intensity to his words.

      Thane’s thinking is simple – obey the rules.

      Pax is more complex – if you’re not obeying the rules, it’s because you’re stupid and don’t understand both the risks or the consequences, and I’m  –

      He presses his lips to mine, and my mind shuts up.

      Melts.

      Slips down from my awareness and seeps out through my toes. Logic – gone.

      “I want you so fucking bad right now,” Thane growls.

      Thane swears. Pax doesn’t generally say fuck. Thane does. And that gravelly tone he does it in sends shivers down my spine.

      “Why do I want you so badly?” he growls.

      An ache is lacing through me, kind of like a need and kind of like a memory of the last time we were naked together.

      “Um, because I’m amazing,” my mouth offers as the rest of me tries to work out if I’m intimidated or just excited right now.

      He pushes his knee between my legs, forcing my legs wide and settling his weight against my hips.

      “No, that’s not it,” he leans in to whisper, slowly inhaling as he traces down my neck.

      “And I’m irresistible,” I add as he moves onto my shoulder, still smelling me.

      He hovers right around where he would normally sink his teeth.

      “I don’t always want you,” Pax says, leaning back without a single nibble.

      “Oh, that’s disappointing.” I don’t have to feign the tinge of hurt in my tone.

      The hurt overtakes the fear that had laced through me – but only momentarily.

      He shifts, pulling my arms down but not letting them free from the tangle of shirt. His other hand moves to my hip, pulling me closer to him – as if that were even possible.

      “Because I was talking to another guy?” I press. “Because another guy saved my ass from being locked up or my fingers from being chopped off?”

      His eyes glow, teeth going all wolf, as he slams me back against the wall before punching the timber and leaving a fist-sized hole behind.

      “Because you locked me the chuck in and just left me here, and I had to break out? Like this is some damn prison cell,” I grumble, because my mouth clearly isn’t as afraid right now as the rest of me. The rest of me knows that grumbling at Pax has never worked to my advantage, but my mouth is always in for one more try.

      “Because you were stupid enough to need saving – by a mortal. That pisses me the fuck off,” Thane growls, hard.

      I feel his lust, his desire, but it’s quickly shoved under the fear rising up from my past.

      In a sharp pull, then shove, we’re away from the wall and falling toward the bed. Me – stomach down with my hands still bound up and in his grip in a way that makes it almost impossible to catch my fall. And him – moving in right behind me so it’s impossible for me to get back up.

      My back is bare and exposed as I fall face down onto the bed, my eyes tightly clamped shut.

      My body curves over the mattress as the tips of my fingers scratch against the sheets in a moment of sheer terror.

      No, please no.

      My throat constricts with sobs that I won’t let escape as moments like this slam into my memory. Being punished. Being bare and face down. The pain that comes after.

      In my mind, I can hear the snap of a whip, and my diaphragm constricts. My torso tenses, waiting for the pain.

      I don’t struggle. Struggling is useless.

      Hold my tongue. Stay in submission. Hold my tongue. Stay in submission.

      Instinct takes over.

      A whimper slips from my constricted vocals, and the shirt is suddenly being torn from my wrists.

      I hear Pax fall to the floor beside me; my eyes are still shut against seeing anything. Feel him run his hand between the mattress and my stomach and draw me into his arms, guiding me until he’s sitting on the floor and I’m straddling him. His hands cup my cheeks, thumbs running under my eyes even though I’m sure there’s no moisture there.

      Sure, because I would never give Lord Martin the pleasure of tears. Never give anyone the pleasure of tears.

      “I’ve given you the power,” Thane coos softly.

      “Open your eyes, Beautiful,” Pax whispers. “Look at me.”

      I draw in a shaky breath and open my eyes.

      He’s propped against the foot of the bed. Half-Pax, half-Thane, with a perfect ratio of glow in his eyes that I’ve never seen before.

      My insides relax a little, the tension rippling off the muscles in my back and trying to ebb away, though my hands are still freaking shaking as I rest them gently on his chest.

      Did we break her? – Thane asks.

      I pretend I didn’t hear him. My voice is still somewhere between choked up and frozen solid anyway.

      He doesn’t grab me or grip me or say anything else. He just closes his eyes and puckers his lips and waits there to see if I’ll kiss him.

      My Pax. My Thane. My Pane? Thax?

      Either way, this is not Lord… No, Shade, don’t even say it.

      Instead, I lean forward and kiss him. Long and slow.

      “Can I kiss you back?” Pax asks through our pressed lips.

      I still, lost in the complexity of the situation. He doesn’t ask for permission – not normally. He doesn’t wait, not normally. But he’s stopped everything right now, and each one of his actions is about me, what I want, what I need. Who I am.

      “Beautiful, I’ll never hurt you,” he says, his voice low and sweet and tender.

      Our lips brush as we talk. “I know,” I manage.

      “Never. I mean that. I might get… excited. I might move quickly and make assumptions, but I’ll never do that again.”

      Goosebumps run down my arms, and I’m not even sure why. Because he just made a promise? Because he’s actually considering me? His words send zaps of lightning through my every muscle.

      I would try to respond, but the whole talking thing feels a little impossible right now, so I nod. My hand smooths along the stubble on his cheek.

      I want her – Thane rumbles.

      “Do you believe me?” Pax asks.

      “I…” I begin, desperate to explain. To share. “I just had a flashback, is all.”

      Skip this bit. She knows we’re sorry. Move on. Clothes off – Thane says.

      Pax nods gently, pressing a quick kiss to my lips – which is easy considering we’re still practically forehead-to-forehead.

      “You can tell me, but you don’t have to,” Pax says, his hands running up and down my sides like he’s trying to distract himself from gripping me and holding me in place.

      Thane groans – Not now.

      I try to ignore him. Try to get an explanation out. “Just – punishment. And...”

      Thane growls – That was your fault. Say sorry again, then take her pants off.

      “How the chuck do you ignore him all the time?” I demand.

      Pax gives me a wide smile, with normal human teeth.

      You can hear me again? – Thane demands, then he moans – I just want her. Now. Can we take her now?

      “It’s a skill,” Pax says softly, his hands splaying on my hips then relaxing.

      Him holding me wasn’t the problem.

      “Pax… it’s just – ah – the…” Yep, I’m so great with words. Amazing.

      Pax puts one hand on the floor, and with far too little effort, he starts to get up, taking me  up with him, still straddling his hips. I link my fingers behind his neck and wait until we’re standing before letting my feet slip to the floor. Or try to since he grabs my ass and stops me.

      Let her get down. You can’t take off her pants like this – Thane almost begs.

      Pax, instead, lifts me higher and presses his face between my breasts. Inhaling deeply and sending an almost purr through Thane.

      “You smell so good,” he moans. “This is taking so much effort.”

      He lowers me down a little, nibbling the edge of his lip as if to keep his teeth contained.

      “I…” I stammer, still trying to finish my earlier sentence, but he is not making this easy.

      “Beautiful, you didn’t want me near your back. I was out of line,” Pax says.

      Fuck the line. No longer an issue. Done. Now let me have her.

      “Pax,” I begin, leaning my head down to rest against his, our noses nuzzling next to each other. “If I castrate him when he’s all wolf, would that castrate you too?”

      Pax smiles before answering, “Not sure. If the wound is bad enough, we can’t change forms until it’s healed. I guess that’s because one body ceases to exist when we’re in the other. Which means potentially he’d be the only one missing something.”

      You wouldn’t! – Thane growls.

      “Try me,” I reply.

      Get us back on the ground – Thane orders, clearly to Pax, clearly wanting to submit.

      “No,” Pax answers.

      You’re making us look bad. Get low, real low –

      “But I will do this,” he says, leaning back and making us fall onto the bed. Bouncing just once before settling into the soft mattress.

      I squeak, my heart pounding even after I realize we haven’t broken anything.

      Which makes Pax chuckle softly. So soft. So calm. Nothing threatening about him. How does he manage to make me feel like this? Excited and safe and completely out of my depth all at the same time.

      And vulnerable.

      But I’m on top of him. I’m the one pinning him down.

      I settle into my straddle, lean forward, and enjoy the silky feel of his lips against mine.

      A spark of power shoots between us, taking us all by surprise, and three different moans fill the room.

      Somehow, we both manage to pull the ties on our pants, kicking them off and throwing them the chuck away. Because if I’m honest, there’s a sweet vanilla scent searing its way down my throat, and I just can’t get enough of it. Maybe later I’ll analyze the fact that I haven’t smelled roses this whole time, which has nothing to do with there being no rose bushes and everything to do with me not accessing Killian’s power to sense Roarke. Like an intricate dance between us all, channeling their abilities and seeing the world in a whole new way that isn’t possible at the moment.

      Maybe we’re too far away from each other – but Pax can still use Roarke’s power. No idea, and it’s not important now.

      He doesn’t let our kiss relax as his other hand brushes softly over my clit. I flinch from the slight soreness and pull away.

      He holds my lip between his teeth, the sharp points on the verge of breaking skin, but doesn’t quite do the damage before letting go.

      “You can tell me to leave,” he says.

      “I’m the one on top – I’ll leave if I want to,” I counter.

      And maybe I would if this hard spark of magic wasn’t pulling us together, my soul demanding that I feast from this entangled moment with his soul. Maybe if I were just a mortal girl again and this was my second time with just any mortal guy, then I’d tell him to get the chuck out until my body was over the ache of the first time.

      But that numb pain is secondary to the flood of pleasure, and when he pushes his fingers back against my clit, running them in gentle circles, I don’t flinch again.

      But I do moan.

      And do quite a bit of grinding too.

      He’s holding my hip, almost pushing me in time with the rhythm my body has created, but at the slightest sense of the shuddering pleasure getting to the point where I might find release, he stops.

      His hand moves to hold himself firmly, pushing down with the palm of his other hand against my hip. Guiding me onto him, inch by inch, in a delicious pooling of power that hums through my core.

      His thumb returns to my clit, his gaze holding mine as I near my release again. Not hard and fast like last time. No, this time the heat rolls up and over me in a teasing wave that damn near drags me under and drowns me.

      I move in a slow rock that has his eyes rolling up in his head and Thane growling softly. Well, if he’s going to drag this out and tease the crap out of me, then I’m going to do the same to him. The minutes roll on, sitting right on the cusp of orgasm, but enjoying this, enjoying him, too much to care that – eventually – I’m going to need to surface for air.

      “Beautiful,” they moan, and the word on their dark and dangerous lips sends tingles through me.

      On the inside, my core sparks and hums, pleasure flooding through me with almost demanding intensity. On the outside, I gasp, shudder, then collapse to his chest in a blissful heap.

      He grips my shoulder in one hand and my hip in the other, then thrusts into me with the kind of rushed vigor that screams of him having restrained himself this whole time.

      My own desires flood back with his sudden demand of my body – and his release. The way he gasps, Thane growling, then arches his back and groans. Thrusting firmly twice more before relaxing.

      If every single muscle between my legs didn’t ache, throb, or feel numb, or a weird combination of all of the above, then I’d want more.

      All night?

      For the next three days straight?

      When did I become absorbed with desire? I definitely can’t blame Roarke; he’s too far away.

      He relaxes, and I sink onto his chest, which makes me realize that he was actually holding me up in the first place.

      “He wants to know if you can still hear him?” Pax asks, not exactly a whisper. More like the voice of someone who’s just run a marathon.

      “No,” I say, my voice more like someone who wishes they’d run a marathon but in fact just ran from one side of the room to the other and now can’t breathe.

      “No, you can’t hear him, or no, you’re not answering him?”

      “No, I can’t hear him. Why?”

      “Because he wants you to know you’re beautiful.”
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      Collecting our things from the stables is easy and should take about five minutes. We don’t see a single servant, or any Sabers worth noting. I think that means the Sabers are still at lunch or maybe afternoon tea, and the servants have heard about the misfortune of one of their own with Logan. Servant gossip travels like wildfire, and all of them magically have something very, very important to do, very, very far from us.

      Which just speeds up our journey until we’re inside our secure space and Roarke says, “On a scale of one to ten, with one being ‘it’s important and feasible’ and ten being ‘it lacks importance and is impossible’ –”

      “Spit it out, Allure,” Killian interrupts, yanking his bag up off the ground and turning around. But as soon as he’s laid eyes on Roarke, he points hard and snaps, “No.”

      I almost snort at them but manage to swallow it into a cough – that turns into a brief moment of choking on my own air.

      “No, what? No to the important and feasible part or no to the unimportant and impossible part?” I ask, still trying to clear the desire to cough from my throat.

      “Neither,” Roarke mutters, crossing his arms over his chest.

      At the same time, Killian says, “Both.”

      I jump onto the bottom railing of the nearest stall and perch on the top one, watching the entertainment instead of picking up my bag. “Someone want to fill me in?”

      “Curiosity,” Killian says, finally dropping his hand. “Now is not the time.”

      “Any time’s good for curiosity,” I say, holding a finger up on my left hand, a point to Roarke.

      “We have time. I only want to ride to the Citadel Library; I can be there and back before tournament.”

      I hold my other hand up and give Killian a point.

      “You haven’t slept yet. You can’t burn through Allure getting books,” Killian says, voicing the very reason I’ve already given him the point. We’re also a fighter short for this match, and we’re on everyone’s shit list.

      Roarke doesn’t back down, his jaw set firmer than usual. “One word, brother. OriginSeed.”

      I purse my lips and offer a nod of agreement in Roarke’s direction. He’s right there. Two points to Roarke, one to Killian.

      “Means nothing if she dies. Focus. Get her back first.” Clean hit. Pure truth. Point to Killian.

      “We can’t leave yet. This is called using our time wisely. You should try it sometime.”

      I hate to admit it, but point to Roarke. I still don’t think he can make it before tournament, but if he can, maybe it’s worth it.

      Killian glares at me, then back at Roarke, lifting his own hand and counting off fingers as he talks. “We don’t have time. You don’t have the energy. Knowing stuff isn’t going to change anything until we’re back together. Separating leaves us vulnerable. You borrow a book about Origins, or get seen with a book about them, and Shadow will have an all new target on her back, but we’ll. Still. Be. Stuck. Here.”

      I drop my hands and hop off the railing. Killian wins.

      Roarke doesn’t even argue, turning and picking up his things the same as I am.

      When we’ve all gathered by the door, Killian brushes his fingers over the branches and it begins to open, a little too slowly for the impatience still emanating from Roarke.

      “For the record, I think you’re both right,” I say.

      “Me too,” Roarke murmurs.

      Killian grunts, translation – ‘me three.’

      We move in silence until we near the stable exit, our gear in our hands and the White Castle in view beyond the big double stable doors – currently blocked by Teegan, Lara, and Amber. And they all look about as bad as I feel.

      Teegan in particular with her blonde hair windswept and blood splatters on her arm. The tall SeductionSeed offers us a broad smile. It makes her look more inviting and positive, but it doesn’t make her presence feel any different.

      Lara, who’s shorter than Teegan with features that look slightly flattened and light blonde hair, turns and leans casually against the door frame. Feigning disinterest as she keeps a sharp eye on anyone who might be approaching.

      And Amber, the bright red-headed FireSeed, moves past us to do the same thing in the other direction.

      Killian drops his gear and has the SeductionSeed by her throat in a heartbeat. One part of me rocks back in shock, but another part quickly overtakes it as I move to block Amber and Roarke puts himself in Lara’s way. His fingers on his sword hilt and my power bubbling to the surface.

      A sword isn’t going to do much against a FireSeed, but Chaos will have fun with her.

      “Who,” Killian snarls at Teegan.

      “Who, what?” she gasps.

      “I think he means ‘who did you see, who did you talk to’ when you left Eydis’ domain,” Roarke translates.

      I don’t look back, but I can hear the panic in Teegan’s tone as well as I can see the wide-eyed shock on Amber’s face.

      “No one, we didn’t see anyone, didn’t talk to anyone. Rode straight back here,” Amber argues.

      There’s a thump behind me. Either Killian just hit the post he has Teegan pinned against with his fist, or he hit her. I’m guessing the post since it isn’t followed by screams of pain.

      “It’s the truth,” Lara shouts.

      “Say it,” Killian snarls.

      “No one,” Teegan manages to gasp.

      Another thump, but this time Amber’s brow relaxes in relief, and I glance back to see Teegan in a heap on the floor. Gasping and holding her throat, the SeductionSeed manages to pull herself to her feet using the twisted branches of the stall wall as support.

      “Why?” she demands, but her throat is too raw for the word to have weight.

      “We were ambushed,” Roarke says.

      For the first time, the three women look around, counting. I step back, regrouping next to Killian as Roarke does the same thing.

      “The Commander?” Lara asks, her voice reverent and afraid.

      “Separated but alive,” Roarke answers.

      “The girl?” Teegan asks, and probably the only reason she doesn’t get knocked back to the ground is because her voice is still low and gaspy.

      “Alive, with Pax,” Roarke explains.

      “It wasn’t us. On my life, it wasn’t us,” Amber pleads, her arms a little out from her sides as if to show she’s not planning to draw a weapon.

      Killian looks at her and growls, making the woman take a giant step backward.

      “He believes you,” Roarke translates.

      I chuckle, adding, “I would have let her suffer.” Which makes her eyes go wide.

      “If it wasn’t us, who the fuck was it?” Teegan chokes out.

      “There was us, Rose’s triune, and Eliijah’s – and Jada,” Lara says softly. “I can’t believe any of them would…”

      “Well, someone had to,” I say, turning those details over. If it wasn’t Teegan, who was it? And Killian isn’t a TruthSeed. They could be lying to us. Even TruthSeeds aren’t infallible, so Killian sure as chuck isn’t.

      I snort at myself – chuck. The word is so impossibly perfect. The snort gets a wide-eyed look from Lara, but I don’t bother explaining that it has nothing to do with them. Instead, I look past them because honestly I don’t need to be present for this conversation at all. I’ll get the short version from Killian and the long version from Roarke anyway.

      Killian lifts one finger and points at me. “Stay.”

      “I wasn’t going anywhere,” I declare, my arm out in surprise and surrender.

      Teegan swallows hard before saying with an almost normal voice, “We just got out of a tournament with Logan,”

      “They’re doing mixed gender tournaments,” I mutter, a little surprised and a lot delighted.

      Teegan nods. “As Pax suspected.”

      Pax? That was me. I worked that out. But I keep my lips sealed. Teegan isn’t on my favorite people list, and I’m not going to encourage a longer conversation for any reason.

      “The dignitaries have been allowing a combination of teams, and we’ve fought alongside Logan in two.”

      “And?” Roarke asks, sounding like he’s looking for the point as much as I am.

      “And he’s currently in the healers’ wing with two broken legs, Rose made sure of it. We’ve been following orders, playing on his team, working on getting him to believe we could be allies.”

      “Who else is in residence?” Roarke asks.

      “Elites, not many. Alarik and his team returned this morning. Apparently, the centaurs of Galahad Forest rebelled against the new enforcement officers Lithael sent. Sixteen teams went to deal with it. Alarik’s triune were the only Elites, and word is that it was a massacre. He looked like death.”

      “All these rumors of rebels have the kingdom on edge. They’re only making things worse,” I say.

      “Any more of our people here?” Roarke asks, no feelings displayed by his calculating features at all, but I know they’re there, hidden under all that hair.

      “Commanders Imogen, Kaia, and Zuri are still stationed along the borders. Mostly in the south, I believe. Rose, us, and Alarik are it here.”

      “Miles and Taryn were getting orders directly from Jada. Have you had any word from her?” Roarke asks.

      “Jada?” Teegan asks, her voice lowered right down.

      “She was supposed to meet us at the gates, but she seems to have been waylaid. Have you heard any news?”

      All three of the girls offer each other looks that spark confusion and worry. Killian would have a better read on them since he’s able to see threads and sense emotions. Most people smell like lies to me because most people are always lying. Telling themselves they don’t need food to get past hunger pangs because they’re too busy or trying to lose weight, that they can ‘do it’ even when the feat is impossible, that they’re going to beat the odds and win whatever wager they’re playing, that they’re ugly when in fact they’re beautiful, telling someone they love them when in fact they have doubts. Doubts are lies. Bloated optimisms are lies. Tiny lies all day long.

      Except Vexy. She smells like honey, and just the thought of her scent makes me wish we did force her to scent our clothes like she suggested the last time we were in residence at the White Castle.

      “Nothing,” Teegan says, and behind her, Lara shakes her head before turning to resume lookout duties. Then she adds, “We’ll go into the Citadel tonight, to the bars and clubs, and see what we can discover.”

      Killian nods, just once, like doing a mental tick on a to-do list. Wash the dog, water the cactus, send Teegan and her triune sisters to get drunk and listen to gossip. That’s what’s on my list too. Right between anal fireworks and one hundred and one foods that look like boobs.

      “Keep us updated,” Roarke orders, but this time he doesn’t try to walk out. Instead, he asks, “Anything else?”

      Teegan shakes her head. “No, sir.”

      Sir? She’s really playing the part. Sir is not a word in Teegan’s usual vocabulary – especially not with Roarke.

      “Leave and return,” Roarke says, uncharacteristically blunt, considering this is Teegan.

      For half a second, Teegan looks like she might add something, then Killian folds his arms over his chest, and she inclines her head in a small semblance of a bow before backing out of the building.

      “Leave and Return,” Lara and Amber both say softly, following their commander out.

      We hesitate, stillness settling around us as we unanimously give Teegan and her triune time to disappear before we exit. Then in unison, we step forward, deciding we’re done standing around. We have to haul ass upstairs and drag our gear into our rooms, no, ward the suite first, then get our heads in the game. Then kick ass in the arena. I have no illusions that we’re going to end up hurt. This could be interesting.

      At our door Roarke fetches the small vials of Ward Potion, all of us smashing them against the door hard enough to draw blood. Then we drag our bags inside.

      None of us speak again until Roarke, wiping glass from his palm, says, “At least Logan’s triune is out of action.”

      There are still three bottles of blue daer liquor on the hearth, and I grab one, taking two sips before joining the conversation.

      “Broken bones won’t slow him for long.” I’m pretty sure he’ll be on that gate again tomorrow – just waiting for new triunes.

      Tedious if you ask me. Triunes probably come in once every few months, but I can’t imagine him letting even one get past without being lured into Lithael’s grimy grip.

      “A Sealer will be here in two days, and we have to avoid Logan until we can leave. We can’t touch him,” Roarke sighs, coming back out of his bedroom with his short sword and his long sword.

      Both are more scuffed and worn than even he usually lets his gear get. I polished mine between naps as we rode. Roarke read a book, and Killian did nothing but brood. I’m not particularly fond of having either of them go into a tournament off their game.

      “Two days,” Killian repeats, not sounding impressed by the idea.

      I slide onto the couch and put my feet up on the coffee table, watching them. We’re due in tournament in a matter of hours, and neither of their heads are in the game.

      “Anyone would think you miss her, Darkness,” I taunt, liking the way that shocks him a little from his thoughts.

      He doesn’t reply though. Just perches on the edge of his bed and continues to pull weapons out of his bags and off his person. He could probably do that all day, a never-ending supply of sharp and pointy toys. If I could pull a blade from the Darkness, I wouldn’t bother wearing any. Heavy, cumbersome things, weapons are. You have no idea. They definitely get in the way of backflips, front flips, climbing, and running in general. Don’t even get me started on where to store the things when activities require the climbing and fighting be done naked.

      “Even though you spend most of your time avoiding her,” I press, my attention mock focused on swirling the blue liquid in my bottle.

      He growls.

      I set the bottle down before adding, “Pretty sure she thinks you hate her.”

      I hear his pounding footsteps before bothering to look up. Yay, he’s playing my game. With my expression neutral, I launch, wrapping myself around him and throwing him in a headlock. He flips over, taking me with him and smashing my back down into the middle of the coffee table. Both of us crush through the timber, smacking to the ground underneath.

      But it doesn’t slow me down, taunting, “And Allure just couldn’t control himself. All brute force, no brains between the two of you. Dumb as drowning turkeys, both of you.”

      Killian accidentally flips the couch as he pushes himself off me.

      Roarke lunges, and I roll backward over my shoulder, popping to my feet and dodging, playing a game of cat and mouse around the ruined living area.

      “Get back here,” Killian growls.

      “No,” I shout, dashing behind the remaining couch.

      Crap – Roarke’s on my left, and Killian’s on my right.

      Killian and Roarke risk a glance at each other.

      “Neither of you is smart enough to catch me.”

      Too late, they’re already diving over the couch, one on each side of me, Roarke trying to snag my shoulders as Killian throws his arms toward my middle. Nice try.

      I spring into the air, ready to do a front flip over the couch.

      Slow them down, I Chaos.

      Roarke’s pants drop to his ankles, and before I can make my flip, I crumble, too busy laughing, which gives Killian an opening to tackle me. Me, and Roarke too, pulling the three of us to the ground.

      “Submit,” Killian thunders from on top of me, pressing his knee to my throat and starting to rub his knuckles in my hair.

      I throw a few punches, naturally, until Roarke gets a hold of my hands and pins them to the ground with his knees.

      The guy licks both his palms and starts rubbing my face with his drool.

      Fuck! He’s not even wearing pants anymore. Must have kicked them off before tackling me, and I’m not the only one who ran out of braies on the trip.

      I squeal like a child, a child with a wide vocabulary of curses and his brother’s penis dangling way too close – way, way too close. “Let me up!”

      “Yield,” Killian growls.

      “I yield, I yield!” I shout.

      Laughing, Roarke leans back then pops to his feet. “Stop dwelling on shit we can’t control, Seth,” he says, then he winks at me, still chuckling as he gathers his things.

      “You don’t say?” I tease.

      “No, but I did listen,” he says, beelining for his room.

      Killian isn’t laughing; that would be too much of a rarity for him to waste his precious quota right now. But he is smirking as he gets up and walks away. “Better things to do.”

      I smile at his back, not bothering to get up until the bedroom doors have closed and I’m alone in the room. The two couches are pushed aside, one upended, and shards of broken wood litter the ground. Groaning a little, I pull myself to my feet.

      My lips pull to the side, considering my room. The door’s open, the bed’s been made by servants, but I can smell her in there. That’s where Vexy was sleeping the night we left.

      Not that I was here when Jada arrived – I was at the bottler’s – but I can still smell the vulnerable mortal. I don’t want to disturb that scent yet, so I right the couch and kick the bits of wood aside. I unpack my clothes, of which I only have one shirt and one pair of pants because I left the rest with Vexy. We all did, so I’m pretty sure that woman now owns more clothes than we do. Then set my weapons and notebook along the raised stone hearth. The quill is still slipped between the pages, and the book flips open as it lands, flashing two stick figures before closing again. I damn sure don’t draw stick figures. I prop the book open and scowl at it. Roarke. Has to have been.

      Childishly, but still very amusing, I scrawl a mustache, beard, and long hair on one of them – a replica of my Allure brother. Complete with a short skirt, boobs, and nipples.

      There. Masterpiece.

      The book slips closed, but I leave it front and center on the hearth – for the bandit artist to discover – then prepare for tournament.
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      I drop my gear inside the door, tugging a change of clothes from my drawers and changing into them without a shower – I’m saving that little piece of luxury for after tournament.

      Check no one has touched any of my books, organize my weapons, then wait. The pre-tournament list is short and sweet.

      On my way back to my bed, I kick the duffle out of the way and snag the saddlebags, upending the contents onto my bed. The bed’s made, neat and pressed and smelling like servants, so nothing gets lost in the sheets as it normally would.

      I grab two things, the small glass egg that Kitten has entrusted me with and the manual, and perch on the edge of the bed, letting the book fall open to whichever page it wants. When I get a spare moment, I’m wiping some of these useless pages clean and freeing up the space to add my own notes. As it is, there are scrawls and scribbles in the margins from my brothers.

      The page that glares up at me is on mortal reproduction. I groan but start skimming through the information anyway.

      OriginSeeds are almost a myth, so I’ve never bothered to learn much about them, but I’m willing to bet they work the same as the rest of us, that compatible Seeds are required for offspring, and that our magic controls when a mated woman is fertile, not our biology.

      But it looks like mortals are vastly different, the text suggesting they’re at the mercy of their biology. Fertility has nothing to do with compatibility or conscious decision. Essentially, sex can, and often does, result in pregnancy. I sit on that information for a while, trying to decide if I believe it or not. How is their race not overrun by people who just shouldn’t have been born?

      I file it into the ‘probably not true’ category, along with a great deal of the information in here. Like that upside down in the door frame image, Kitten isn’t that flexible... Can I teach her to be that flexible?

      New file – ways to train Kitten in flexibility.

      Several loud thumps sound at the door, and I toss the book onto my pillow – it’s not like there is any way possible to check if the information is accurate or nonsense. And Kitten is a grown woman; I’m sure she has figured out what it is her body wants to do – Pax, however… poor, poor Pax.

      I tug open the door to see Seth leaning against one of the couches, pulling his boots on. The afternoon sun is streaming in through the window, making me squint a little toward the guy.

      “What time is it?” I ask, just as Killian storms into the suite. His hair is disheveled, the clothes he arrived in looking even worse and a long thin slice under his right eye.

      “Where in the Aeons –” I begin, but he cuts me off with one word.

      “Rose.”

      Right, because Rose equals a tear in his left pants leg just above the knee and blood splatters up both arms.

      “Killian, we have tournament in –”

      “Now,” he says, cutting me off again.

      “Couldn't you have blown off some steam on the enemy, or at least people who aren’t our allies?”

      He ignores me, going into his room and grabbing a shirt before marching back into the lounge room. Then tugs his destroyed garment off and throws it aside, because we have servants again, then pulls the clean one on.

      I look between him and the shirt, realizing that the cut under his eye doesn’t match any of the splatters on his sleeves. And that visiting Rose had nothing to do with Killian and everything to do with Kitten.

      I both agree and disagree with his methods – but never his motives. “I could have asked her.”

      “No.”

      “I could have Allured it.”

      “No need,” he grunts. “Time to go.”

      “Did you kill her?” Seth asks, grabbing his favorite sword then hesitating. “That’s a lot of blood.”

      “She didn’t do it.” And there’s relief in Darkness’ voice as he says it.

      “Does that mean she's still alive?” Seth persists.

      Killian nods and leads the way to the door with Seth right behind him and me at the back, asking, “Did she know anything else?”

      “Didn't ask.”

      Seth points with his sheathed blade at Killian’s back as he says, “So you just tried to murder her to get one answer?”

      Killian rolls his neck and shoulders. “Yes, it was relaxing.”

      I groan, fanning out in the hall to walk side by side with them. “That just leaves Eliijah.” And Jada… except there are too many reasons why she’d never do something like this.

      “Not likely, and he’s not here,” Killian says.

      No one mentions it might have been Jada because none of us want to admit the risk, or believe it, or open the can of consequence worms that will need to be eaten if we accuse her and we’re wrong.

      “Is Eliijah back yet?” I ask, since no one else has.

      “Overdue to return.”

      The words sit heavy between us. Maybe it was Eliijah, and maybe he had no choice. Not one of our own working for the enemy, but one of them captured and forced.

      “We can’t do anything about it,” I finally admit as we take the shortest combination of halls and stairs and avoid the growing sounds of Sabers leaving class for the day. By the time our tournament is done, the day will almost be over.

      “Yeah,” Seth says, little more than a mutter. “We do what we’re good at.”

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      He takes a few quick steps to get ahead of us and walk backward, flashing a Chaos grin as he talks with his arms wide like a stage manager about to introduce the actors to the audience. “He breaks bodies, you break minds, and I break the world.”

      Then he turns, and together we step into the bustling second story hall. A hall which promptly loses its volume. The only people left are Sabers. Some of them glaring at us, some baring teeth, some trying to look away, others offering the tilt of their heads that suggests they want to bow.

      Most tilting their heads.

      There has to be a better way to discern an enemy from an ally without Killian needing to almost kill them first.
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      I spin my broad sword in wide arcs, feeling the way it balances in my hand. The resistance. The potential for damage. The shiny glint to the steel as it cuts through a beam of light from the small window high up on the preparation room’s wall. I lance it back and forth, shattering the light and bouncing it around the room.

      “Chaos,” Killian grunts.

      “No fun – Darkness,” I counter.

      I tap my cup three times for luck and step to the front of the line.

      “Neanderthal,” Roarke mutters, stepping in behind me.

      “What?”

      “You – caveman.”

      “I always tap my cup.”

      “You’re always a neanderthal.”

      “Thank you,” I finally say, taking the compliment as the doors swing open on a magical command.

      Killian basically pushes us out the door, not physically, but when he moves forward, we have to move too, or we’ll be trampled.

      The arena has been altered. The rocks and trees that we used to our advantage last time have been removed. Now it’s basically a mud pit with large ponds and puddles that could possibly be quicksand.

      Roarke groans, adjusting a belt – because his biggest worry is cleaning his gear. Luckily, we haven’t had a chance to shower yet. Or shave. Anything.

      We fan out and move side by side toward the five triunes in the middle of the mess.

      Last time we faced four as a complete tetrad. This time five. You watch, it’ll be six next time. Even we have a breaking point.

      “I like mud.” I run the tip of my sword through the top layer on the ground and holding it up for inspection. “Vexy likes mud.”

      Roarke chuckles, fastening his hair back as we walk.

      “Alright, let’s bury them in it then,” he announces.

      I hold my fist up for him to thump his own down onto.

      “Brother,” I say, offering Killian the same gesture.

      Which he accepts.

      Shit yeah.

      Elorsins in full force – even minus two members.

      We settle into place close to the center of the arena, where the other five triunes are also positioning. Teegan amongst them. Her triune are the only Elites, and I barely recognize a few of the other faces.

      I bounce on my toes a little. I can’t help it; my whole being wants to move, and I’ve no good reason to stop it.

      White-haired and white-robed Tournament Master Aeili walks out to stand in the middle of us all. She, clearly, is struggling with the mud and the robes. The climbing brown shadow of a stain will never come out, and our servants are pretty good at getting our clothes clean.

      Her eyes glow white. “Welcome to the twenty-seventh tournament this phase. In this tournament, weapons of any kind are allowed. Sigils and Seals are not. A triune is considered defeated when all members are unable to fight. Only one triune can be awarded tournament champion.”

      As she speaks, her magic fills the space, and her words become law. We all bow.

      Everyone else moves back, making space, trying to pick a vantage point – not that I can see any.

      We wait – as we always do – exactly where we are.

      The master retreats with the awkward movements of someone trying not to look uncomfortable with every step she’s taking.

      I swing my sword in wide arcs, pacing forward and backward a few steps. Killian moves further to our right. Roarke to the left.

      “Attack or defend?” Roarke asks.

      “Attack,” I respond.

      “Kill,” Killian grunts.

      “Okay, then,” Roarke says slowly. “I’ll defend.”

      The bell gongs with exaggerated bursts, and every single Saber advances on us. It’s clear this isn’t an open match. Doesn’t dampen my bounce. As soon as the nearest triune is in range, I rush into their space, taking out the first two with knockout smacks to their foreheads from the butt of my weapon. I spin, sweep the last guy off his feet, and watch him splat into the mud. Landing on his back and showering the puddle up around him, whole body mud bath.

      He swings his short sword, but I jump it and come down with a foot to the groin.

      Followed by being smacked in the back so hard that I’m sent flying across the guy and tumbling through the sludge.

      Instantly, I’m on my feet and searching for Vexy, expecting to see her face down in a puddle and groaning from being hit by a bubble.

      But she’s not. Because she’s not here. You’d think I’d feel relief at that – I don’t. And I smack the next guy in the balls, gut, then head extra hard just to share with him the kind of nagging pain now sitting inside me.

      She’s not here because these fucks, and their Crown, want to end the world, and all of a sudden that really pisses me off.

      A warrior with tight braids falls stomach down nearby, shouting in pain as she reaches over for a small dagger that’s embedded just under her shoulder blade. Roarke’s dagger, which I didn’t see him throw, but I have a feeling it saved my skin. I yank the blade out for her, ignoring the cries and blood, and toss it back to Roarke.

      “Oi,” I holler, and he turns just in time to snatch it from the air and go back to teasing Teegan.

      Because of course we’re in here trying not to get ourselves killed, and she’s supposed to be loyal to Pax but secretly befriending Logan – which means what she is actually doing is getting her ass kicked and flashing her goods.

      And there’s plenty of goods flashing going on. Us guys fight naked with nothing more than a metal cup held on by a leather belt. The girls have similar attire with a leather belt that straps the boobs in place while barely covering the nipples. And a small triangle held in place by thin strings on the bottom half. All designed to make hiding sigils or seals damn near impossible. Cheating is never tolerated.

      Male and female Sabers are all warriors. I’ve seen Roarke draw Teegan’s blood before, and Teegan land a kick between the legs hard enough her toe just may have gone up his ass.

      But points to Teegan for really driving home the impression that knocking Roarke out is her goal in life, and if she happened to murder him in the process, she’d be celebrating. Her teeth are gritted, every swing of her blade rushed by anger, and the light in her eyes says she’s hungry to make him hurt.

      Possibly not a good time to mention that one time I let her into my bed just to piss Pax and his pack sensitivities off. Didn’t work because I ended up pissing her off before I managed to get her naked. Apparently, sticking a handful of horse hair into your braies before sex is a turn-off for girls like her.

      A whole triune moves into position behind Roarke, and I slip my own throwing knife from my belt. He’s still exchanging blows with Teegan.

      I fling the knife across the distance, piercing through her foot and stopping her instantly.

      She screams, meeting my gaze with steam whistling out of her nose like a teapot about to explode. Roarke doesn’t pull back his intended blow either, smacking her across the face and letting her fall before turning to eliminate the triune at his back one by one.

      Killian is being Killian. He’s claimed a bo staff from someone, snapped it in half, and begun twirling both pieces in arcs beside and across his body. Blood and screams erupt from anyone who gets close to him.

      We annihilate them, one at a time. Until it’s just us and some really green-looking guys. One of them’s staring at his sword like it might fight all on its own if he can find the lever – Roarke advances on him. The guy with the stupidly long sideburns throws a ball of mud – that misses us – and makes himself Killian’s target.

      The last guy looks at each of us in turn and drops his sword, the thing quickly beginning to sink in the mud. The ground around us is covered in splatters and pools of blood that sit on the top of the slick ground almost like oil.

      I send a little silent prayer to the moon. Chasing down some scared kid isn’t my idea of fair or fun, but the magic in the arena doesn’t have a gray area. Guy probably arrived here this morning and got thrown into battle by evening.

      “Some lettuce, an egg, and a faucet had a race. What was the result?” I call out to my brothers as I cut the runner off.

      Yep, barely fifty, and never held a weapon before either. Those hands are far too dainty-looking for hard work. He holds them up as he takes a step back, his mouth open with words that try and fail to escape.

      Killian tosses his last knife, hitting his running opponent in the back of the head with the blunt handle. The guy falls forwards as Killian says, “Lettuce?”

      Roarke sweeps his man off his feet then knocks him out with his fist before he even hits the ground. “The egg?”

      Both of them turn toward me. Them, and however many spectators are up there in the tiered seating, able to watch but not listen.

      I clear my throat, adding drama to the punch line. “The lettuce came in ahead, the egg got beat, and the faucet is still running.” I wink at the wide-eyed guy in front of me before whispering, “Don’t get back up.”

      Then I punch him with my empty left hand. Not nearly hard enough to knock him out, but that, combined with the fear coursing through him, is enough for the wards to lower and the arena to declare us winners. None of us take a second look at the carnage as we fall into line side by side and walk toward our exit without a single injury.

      “So, the lettuce?” Killian asks.

      I rub the back of my neck. “I think so. I’ve never quite worked that one out.”

      Roarke nods like he knows shit. “The lettuce.”

      “Never underestimate a lettuce.” Or a pentad, no matter how many members are missing.
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      I roll over suddenly, making Beautiful switch with me. Her sweat-sweetened skin shimmers lightning in the dulled evening light. When did it get so late?

      I rock my hips, tempted to grip hers and waste the night away. But so far we’ve been in Hirana for two days, and I’ve not been able to control myself for a single one.

      Her gaze flits to the exit, so I lean down and press a slow kiss to her lips. I want to tell her she isn’t going anyway, but I want to avoid an argument just slightly more. When I run out of breath, I pause, hovering my mouth over hers and sliding my tongue over her lips.

      Two pulls are warring in me. An ever-present desire to ride straight for the White Castle, one I have to actively fight every second of the day, and an ever-present need to claim the woman I love.

      The White Castle is logical, and this drain on my energy and magic will eventually make me act without thinking – make me return without choice. Sabers have been found crawling back, nearly unconscious and on their last breaths but still struggling to return.

      But I have lived with this woman for weeks, been mated with her for days, slept beside her several times… and never had to fight against this much pure desire.

      “Why do I want you so badly?”

      “I told you, because I’m chuckin’ amazing. Seed of Awesome.”

      “I felt it when you got the other half of your soul – like something clicked into place. Some kind of Seed.” As I talk, I tap a finger roughly over where her heart would be. “But that didn’t create an instant erection.”

      She snorts, which doesn’t stop me from exploring this further. The last coals in the hearth are beginning to be the brightest thing in the room. Second brightest.

      There are more logs on the slate, which I’ll deal with when Beautiful gets cold. Not right now, right now I don’t even want to move.

      “What’s changed?” I ask with a little sideways tilt to my head.

      She runs her hand over my stubbly cheek, almost patting me. Which makes Thane purr.

      “I have no clue,” she says. “But I do grow more awesome each day, so to me it seems logical.”

      I groan and lower myself onto the bed, settling my shoulder into the covers and my head on the same pillow as her. Which immediately fills my senses with a new rush of her scent and a new surge of a primal need.

      Thane whimpers, bloody whimpers, with desire.

      Ask her. Ask her how we did, how she feels about us, if we redeemed ourselves –

      “I’m not asking that,” I say.

      “Asking me what?”

      Thane rumbles with amusement. Now you have to –

      “He wants to know if we did okay.” She snorts, so I add for Thane, “Told you that was a shit question.”

      “Yes, Thane. Worst question ever. Why would you even ask me that?” she says, her eyes alight. It’s possibly those bright eyes and the way they’re locking onto us that keeps Thane from shying away.

      “He’s sensitive,” I tell Beautiful, then try to explain. “Tali and Jessamy were strong and passionate – but never our power-equal. It’s hard to explain, but you are different. You’re either incredibly stubborn, or...” I pause, something new occurring to me. “Or, maybe, you’re what Mother used to call a Rieka – an equal who does not want to conform. Obeys only when they want to – argues at the worst times. Born to co-lead, never follow, never alone. Oddly, always a female. A rare counterpart equal to an Alpha.”

      The dual leadership so rare it’s mythical, but then at this point AlphaSeeds themselves are almost a myth.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means Tali and Jessamy were never on top.” And it means I’m way out of my depth. I barely know how to be an Alpha with a beta. But an Alpha with a Rieka? I close a mental fist around the idea. It won’t work, can’t. She’s too vulnerable to be given the power to reject my orders, and she’s too influenced by her own breed of chaos. Accepting her as my Rieka is nothing more than accepting her death.

      She cocks her head to the side, trying to process. With her eyes drifting thoughtfully toward the ceiling she asks, “You always fought until you were on top?”

      “Not fought. Okay, maybe some power play. But basically, she let me win. It was in her nature. She wanted me to win because it made her happy.”

      “So that was a first for you?”

      I nod. The movement is slow, the idea sinking in for me at the same time as her.

      She presses her lips together to smother some kind of smile.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Nothing, I mean, you’re, like, three hundred years old, and I still gave you a first. Me. Soot servant with no guy experience beyond the beatings and hidings. I slept in a freezing apple cellar for years to keep my flesh out of Lord Martin’s hands, while you had been with women for a few hundred years. I didn’t even think it was possible.”

      I reach across and wrap my arm around her, drawing her in close and sighing with relief when she doesn’t resist, when she eagerly rests her head against my shoulder and settles into silence. I don’t think she’ll ever understand the feelings that explode inside my veins at just the idea of harm coming to her. If I hadn’t already killed the man, I’d be off to do it right now, there’s no denying that.

      I trail my hand down her side to the steady in and out of her breathing. Calming myself, just by being with her.

      “You know, that makes me incredibly happy,” she says. “Too happy. Like maybe it’s a sin to be this happy over something so little.”

      “Not little. Thane giving you that kind of power is significant.”

      “I’m sure it is. But not for my mortal understanding of sex. There are a lot more positions I want to try.”

      Suddenly, Thane has rushed forward, grabbing full control in a snatch of power. “Now?” he asks.

      She presses a hand to my chest, insisting we stay exactly where we are. “Not now.”

      “Not now?” Thane repeats.

      No, not now, you dummy. Even I can control myself better than that, I think. If we were in his form, he would be able to hear me, but in this between state, he can’t. To my advantage, he doesn’t have the strength to stay in control for long. For one thing, we’d fall on our fucking faces because the four-legged wolf can’t human. Then there’d also be the ass sniffing and wall pissing issue.

      Thane retreats, leaving me with a weariness I hadn’t expected. My eyelids droop as Beautiful repeats, “No, not now.”

      I need to get up, I tell myself. Put wood on the fire. I ordered food which is probably going cold on the doorstep. If I fall asleep, she’s going to be unprotected…
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      The first sign I get that Pax is asleep isn’t the slowing of his breathing or the way his chest seems to relax and the breaths come more easily. No, I somehow miss all of that – until he snores.

      One lone exhale.

      I close my eyes to join him at exactly the same moment as someone taps lightly on the door. Followed by a tink-clang sound. Then nothing. I glare at the locked timber, hoping for some other hint from the other side. But there’s nothing, just silence.

      Pursing my lips in a combination of curiosity and annoyance, I finally shimmy out of bed. Testing sore muscles and certain numb parts. But the muscles in my back that were protesting healing actually feel better. The power exchange that could have killed me when I was mortal now has the delicious side effect of topping up my own reserves.

      I don’t want to go giving them the idea that getting me into bed can substitute proper healing or a good night’s rest, so I’ll keep that little bit of information to myself. But I do understand the role their powers play in their love lives.

      Pax doesn’t stir. There are still no noises or hints of movement outside, so I fetch the key from his discarded pants, put his discarded shirt on, then unlock the door.

      Right there, looking like heaven, is a dinner tray. Just one tray but balancing two plates piled generously with shaved lamb, mashed potatoes with a dollop of melting butter on top, and a heap of green things. Broccoli, peas, beans. Green, white, and meat.

      The cold breeze hits my skin like physical ice grated into the wind. I snatch the tray up, get it safely to the table, and lock the door again. Still, Pax doesn’t stir. Wonder if Sabers sleep through sensations? Like, if I dropped a small dollop onto his ear, would it make him jump and squeal?

      Maybe a little too childish.

      Whatever Pax’s body is going through right now, I’m pretty sure extra sleep can’t hurt him, so I settle some logs onto the dying fire then sit at the table with my dinner. Folding my legs underneath me, one hand doing the job of directing potato-to-mouth as the other snags the piece of paper I stole from Pax and the quill Seth basically stole from a dead master.

      A piece of paper that doesn’t look the same as when I left it. I frown down at the image – honestly, I didn’t pick Pax to be this immature. Sure, my stick figure kids were basic… they’re not so basic now. One even has boobs the size of melons with unnaturally perky nipples.

      I pick up the quill and draw a crown on one of their heads, but there’s got to be something better than that. Which leaves me chewing on the end of the feather as I plot my revenge. Adding other body parts is definitely an option.

      My thoughts promptly cut off when a new line inks onto the paper.

      On its own!

      What the chuck?

      My jaw drops, losing the spoon of potato about to go in. I manage to lean over my plate in time, eyes glued to the paper as the potato lands with a splat.

      The line traces neatly, almost lazily over the page. Pax is still asleep, comfy on his back with one arm up and nestled under his head and absolutely no clothes on – so I can’t blame him. Last time I checked, making ink appear isn’t one of his magical powers anyway.

      It’s not a power at all, is it?

      The line continues down, around, and up, ending in a flick. Then two dots. It’s a letter, a Silvari letter which means I have no clue what it means. Not that I would have any better idea if it were in common.

      It stops, and I snatch the page up, rubbing my finger over it. It’s not wet, doesn’t smudge, and sure doesn’t vanish.

      “What the chuck?” I whisper. Pax doesn’t stir, and the paper doesn’t respond at all.

      Another line begins to draw, and I press my quill to the page and across to cut the line off. It stops. There, crazy magic averted.

      For half a beat before it starts again – so I cut it off again.

      Three more times!

      I’m caught between throwing the paper into the fire to end the insanity and keeping it as a kind of pet. Right now the decision is about fifty/fifty.

      Then a new line starts to draw, quickly turning into a small figure. Minimalistic, but with more clarity than mine ever do. Five more follow in quick succession – a sequence of a person jumping, going over in a flip, then landing.

      Seth?

      My heart kicks into high gear. Seth!

      The quill, it has to be. We made them by pure Chaos, one for him, one for me. The ache in my chest says, undeniably, that I love his magic. Followed by a deeper ache because I love him. Have missed him. And this feels too good to be true.

      And the decision that it’s not the paper I’m keeping as a pet – it’s the quill.

      Chewing on my lip, I press the nib to the page and draw something only Seth would recognize.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chaos]
        

      

      
        
        Nineteen

        15th day of SnowMoon

      

      

      

      We wash up from tournaments, also known as painting the bathroom floor in mud and blood. Then have servants deliver dinner to our rooms, also known as making the poor guys shave their brows off again before they bother to check if their looks are no longer an issue. They’re not at the moment, but it makes me chuckle to remember Vexy’s reaction to them the first time.

      The other two emerge, grab food, and retreat with their meals into their rooms. Roarke with the small stone in one hand and the manual tucked under his chin. In the time it took the food to arrive, he basically rearranged every bookshelf in the suite, looking for anything on Origins that he might have previously overlooked. Then searched every room – even the stuff from my chest which he pretty much upended into my dirty wash pile and left there.

      He didn’t find anything in the whole suite and has gone back to the manual we uncovered at Eydis’.

      I sat on the couch and watched. Yes, I want him to find something. I have an excited tingle on the tips of my fingers that itches to get a hold of my new toy. But no, I don’t want to be responsible for the mess he’s making – so I’m not helping. If I help, I have to clean up, and I’m pretty sure I’d be doing that solo.

      Killian heads into his room with his plate in one hand and a small knife flipping end over end in the other.

      Which leaves just me.

      While we were at tournament, the servants lit the fire, cleaned up the shards of broken table, and brought in a new one. I had no idea there was a storeroom full of tables around here, but I guess there was a lot I took for granted before meeting Vexy.

      I snag my sketchbook and dinner plate, settling into one of the couches with my feet up. Our suite has a floor to ceiling window that almost covers the length of the lounge room, but it’s dark outside and the only real light out there is nothing but glows and twinkles on the horizon.

      I stuff a forkful of steamed carrot into my mouth and begin turning it around over my taste buds. They’ve been seasoned with cinnamon and honey, and the flavor is a million miles from the bare essentials that we’ve been living off.

      In the silence of our half empty home, if it can even be called a home… nope, it can’t. I take that back. This is a cage or a hollow snare waiting to be sprung. There’s no freedom here, no undeniable safety, and so very few memories worth keeping. So I amend myself – in the silence of our half-empty temporary shelter, I flip open my notebook and find Roarke has been messing with my things again.

      He clearly fancies himself with a crown, quite a good crown too. I tap the quill on the page, curious about the fact that it still has ink but not curious enough to stop me from scrawling ‘fuck off.’

      Halfway through the ‘f,’ a new line appears. Just appears. Drawn by a hand that doesn’t exist, a person who isn’t even here. I flick through the rest of the pages, even lift the book in the air just to check Roarke hasn’t put some sigil on it to mess with me. Nothing.

      Which means I’m probably just overtired, perhaps losing my mind, and definitely seeing things. I set the book back on my left knee, my plate on my right, and start writing the next letter.

      Another line appears, as if trying to stop me. As if written in another place, on another page, with another quill…

      “Vexy?” I whisper at the page.

      The page doesn’t whisper back.

      So I decide to mess with whoever it is, drawing three random lines and watching as each one gets cut off. Well, I can’t just ask if it’s Vexy, and she can’t write me the answer either.

      I put my plate down on the table and flip to a new page. Not sure if this will work or not, I ink a miniature figure doing a backflip, then wait.

      The orange ink begins to scratch onto the page. A rectangle. Smaller squares inside it. Oh, it’s a pattern. It’s a box. A pattern on a box. No… the edge of the rectangle finishes in jagged lines and a clear pattern from teeth.

      A bar of chocolate.

      Vexy.

      I literally fist pump. She’s here, really here.

      I mean not here, but here.

      Suddenly, I’m not tired or hungry or lonely as I lean over my book and sketch a lifelike image of the quills we’re using. The lines take me two beats, the quick shading only one, and the end result is almost real. A gift, Roarke says.

      Except I’ve never agreed before. Not until now.

      Two lines trace over the quill, from the top, arcing out, to the bottom. A heart.

      Fuck yeah!

      I wish Roarke had managed to teach her even some basic words because I want to know everything. Has she healed? Have they made it to Hirana? Is Pax being an asshole? Has Thane destroyed anything yet?

      I tap the nib on the page, thinking about how any of those things can be put into an image. The tapping leaves small orange dots, which she joins up, and then turns into a game of cat and mouse as I dot from one page to the next and she chases me with a line. The page is a mess by the time we’re finished, and I realize I’m chuckling down at the woman.

      Flipping to a new page, I sketch a rough image of Pax – next to which she draws several snoring zzz’s and a smiley face. The guy’s sleeping, which explains why he hasn’t snatched the quill off her yet. I move on to Thane, and she gives him a smiley face too. Then of her, and I could go into so much detail with the cute tip of her nose or the wild mess of her hair, but I keep it simple, and it’s a relief to see her draw a smiley face next to it.

      She repeats the same questions; I know they’re the same because I know her, but they really do look like a dog’s breakfast on the page. Each face is nothing but a circle, with two more circles for eyes, a triangle for a nose, and a line for a mouth. On the first one, she draws the face, then directly over the top an open book – Roarke. I put a smiley face next to it.

      Damn, woman, even my smiley faces have more artistic talent than yours do. And I can’t wait to rub that in.

      She draws two more, one after the other. They both look identical to Roarke, just without the book, until she draws a single line over one of them. Killian’s scar.

      That’s it. I snort, smiley facing us all.

      Three more curves move across the page, forming the shape of an apple. Jada. I scratch a big X through it. No Jada. Getting Pax on the other end of this quill so we can send actual sentences would make this conversation easier. But he’s asleep, and I’m really glad that I get this moment to myself, just for a little while.

      Then drawing a dozen small daisies around Killian’s head, love hearts in each of his eyes, and a small carrot in his mouth. As I finish, she’s picked the face that I assume is mine and given me tight curly hair with a bow. I draw an admiring star in each of my eyes. I’d let her put a bow in my hair any day.

      While my hand was half over the image doing stars, I missed the moment she drew a set of lips on my cheek. They’re the worst lips I’ve ever seen, but they’re hers.

      I lift the book to my face and press a real kiss to the paper. When I lower the book, Roarke is standing in his doorway. An empty plate in one hand, the manual in the other, and his face covered in so much shock that his jaw is hanging open.

      “Not what –” is all I manage to say before he’s rushing in my direction.

      “What are you kissing, Seth?” he demands, slipping his plate onto the hearth and dropping his book onto the other couch.

      I spring to my feet, onto the couch, the book snapping closed in one hand as I hold the quill high – my most prized possession. There are only a few things I value more, my brothers and Vexy. And technically, they’re not my possessions, so technically, the objects in my hands are rightfully on the top of my ‘prized possessions’ list.

      “Roarke,” I warn, taking a step backward on the couch. There really isn’t anywhere to go from here, aside from over the couch itself or maybe through the window if I hit it with enough force. Neither one I’m willing to do, not at the risk that this quill might get damaged in the process.

      Killian’s door thumps open, the guy’s angry expression darting from me to Roarke, then back again.

      Before he points at me and orders, “Explain.”

      Roarke freezes, so I stop backing up. “He was kissing his notebook, and I want to see what drawing of Kitten it was.”

      “Who said I drew her to kiss? Roarke, that’s just nasty. There’s a lifesize sketch on my sheets for later, bro.” I chuckle at him, and his curious glance darts toward my room.

      But Killian’s folding his arms over his chest. and now’s as good a time as ever.

      I wave the quill. “Fine, but this is sacred Chaos property. No one but me touches it – got it?”

      “Seth, just give me your book,” Roarke says, taking a step forward.

      I move to the very edge of the couch, just window and me after this, and raise my voice a bit louder for emphasis. “Swear you won’t touch it.”

      “Fine, I swear,” Roarke says, waving toward the book.

      “Darkness,” I demand.

      “Swear,” Killian says, but he’s not moving closer so I think he’s more interested in the point when Roarke and I are going to start wrestling than what’s in the book.

      Satisfied, I toss the book to Roarke. He catches it with a slapping sound and lets the pages rustle as he opens the book.

      “Seth, your skills are really going backward,” he teases.

      “Not me,” I say, pointing the tip of the quill toward the page to make the guy look back down. His eyes go wide, and I add, “Not me at all, brother.”

      The guy rushes over, holding the book wide so I can see the page too. “Is this writing itself?”

      I step down off the couch, wait a beat for Killian to join us, then point at the bottom of the open page where Vexy is currently drawing either the worst bird ever or the best rendition of a squashed bug in history. “Vexy.”

      Watching the pieces fall into place is like magic. Roarke’s wide eyes lock onto the quill, then go even wider.

      “You made them,” he begins, pointing at the quill, while Killian leans in and snatches the book from between us. “And Kitten has the other one?”

      I nod, unable to smother my grin because, fuck it, this is exciting.

      Killian flips the book around, holding it up for us to see, then points at the portrait of himself that I added flowers to.

      “Who did this?” he demands, clearly not a fan.

      “Ah, Vexy,” I say.

      Before anyone can react, he grabs the corner of the page and tears it out. Roarke lets out a surprised noise that I’d definitely call a squeak. He still manages to catch the book before Killian scrunches the page into a ball and tosses it over his shoulder – accidentally into his room. I pull the book from Roarke’s fingers, which stops him from mourning the rough edge Killian left.

      “Pax is asleep, so we’re stuck with a game of guess-the-picture,” I explain, perching on the edge of the couch. Roarke sits on my right, and Killian drags the other couch closer to sit opposite, the coffee table between us. I set the book down, opening to a fresh page.

      “You can write anywhere?” Roarke asks.

      I flip back and forth a few pages before answering, “Yep.”

      “Amazing,” he gasps, stretching for the quill, which I hold out of reach.

      “Not a hope, Roarke. Not a hope,” I tell him.

      He lets his hand fall, and Killian impatiently taps on the open book. He straightens but stays sitting on the edge of his seat.

      “What do you want me to do? I can’t say hi, and she can’t read yet.”

      “Draw it,” Killian suggests.

      Rolling my eyes at him, I press my palm down on the book and roughly trace around my hand. “There, we’re waving hello.”

      A series of similar squiggles covers the page. Only hers are definitely squiggles, and she definitely had no idea what we were trying to say.

      “That didn’t work. Any other bright ideas?”

      “Draw a dart,” Killian says, and his tone is light enough to actually be considered excited.

      I start sketching before asking, “Why, so you can check she’s been training?”

      “Yes.”

      A beat later, I’m done, the dart looking like a real object sitting on the page and not a flat drawing. A smiley face appears next to it.

      “What does that mean?” Killian asks.

      “Usually ‘yes’.” I add drops of blood to the tip of the dart and a frowny face appears. “And that would be a ‘no’.”

      “Yes, she has her darts, but no, she’s not had to use them,” Roarke summarizes.

      “That would be because all the dangers are here. The only danger they’re facing out there is Pax and the Return Seal, and she sure can’t kill, maim, or shove an apple in that,” I say.

      “And anyone left from Tanakan,” Killian corrects.

      Roarke doesn’t go down that path, instead suggesting, “Draw the Return Seal.”

      I do, and before I’ve even lifted my pen, a new face is etched below it. One with fangs, and puffs of steam coming from the nose.

      “Well, it’s not a frown,” I say. “Looks like an angry face. Pretty sure that means Pax is still doing okay, but she’s pissed about it.”

      “She’s smart; she’d be understanding our sketches,” Roarke agrees.

      “Well, she understands me anyway,” I tease, drawing a feather similar in shape to the one I’m holding as a quill. She adds the nib and bead before I’m even finished. Both of us drawing different parts to the same image at exactly the same time.

      Killian reaches over and flips to the page covered in hand waving scribble. “She understood you perfectly here.”

      But at the same time Roarke is getting down on his hands and knees so he can peer up through the page. Looking for a trick, joke, or something equally as weird.

      I shift my foot and accidentally step on his fingers. Making him hiss and yank his hand back.

      “Anything you have to say can be said once Pax is awake,” I say. “When we can use actual written words. Unless you have something super urgent she needs to be aware of right now?”

      “Well, discussing her Seed and any powers she might be displaying is important –”

      “Not on paper,” Killian says.

      “I agree, it’s going to have to be right now, life-or-disaster important before we risk someone else reading it on this side or the other.”

      Roarke’s eyes go a little wide, which is tell-tale sign number one. Number two is the way he rubs at the back of his neck and throws a glance to the discarded manual on the other couch.

      “What?” Both Killian and I ask at once.

      “I’m not even sure it’s an issue, Aeons, I’m not even sure it’s real,” he says, getting to his feet and grabbing the book. “But it’s been on my mind since I read it.”

      He flips the book open and puts it down on the table next to mine.

      “Mortal reproduction?” I quiz. Sex – basically. But of course, the guy wasn’t going to summarize it. For being the embodiment of Allure, he’s the most modest guy I know.

      “Read on,” he directs, which has both Killian and me leaning in.

      “I really don’t understand?” I say, mostly skimming the content.

      Roarke drops into the seat beside me, picking the book up and flipping it around like a master about to give a lecture. “If Pax, or Thane, decide she’s strong enough to have sex, she could be pregnant before we see her again.”

      Killian’s face heats with anger. I’ve never seen him get so pissed off so quickly. I agree, why would mortals be this way? If he were mortal, Roarke would have… I do the quick math on the number of nights since becoming an adult that Roarke has been alive for… more than ninety thousand children. I shake my head, still not able to get my mind around the idea.

      “She’d be too vulnerable. Draw it,” Killian demands.

      “How the fuck do I draw that?” I demand.

      “You can draw anything you want in perfect detail,” Roarke argues.

      I glare at him, saying, “Yeah, not that?!”

      “Draw a broken dick, because that’s what I’ll do to Pax if he gets her pregnant.”

      I start to, getting one curved ball on the page before Roarke puts his hand in the way. “No, not that. Draw a baby.”

      “A broken baby, because –”

      “Killian,” both Roarke and I cut in.

      “I’m not drawing a dead baby,” I insist before pressing my pen to the page in my best attempt at warning the woman I love that Silvari biology and mortal biology might be even less alike than we thought.
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      I’m really not sure why Seth kept drawing squashed frogs, though at one stage the creature did resemble a human baby. Then it became a frog again. I drew some smiley faces at the antics; I even drew a bandage wrapping the poor dead frog up. I’m going to have to find out if Seth has a soft spot for frogs, or if I need to protect the frogs.

      Eventually, the conversation shifted to food, and damn, the guy can draw. He had my mouth watering as we sketched our way through a retelling of the cupcake in the hammock moment. Though when he started drawing my chest and the amount of jam I’d ended up sleeping on, I promptly inked a shirt onto myself, along with a sketch of me sticking my tongue out at him.

      I don’t know how long we talk for, well into the night. Long enough for me to rest my head on the table… then open my eyes to daylight, and Pax. Still naked, but now standing next to the table, his fingers softly slipping stray hair back behind my ear.

      “The bed is big enough for two,” he says.

      My blink is almost in reverse, that’s how slow it is, as I take in the very early morning light, dead fireplace, and already running taps.

      He lets out a soft chuckle and runs one finger over my arm. My very inky arm because I ran out of room on Pax’s scrunched up scraps early in the conversation and resorted to any other available surface. The table worked for a while, the orange ink fading enough against the orange tinge of the timber. But it did grow hard to see the details. So I risked using my arm, and I was chuckin’ excited when it didn’t hurt to receive Seth’s drawings.

      I used my left arm, then both legs, stomach, one ass cheek but that got painful on the back, and was just working on my right arm when I fell asleep.

      “I can buy you some paper. Wash up while I order food,” he says, pressing a quick kiss to my temple. He grabs pants and his shirt, yanking them all on as he moves. The key is in his fingers by the time he reaches the door.

      I’m about to call out to him, ask him not to leave, or maybe not to leave me here, but he stops and turns to me. Looking at the key balancing back and forth in his fingers, then at me.

      “Can you lock the door?” he asks.

      Oh, a compromise. I need a bath, and he needs to get food. It seems completely logical, but he waits, just stands there and waits.

      I climb to my feet, stretching and yawning, and saying stupid shit. “I was born to lock doors.”

      He snorts, letting me take the key and stealing a quick kiss before saying, “And unlock them, apparently.”

      He leaves, the door gets closed, I lock it – all pretty standard stuff. Except the handle jiggles firmly before Pax walks away. Testing it. I roll my eyes at him, or at least in the direction I think he’s gone, then set about finding my own skin under all this ink. And not smelling like sweat and sex. Though I’ll admit I rather like the smell of sex.

      There is no more sex, and entirely too quickly, he’s back, we’ve both washed, and have put on our cleanest clothes. We’ve not eaten though, because apparently it’s too early for the cook to be in the kitchen.

      “Come on, I have a huge list of errands to run, and I’m sure we can find some food,” Pax says, after my stomach has growled for the third time.

      He kicks the small pile of dirty clothes over by the door. As I stand up, one of the blades falls out with a loud clunk on the timber floor.

      “At least you were armed when you went flirting with danger,” he says.

      “Pax, I went for a walk.” I roll my eyes and tie my pants.

      “Injured and alone.”

      “Plus, I had my darts and my glass,” I add, sticking the knife in my left pocket and the quill through a loop beside my right pocket. There isn’t a hope in hell I’m going anywhere without it. I will tell Pax, just not yet. We’re not in immediate danger; their lives aren’t in peril, and right now I kinda want to keep Seth all to myself. Just for a little bit.

      I really don’t care if it leaks ink onto the pants, but I’m hoping putting it through the tiny loop will prevent that. I also don’t care if some of the feathers closest to the shaft get messed up, so long as it is in snug and won’t fall out. What is this tiny loop for, anyway?

      “The darts are good,” Pax says, interrupting my musings. “But you’re still clumsy with the blades. You’d be better with a staff,” he muses, rubbing his chin.

      “I would.” I quirk my head, my lips pursing thoughtfully. “I do wield a mean broom.”

      “Killian likes sharp pointy things, so the knives are more his specialty.”

      “And you let him do whatever he wants?”

      Pax chuffs. “Killian does weapons better than any of us. Plus, he needed the excuse to get used to you.”

      “Get used to me?”

      In the back of my mind, I hear Seth say, ‘Nice one, brother.’ The memory-mixed-with-longing leaves a little ache in my chest.

      “Killian doesn’t do well with people in his space.” Pax rakes his gaze over me as if in appraisal before turning to leave.

      “Killian does fine with me,” I mutter, following him.

      “He has started to like your company,” Pax murmurs, looking around the open courtyard.

      “Everyone likes my company.”

      None of this feels like a compliment, and the idea that Killian wouldn’t like my company is a little hurtful.

      “Darkness doesn’t seek out anyone’s company. Puts up with us, maybe, but his preference is a lot of open space or a room with thick wards. But you, he has begun to seek out your company.” He doesn’t look at me as he speaks, like the words are just something that have been sitting in the back of his mind, so he doesn’t see the exaggerated smile taking over my face.

      Killian likes my company.

      I don’t even try to smother my expression as I turn to take in the courtyard myself. I really didn’t care about it when we arrived, but it’s a beautiful design and clearly lovingly cared for. There’s a single big apple tree, a bench seat, a flower bed, and a lot of grass. All covered in a glistening layer of frost that puts a chill in my toes. The side of the inn makes up one large wall of the space, with the other four walls being made up of suites – six in total. The only way in or out is through the inn itself or the locked stables entrance. Which could explain why the guy behind the bar didn’t believe me when I said I’ve been staying here.

      “Isn’t it a bit early?” I ask.

      “We have things to do, and I’d like to get them done,” he says, idling rubbing the seal on his back. Which translates to, ‘we have things to do, and we’re running out of time.’

      A young boy, maybe ten years old, drags a bucket of cleaning supplies out of the suite next to ours. He looks around, his gaze landing on Pax for a bare second before he begins to back away. Not fearful, not exactly anyway, but Sabers don’t feel welcoming to most mortals.

      Unless that mortal was me, with a broken soul, and my ass stuck on Lord Martin’s whipping post – calling myself a pheasant.

      “Boy,” Pax says, snaps really, “does this establishment have a laundry service?”

      Sabers really are asses.

      The kid nods ferociously, his face blanching at the sight of the man before him. Armed and authoritative, Pax demands to be the Alpha in the room even when there’s no competition – and probably without even thinking about it.

      “Have the clothes inside cleaned and pressed before we return.”

      “Yes, sir,” the kid stammers.

      I rest my hand on Pax’s arm, stepping forward to softly say, “Sweetie, that’s impossible.” What I want to do is slap Pax up the back of the head the same way he does to Seth, but instead, I calmly turn my gaze to the kid and add, “Just as soon as you can will be fine.”

      The kid doesn’t look any less confronted. He nods again, turns around, and runs for the small servants’ entrance into the back of the inn.

      Pax turns his attention downward on me, like maybe my next words need to be an explanation or an apology. This is Pax, and for all his cranky-ass-moments in our past, he’s never been aggressive with me, but that doesn’t stop the rolling sensation of confrontation about to happen.

      Or maybe it was already happening from the moment I opened my mouth.

      I fold my arms over my chest, not standing my ground, but standing ground for the kid who isn’t even here anymore.

      “You can’t shout at people like that,” I tell him.

      “I didn’t shout.”

      “Or snap.”

      “I didn’t snap.”

      “You’re snapping right now.”

      He rumbles and turns away. The tone is so deep and serious that at first I don’t move. Relief washes through me because he’s walking away from what was quickly becoming a fight. Which is followed so closely by the sinking realization that he’s pissed, and I need to follow him.

      Ah, chuck.

      He marches toward the guest doors, and I steel myself to chase him into the common room, which already has a few guests. Many of them are playing cards or dice with a glass of warmed mead in their hands. We slip between the tables, a few people looking nervously at Pax – the predator amongst them – but no one notices me. Then we’re out again into the street, Pax still in the lead, and still thinking about something that has his shoulders tense and his focus narrowed.

      Okay, Shade, now to get out of this mess. Distract him or something, I tell myself, then say aloud into the silence between us, “So… What are we doing?”

      “Collecting our purchases.”

      Very illuminating, Pax.

      I run my fingers through my hair, playing with the band and pulling it back into place whilst keeping pace in his shadow. I’m not about to try and fix this, which would probably just equal me poking the bear again. Not here in the street. And not when the idea of getting any closer to the man with a temper has my heart racing and my palms sweating.

      I drift further back, that respectable servant’s distance between us. This is my default, I realize. I know my place, and it’s not front and center with confrontation. Apparently, that’s reserved for Jada and apples. No, I should know better than to stand between a master and a servant – unfortunately, I know I’ll probably do it again. I didn’t think twice, just saw that kid’s face and acted.

      It’s kind of lonely back here. I have One, in his Alphahole mood, and me. No Two, Three, or Four. Not even a Jake to distract me as we pass the textile market to our left, merchants beginning to set up their vibrant stalls and people drifting in to grab early bargains.

      Black smoke from the chimneys drifts lazily over the three-story rooftops. Making me realize that the fire in the authorities’ office didn’t cause nearly as much of a stir as I thought it would. Either they managed to put it out quickly or people around here just don’t care enough to stop their daily activities for that kind of thing. Funny, I thought it would be a big deal.

      A block later, Pax stops and lets out a long exhale.

      I stop behind him and wait to see what his plan is. Turning left? Turning right?

      “Come here,” he says without looking back.

      I take a beat to be sure he’s talking to me, but no one else walks up to him – so yep, he’s talking to me. I’d forgotten I was even waiting for him, taking in the street and the smoke instead of focusing on his mood swing.

      “Come here, please.”

      I snort at him, my mouth amused while my body tentatively moves up beside him.

      “I hate it when you walk behind me,” he says, still not looking at me.

      “I hate it when you snap orders then storm off in front of me,” I counter.

      He seeks out my gaze, a hint of surprise or confusion in the angle of his brow. “Why does that make you walk behind me?”

      “Because,” I snap, but I’m not sure what to follow that with. Old habits? It’s the safest spot to be? I’m not fantastic with conflict and prefer to avoid it like it’s diseased and contagious and leads only to death, but all those words fail to form into sentences. So I leave ‘because’ hanging in the air between us.

      “Don’t,” Pax orders.

      “Don’t what?” Oh, look, I found my words again – “Don’t be a decent person? Because all I did was translate your alphahole order into something actually achievable for that kid. He’s just a kid! There’s no need to terrorize him.” As I talk, Pax begins to walk off, but this time I keep pace with him.

      “Don’t contradict me,” he says, his jaw setting a little more than I’d like.

      “I didn't contradict. I amended.”

      “That too.”

      “Don’t give ridiculous instructions, and I won't have to do anything about them. Besides, just the way you were talking to him was scary. You could have used your manners.”

      “On a peasant?”

      “Yes.”

      “A servant?”

      “So? He’s still a person.”

      “Mortal,” Pax grunts.

      And there we have the root of the problem. Pax doesn’t like Silvari servants. I remember the way he argued with the staff in Lackshir and the way he tormented the waitresses in Rengurra. Worse, the servants here are mortal.

      “Sabers really are assholes, aren’t they?” I mutter, beginning to fall into step behind him, but he turns so suddenly that I jump back, sure our relationship has escalated to Seth-style-slaps-up-the-back-of-the-head and I’m about to experience my first one.

      “You’re behind me again,” he growls.

      “You’re chuckin’ angry again.”

      “I’m not angry.”

      “Brooding then.”

      “I’m not brooding. I’m thinking.”

      “With your asshole,” I snap, then want to take it back. But I can’t tell him that I know how stupid I sound – not when we’re in the middle of this argument. So instead, I straighten my spine and give him a look that just dares him to deny it.

      “For this to work,” he says, not mentioning the asshole comment, “only one of us can lead.”

      “I don’t want to lead, but I have a right to an opinion, and I will step in whenever –”

      His eyes light up, some piece clicking into place, and he cuts me off. “It was because of the kid.”

      I frown, like really frown. A deeper frown than I’ve frowned in days, maybe even weeks. “Yes,” I say slowly, drawing out the ‘s.’

      “You felt the need to protect the kid.” I’m about to say another drawn out ‘yes,’ but he keeps talking. “I wasn’t going to hurt him.”

      “He didn’t know that,” I say, wondering if we’ve been having two entirely different conversations this whole time.

      Pax lifts his hand, sweeping his fingers over my cheek and watching my expression, my every movement, closely. Too closely. His touch sweeps back until his palm is cupping my face. His gaze softens as he whispers, “I’ll never hurt you.”

      “I know,” I whisper back.

      “That’s why you walk behind me, isn’t it?”

      I open my mouth to deny it, but the truth is I let myself become the good servant to keep myself safe. It’s out of sight, out of kicking range, out of whip range.

      “Has it always been this way? Your whole life... were you always in that man’s shadow?”

      Oh crap, we’re doing this. We’re getting deep and meaningful on the street. I glance around, over each shoulder, and scan the nearest faces.

      “He still owns me,” I manage to hiss.

      “No, he doesn’t,” Pax says, stepping in close so that all I can do, all I can see, is him.

      “Yes, he does. And yes, I was tiny when I became his property. I don’t remember much from before then.”

      His other hand settles possessively on my waist, enough glow in those golden eyes to make it clear Thane’s part of this conversation, part of the need for us to be this close, to ignore the street and every other living soul, for this moment.

      “I understand. I’m sorry it took me this long to see it, but I understand. Raising my voice at children, I won’t do that around you again.”

      “Or maybe just don’t do it, ever. No one needs to bark orders at a kid – or demand the impossible.”

      Leaning in, he brushes his lips against mine in the promise of a kiss. “Done. If you promise not to walk behind me – unless we’re in danger.”

      “You’re used to this synchronized unit you have with the others. You all move together; you all understand each other. I don’t, and my servant’s default is to obey, while my bubble default is to follow. So I still obey and follow. You can’t get mad at me for acting on instinct when you don’t give me time to think. If you want me to change, then be the kind of person I want to walk next to.” The words just pop out, and he doesn’t argue, though I regret being so blunt. Not because none of it was true, but because I’d rather not have blurted so many truths out all at once. It makes me uncomfortable, like opening too many windows to my soul at the same time. My view, my opinion, my experience, my feelings, and an ultimatum all at once.

      My fingers twist together.

      He wraps his fingers over mine, stilling them, then whispers, “Rieka.” As if it’s an oath – a promise.

      And because this is a deep and meaningful moment, I pull my hands from his and say the least deep and meaningful reply. “Damn right. You know, you could learn a lot from me.”

      He chuckles and straightens, scanning our surroundings with the keen eyes of someone who just let their guard down and now suspects danger has snuck up on them.

      We’ve stopped on the corner of a four street intersection. Behind us are mostly shops, and to our left is what looks like a street full of the type of businesses that sell services not stuff. Two and three-story apartments line the other two streets, and in the middle is a thriving market. Clearly, people start buying and selling food long before they do textiles.

      A guy on stilts is walking around, stopping to hold his hat out for coins, and there’s an old man on a wooden box playing a small flute for loose change.

      But the smells.

      The smells have completely switched my brain from focusing on Pax to only being able to formulate eating-related thoughts.

      Sugar – sweet and mouth-watering and hot. Breads – oh, soft, fluffy, fresh baked breads. Cheese – I can definitely smell something covered in cheese. And there’s roasting meat in there too. And almonds.

      I’m practically drooling, leaving a puddle on the cobblestones under my cold feet.

      Pax looks at me, then over at the stalls, and a small genuine smile dances across his lips.
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      She’s hungry – Thane says.

      She chews on her bottom lip, her teeth softly holding it in place, as her gaze wanders over the market. I don’t want to explain to her that the market alone leaves a cold chill running down my spine. Last time we walked through bustling stalls together, things went very, very wrong. But I keep that memory to myself, which leaves the door wide open for annoyance to simmer back to the surface.

      Why does she infuriate me like this? If she wants to defy me and go climbing out of windows to explore amongst unpredictable mortals, then why didn’t she also find herself something to eat? Why does she insist on waiting for permission for some things but goes out of her way to break every possible rule with other things?

      I press my lips together, which she doesn’t notice as she lifts her delicate chin to breathe in the fresh bread-scented air.

      How am I supposed to protect someone who can’t, sometimes won’t, protect herself yet puts in an insanely large amount of effort to protect other people? Like the soot boy. Why put herself between me and a mortal stranger – over laundry? He’s a servant; it’s his job. I wasn’t about to chop his fingers off.

      My chest tightens with the thought, from knowing what reaction I made her have. I never want her to feel that need, that primal desire to protect, from me. I gave her that reaction, and it won’t happen again. Ever.

      Are you going to feed her or just stare at her? – Thane chides.

      “Of course I am,” I say to Thane, then add, “Come on,” to Beautiful.

      Rieka.

      I have no idea how to be an AlphaSeed. I mean, it’s not like I had role models growing up. I know what a Rieka is, heard my mother talk of women who led rebellions thousands and thousands of years ago, but I barely managed to fumble through courting my first mate and failed miserably at protecting her.

      And now here I am again, with a second chance and a woman who keeps rewriting the damn rules.

      Once I move aside the fact that I raised my voice, the fact that I was commanding and blunt, and the fact that the servant was a child, I still have one undeniable issue left over – I give orders. It’s my job as Commander, my strength as an AlphaSeed. It’s expected of me, and it’s what I do, what I’m good at. I need to know she’ll follow them. I don’t know how to let my guard down, how to let her be what she was born to be.

      And I need to talk to her about it without scaring her into my shadow once again – because regardless of this desire in me to acknowledge her as a Rieka, only one of us can lead. Only one of us can give orders – and that has to be me.

      She looks from the markets back to me. I incline my head toward the stalls, and she stalks straight up to the baker. The long wooden table has aged to a gray color, is covered in flour and several large chopping boards, and decorated in small stacks of a variety of rolls. The assortment of loaves are fresh. From dark brown with sesame seeds to deep red-colored knots. The back of the stall is made up of a second table, this one made of stone. A grate over a bed of coals set into a stone bench holds slowly toasting bread drizzled in olive oil and herbs and different cheeses.

      She licks her lips, her tongue sliding slowly over them in anticipation. The muscles down my abdomen, and lower, tense and hold. For a second, I don’t even breathe, which is all I can do to stop myself from leaning in and stealing those lips for myself. Heat rushes through my veins, wanting.

      Needing – Thane echoes.

      The merchant steps forward, and I turn, ready to snarl at him and perhaps even remove a limb if he steps any closer to my mate. The shock of that impulse clears my head a little. Why? The merchant is an aging woman. Neither a threat nor an interest. I know this, logically, but the impulse was definitely there.

      Which is unnerving. I should have more control over myself than this. The mortal who helped her in the market was an understandable threat until I realized he was scented by another man. Helped by the fact that he had no interest in getting close to Rieka. His attention was on setting fire to the building. I’m not sure I’d be patient with his presence if he showed himself again.

      The authorities were definitely threats, and they were fun to deal with.

      But I can’t deny the desire in more than one muscle to grab Rieka right now and run. Or tear any man who sets their gaze on her to pieces. Then tear her clothes to pieces.

      I must be going crazy. The bubble, or nearly losing her, more than once, or some bloody potion Roarke made, has amped up my Alpha instincts and somehow wound down my common sense. Sex three times in twenty-four hours is an unusual desire, even for a Saber. But I can’t deny the desire… my pants can’t deny it either.

      “No beggars,” the merchant grumbles. Adding with a sharp wave of her hand, “Be gone.”

      Rieka rolls her eyes and turns to leave, but I’m already growling. Thane joins me.

      Eat them –

      I ignore Thane. He has no patience, and I have none to spare him.

      The merchant’s eyes go wide – followed by floundering as she grabs a piece of paper and a hot slice of cheesy bread then shoves it toward me.

      I’m not the one she just insulted. It takes her a moment, but with shaking fingers, she shoves the bread toward Rieka instead.

      As soon as it’s in her hands, the merchant grabs another piece of paper, pulls a larger slice of cheesy bread off the grate, and holds it out for me. I snatch it, hoping the act of eating something or having to concentrate and chew and swallow will calm the tension in my throat. I drop half a coin onto the bench then turn to walk away. Concentrating on the cues that will confirm Rieka is coming too. The sound of her steps, the scent on the breeze, the shift in the flow of people, and the tug of magic between us.

      An Alpha will always find their mate – sense them. That’s how I ended up outside the enforcement building in Lackshir. The parts inside my soul that are forever connected to hers drew me in her direction, even as I battled with Sromma and failed to get him to talk.

      And she’s following me, back there in my wake again. I slow down, forcing her to walk beside me.

      “I really don’t like when you walk behind me.”

      Just because I start walking doesn’t mean she’s supposed to be behind me. Does this magic between us feel the same way to her? Sure, she has a Saber soul, but she’s still an unknown Seed. For this connection to exist, there’s a strong chance she’s somehow related to an Alpha, but does she feel me the way I feel her?

      Will she ever?

      “What about the rest?” she asks.

      “The rest what?”

      “The other things you don’t like about me,” she prompts.

      I swear I can hear Seth saying, ‘It’s a trap, brother,’ and the idea makes me choke loudly on my mouthful. It takes a few coughs before I get any words out. “I didn’t say there were any.”

      “Well, walking behind you is one. There has to be more because I seem to constantly irritate you. Don’t get me wrong, I’m under no delusions that, ah... desire,” she says, her cheeks flushing before she rushes to add, “and this mate thing, mean you have to actually like me.”

      This mate thing.

      Isn’t wanting to keep her safe enough? Isn’t being drawn to her and wanting to tell the world to fuck itself while we spend an eternity entangled together enough? What else is there?

      “I like you just fine,” I manage, relaxing my jaw enough that only half the sentence comes out as a frustrated growl.

      “Explain it to me then.”

      “Explain what?” I snarl. Damn near snatching the bread from her hands and holding it for ransom. Make sense, woman – or lose your food.

      But I don’t. Instead, I wait to see if the next words to escape those far too perfect lips are going to clarify things or send me into a rage. She has to know she has this effect on me – right? My head tilts to the side, Thane taking enough control to make the movement happen, as he regards her sincerity.

      Pretty sure sassiness is her natural state of being – he says.

      I’d agree, but to do that I have to talk out loud, and with people streaming past and bustling stalls around us, and Rieka barely making any sense, I don’t want to further complicate things by starting a conversation with the wolf inside me.

      “You know why I did what I did, but I don’t understand why me amending your order pissed you off more than discovering rotten apples in your bed would?” she asks.

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t understand, and I want to understand, and –”

      I cut her off with a wave of my half-eaten bread. “No, why rotting apples?”

      “Oh, because I’d made the apple cellar into my home, and rotting apples in Jake’s bed were really good entertainment for about a month. Jake’s reaction was always about the same as yours, though at least he had a good reason.”

      Thane surges forward, growling and snarling even though the soot-servant Jake is nowhere to be seen.

      Mine – he snarls, hackles raised within.

      I swallow him back, hopefully before Rieka has noticed his reaction, but agree with him. And also feel ridiculous and torn. Yes, she’s mine, and yes, I want to protect her. But that doesn’t mean I need to get a rush of instinct and desire every time anything with a heartbeat gets mentioned.

      But the desire to claim her, again, isn’t the only thing that has struck me. Apple cellars are not appropriate living arrangements for any creature bigger than a mouse.

      Ever.

      And this reaction is never going away, not with her, not with any moment of pain or fear in her life. Hearing it, seeing a hint of it, even thinking about it, is always going to tear me apart.

      Fuck, I’m glad we killed that man.

      I take a bite of bread, chewing a little savagely and swallowing it, before taking a second, more controlled bite, and a second, more controlled swallow. I focus on her question, our original insane issue, publicly contradicting the orders of an Alpha and prince to a soot-servant. Which drew a reaction from me that had nothing to do with liking or disliking her. A reaction I need to try my best to explain. It seems so small now, the issue that we began with. So insignificant compared to the things I’ve learned about her since – things I’ve learned about us.

      I need her to know that even without this mate thing, I’d still love her, still want to keep her safe, still hate the idea of her sleeping in a cellar and living in fear.

      But I don’t know how to tell her that, how to show it, so I focus on something simpler – facts. “Before Lithael was in power, I was The Commander,” I begin, starting to walk and adjusting my pace to insist she walk beside me. Or wherever she wants, really, just so long as she’s not being made less than me. Never because of that. “I was the only one. Lithael couldn’t take away my title, but he could make it meaningless. Each triune has a dominant member to command the group, and he gave them the same title. My title. He moved my authority across to the delegates, the council, and mostly himself. At first, I didn’t care. I like to be in control, but the more I commanded, the more I realized that control was impossible. The fewer people you are responsible for, the easier it is to do a good job.”

      She devours her bread and listens as we leave the market and begin walking along the high street, passing each business one by one.

      I go on. “But that doesn’t change my instincts; it just lessens the burden each night. It doesn’t change the way I operate, especially not with the few people in my pack. Pack is more important than a servant, or anyone else for that matter. You can’t put yourself down to their level, and you can’t drag my orders through the mud at their feet.”

      “Wait, go back a bit. What was that you said about pack?”

      I lift my gaze skyward as if some extra strength might be hidden amongst the clouds. There isn’t, but I decide not to point out that she has the concentration span of a chicken, and instead say, “I expect the people in my pack to be part of a cohesive team.”

      “I’m in your pack?” she asks, curiosity in her gaze and a little spark of wonder shining in the corners of her eyes. “I mean, you’re not just saying that because you’re stuck with me?”

      She still doesn’t get it – Thane says. He’d have gasped if that were even possible for an incorporeal wolf.

      “Of course you’re pack,” I whisper.

      “I mean, I know you have scent issues, and we’ve got this –”

      “You are pack, which means you are more important than a soot-servant – and it means you listen to my orders.” I cut her off before she can manage to do that thing where she convinces herself she doesn’t deserve to be loved. I tore Martin to pieces, but I would have traded my soul for the power to make him undo all the damage he’s done to her.

      “Oh, I listened to them. I just didn’t agree with them.”

      I’m growling before I can stop myself. How are we even still alive? How did we last a week in the White Castle with Lithael when she is so contrary to every single thing I say? She’s going to get us all killed. She’s going to get herself killed.

      She’s cute when she disagrees – Thane says.

      This is impossible. The two of them; damn, I wish my brothers were here.

      “Sometimes we need to follow rules even if we don’t agree with them.”

      “I can do rules,” she says, putting the last piece of bread into her pretty mouth.

      “Rules and orders are the same thing.”

      “No, they’re not. You know I like rules.”

      “You also enjoy breaking them,” I point out, my voice tinged with a little Allure because I’m looking at those damn lips again. I walk a little faster, noting her wide smile and glancing about the street to check no one else was inadvertently affected by that slip of magic.

      “I don’t break rules intentionally. It just kind of happens sometimes,” she says.

      I stop at one of the business doors, relieved that we’re one more step closer to being secure and prepared.

      “In here, I talk, and you let me talk. If you have anything to add, you do it when we get back outside,” I instruct, like she’s an apprentice or a first year Saber about to step into the first battle they’ve ever seen. I talk, you listen, that shouldn’t be too hard.

      I mean, Killian would probably teach her a dozen hand signals for silently communicating without the enemy realizing. Seth would probably drag her down the street to swing off a flag pole, and Roarke would lean against the wall outside discussing something deep and meaningful. But I don’t have my full pack, so I don’t have the luxury of debating which brother she would like to wait with.

      Elite Saber with unknown bloodlines or no, she’s still an apprentice, a first year trainee, and she still has a lot to learn.

      Like not defying my orders in front of soot-servants.

      And maybe not smelling so freaking good that I’m considering the ramifications of killing the man inside the office, locking the door, and fucking Rieka on the desk. Or against the wall. Floor. Bookshelf. Table. I don’t care. I just need to be inside her again.
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      Okay, a rule. I can do rules. He talks, and I keep my mouth shut. Let’s see how long this lasts.

      He drags his gaze away from me, or rather he drags his gaze away with a long, raking look that brushes over my every curve.

      The feeling is mutual. A damn prince is standing before me, his toned arms crossed over his even more toned chest, and the golden tan to his skin is completely unaffected by the gray winter day. I add talking about his sex drive to my list of important conversations. Is this why Sabers sleep so little? Because they usually spend eight hours a day between each other’s legs?

      Three other hot-as-melted-chocolate faces flash into my mind. Roarke with his long hair and sensual gaze. Seth with his quick smile and easy nature. Killian with his hard and chucking amazing muscles and dark soul. I don’t even get a chance to form the sentence, how can I satisfy them all, before heat pools in my chest and probably rushes into my cold cheeks too.

      Who says I get to satisfy them all? We may have all connected over the past few weeks, but intimacy is a whole new level. What if my broken soul can’t handle it? What if their pasts and their hang-ups won’t allow it? So many what ifs and none of them even remotely related to Pax or the door he’s currently pushing through.

      Focus, Shade, I order myself and follow him inside.

      A bell jingles overhead, and a man behind the counter looks up to appraise us. His eyes go wide and serious as he scans over Pax, but his lips turn down almost in disgust when he spots me.

      “Yeah, we need to discuss my wardrobe,” I mutter.

      Pax clears his throat. Right, not in here.

      “Mr. MacDonalt,” Pax says in greeting – the most tense greeting I’ve ever heard.

      “Mr. Bubble.” Mr. MacDonalt’s reply is equal parts nervous and annoyed. My eyes open wide – not what I was expecting. “We have your papers ready to sign.”

      Pax reaches behind him, pressing a firm hand to the small of my back. He doesn’t push me, his gaze still on the man behind the desk, but it’s clear he’s not going anywhere until I do. So I step forward and slide into one of two leather seats on this side of the desk.

      Pax hesitates a moment before taking the second chair. He leans back and crosses one leg over the other knee, the picture of someone in charge.

      “And this is your…?” Mr. MacDonalt asks.

      He’s interesting to look at, really. With a bald circle dead in the center of his head and his hair fanning out around it. Black suit, bow tie, white shirt, pink suspenders, and the kind of neatly rolled mustache that requires some kind of wax to make it stay that way. I’m still analyzing the guy’s looks when Pax offers an answer.

      “Wife. She’ll be co-signing.”

      “I will?” I blurt, just barely managing not to add, ‘I can’t write.’

      Mr. MacDonalt’s lips lift in the beginnings of a sneer, a man who has probably never had a woman in his office before, let alone one officially signing whatever it is that needs to be signed. A frustrated tic settles in along Pax’s jaw, followed by pure determination inside me. Guess I’ll be faking my own signature.

      Mr. MacDonalt moves a ceramic coffee cup to the side and places three crisply inked pieces of paper front and center alongside a pretty little glass inkpot. Lastly, he holds out an expensive quill.

      Pax waves the quill aside, picking up each piece of paper in turn and reading them carefully. I chew the inside of my lip. The neatly lined black letters are in common, easy to spot by their lack of dots and overlapping patterns, but what they say is still beyond me.

      I tap out a rhythm with my nails on the leather arm of the chair, which earns me a glare from Mr. MacDonalt. Smiling sweetly, I start tapping out a conflicting rhythm with my other hand.

      Finally, Pax puts the papers down and gestures impatiently for the quill. The tip scratches across the thick cream page in a long swish, several sharp scrawls, and a swish across the bottom.

      My only assumption is that it says ‘Pax Elorsin’ – but honestly it could say ‘used toilet paper.’ What I do know is that it’s pretty. Considering getting it tattooed all over my body kind of pretty.

      Mr. MacDonalt leans forward, hand ready to snatch up the quill, but Pax holds it in my direction first.

      “Are you sure –” the guy begins, but he’s silenced when Pax holds a hand up.

      My mate holds his hand up to him but otherwise keeps all his attention on me. His eyes serious but not demanding, they’re the kind of serious that says I love you and I want to protect you and let me do this for you. “Sign it.”

      “Okay,” I drag the word out. Accepting the quill, I contemplate making my signature a stick figure but opt for something more Pax’s style. Serious. Swirl, squiggle, swish… right off the edge of the page. Yep, smooth.

      Despite, or maybe because of, Mr. MacDonalt’s disgusted look, I giggle.

      Thane makes a low noise that I can tell is a chuckle. Pretty sure Mr. MacDonalt doesn’t agree based on the sheen of sweat on the man’s brow. Part fear, part annoyance.

      Pax clears his throat and slips the quill from my fingers.

      I roll my eyes, wishing Seth was here to share this moment with.

      My attitude hasn’t changed by the time we step out of the building with a copy of the papers and a key.

      “So, what did I just sign? And why were you Mr. Bubble?”

      Pax pulls a neatly folded piece of paper from his pocket and casually holds it up as we turn back toward the inn. I press it between my fingertips, but he doesn’t let it go. Stopping and turning slowly to look down at me over the top of it.

      “Yours,” he says, his tone toe curlingly low.

      “Mine?” I ask, swallowing hard.

      Half a smile graces his lips, and I bite my own as I fantasize about kissing the chuck out of him right here in the middle of the street. Maybe even unclipping his belt to watch his reaction.

      Not happening. But I kinda want to try it anyway.

      “It’s your letter of release. Surname – Bubble.”

      Well, that explains the guy’s surprise. According to the paperwork kept on city record, I’m a slave. Regardless of Pax ‘marrying’ me, it was still a crazy notion to that man that I would sign my own papers. That I, born into servitude, would own myself.

      The right to relocate to a new town, if I wish. Or buy a house. Own land. Get a job working as something other than a servant.

      Or to do none of that.

      The choice is mine.

      A choice I’ve never had.

      I want to cry and have to swallow heavily to stop the rasping in my throat from turning into sobs.

      His other hand traces up my spine, coming to a rest cupping the back of my head as I tilt up to keep his gaze. There’s no cost written there. No threat that I’ll owe him something in return and since Silva and the mortal lands have no power over each other, this has nothing to do with our future plans for dealing with Lithael – and everything to do with letting me choose.

      The answer is simple: where Pax goes, I go. There’s not a hope or reason for wanting a life on the mortal side of the border… but he’s handed me the option.

      Mine. I am truly mine.

      I unfold the paper and check the writing is still there.

      “It’s on file here, and a copy will be sent to the Desayer Royal Records. Even if you lose this, you will still have proof,” he says, then taps my signature. “Shade Bubble looks good on you.”

      “Not Elorsin?” I say.

      “Elorsin is a known Silvari name, and we’re too close to the border. If someone comes looking, it can’t be that easy for them to locate you. Besides, I wanted to make you smile, and Bubble felt like a choice Seth would make.”

      “Shade Bubble is a pretty stupid name,” I tell him, beaming too wide to sound serious.

      “I know, but you like stupid shit.” He releases the paper, and I press it to my chest.

      “I know. I like you.” I shrug and Thane laughs, but despite everything going on around me, the emotions inside me hammer out their own tune.

      Freedom. Freedom. Freedom.
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      I sleep ‘til eight past five in the morning, waking with a tail on my face.

      “Fleck,” I rumble, pushing the creature off my bed.

      He slides to the floor and stays there, sprawling on his back with its eyes still closed.

      Rumbling, I dress, grab my usual assortment of weapons as well as my throwing knives, and leave the room. The door swings closed behind me, and almost immediately, Fleck pops through it. Bloody Veil creature. He dives into my hood then starts snoring again.

      “About time,” I mutter at him.

      I have no idea what I did to deserve this torture.

      Roarke’s door is still closed, the guy finally getting some sleep, but Seth’s door is open. No Seth inside though, he’s fallen asleep on the couch, head flopped back, mouth open, with a little drool on the edge of his mouth. The quill and his notebook are in his lap. I carefully pull the notebook away.

      The guy stirs, snatching the quill into his fist as he mutters, “My Vexy.” But his eyes don’t open. He just settles on his side and keeps snoring. How long did he stay up last night?

      I flick through the book, page after page of a combination of Seth’s easy realism and Shadow’s… not realism. There’s no other way to describe her scratches – wild with effort despite a complete lack of skill. It makes me smile.

      My gaze drifts toward the towers, toward a forbidden window into the world, but I shut the idea down – hard. Fear roars in my veins. Fear then sorrow then anger. In the space of a single beat, I’ve dashed the idea and dropped Seth’s book into his lap. We’re not going anywhere near the towers.

      The book thumps closed and Seth jumps six feet, lands in a fighting stance, and looks around as if unsure whether or not I’m to blame.

      I smile and point down to where the book has fallen onto the worn out couch cushion. “Update.”

      He rubs his eyes, then leans to the side to look past me again. “What time is it?”

      “Morning.”

      “No, it’s not. It’s still dark,” he moans, waving toward the darkened window before padding to the fresh basin of wash water on the stand beside the door.

      Our suite has a short hall from the door to the living space. Boots line one wall, next to a long bench with a basin, an assortment of soaps and creams, a pitcher of fresh water, and towels. For washing up, when we don’t want to trudge to the nearest bathroom. Full plumbing doesn’t exist, though the nearest bathroom for us is right next door.

      By the time he looks up from splashing water on his face, I’m standing at one end of the hall table. I motion for him to grab the other end, and he does, his face still dripping. He doesn’t question my need to relocate the table to just beside Pax’s bedroom door.

      He just carries it, then grabs a towel and dries his face, asking a muffled, “Why?”

      I’m already measuring the wall toward the front door, using my outstretched thumb and pinkie to count out the space needed for swords and knives, darts, maybe even a bo staff or two. Pax would be impressed with my diversification.

      “Killian, seriously?” Seth says, leaning against the narrow bit of wall between my room and Roarke’s. “If you’re buying art, I need to know. That’s something Sabers will bet on. Something with gore or a serene countryside acrylic.”

      “Not art. Tell me what happened last night. What else did she say?”

      He yawns, glancing at where he left the book and quill then back at me. “Last night? Pretty sure I only fell asleep an hour ago. I kept talking to her until she fell asleep. They’re staying at an inn, at least that’s what I can gather by the way she put my picture of a bed ‘in’ a building with a lot of other rooms. That woman can’t even draw a square the way it’s supposed to look,” he says, brimming with giddy first love that smells like grapes and tinges his soul with vibrant green the color of vine leaves. Seth, at almost three hundred years old, has fallen in love like a teenager.

      Can’t say he’s alone – and there’s another thought I have to shut down hard. The day is gathering a theme.

      “Anything else?”

      “I drew a heap of illustrations for health, and she finally understood a thermometer with a flower on top that’s losing petals. I drew each one falling, and she insisted that Pax is at ninety percent health and herself at one hundred.”

      I chuff. “She’s lying.”

      “Yeah, I figured that, but I was hoping that Silvari part of her would speed things up.”

      I nod, then start tapping the wall, looking for the support beams and pacing out how many hooks and racks I can hang. I’m leaning toward a frame and wire system when Roarke’s door opens and the guy leans out, hair wild and eyes only half open, to frown at me.

      “It’s a good thing I’ve already had my eight hours,” he mutters. “But, why?”

      “Swords,” I say, tapping the beam on my left, then the one on my right. “Daggers. Staffs.” I point high, then funnel my hands down directly in front of me. “Twenty-seven different kinds of darts.”

      Roarke snorts and retreats into his room, but the door stays open so he can shout, “Do they even make that many kinds of darts?”

      “Yes.”

      He emerges with a book in his hand, slipping a piece of paper into his pocket. “Fine. Since there’s not a hope the masters will be in their labs at this time, I’m going to run some experiments on the Null.”

      “I’m with him,” Seth says.

      “No, you’re not,” Roarke snaps, brushing past me for the door. “Not in the potions lab. I don’t want to be blown up.”

      “I wasn’t planning on blowing stuff up,” Seth mutters, following Roarke out.

      I glance at his gear, strewn across the living space. Well, not strewn – that implies it’s dumped and messy. No, this is still typical Seth. His clothes are folded in a neat pile beside the still crackling fire. His weapons are clean and sit at a perfect parallel to the wall on top. And his bags are neatly in the corner where the stones of the raised hearth meet the window. But none of it is in his room.

      Which is his own business.

      I lean down and pull my boots on. Fleck is instantly awake and taking up residence on my shoulder. I shift slightly to give him a stable platform, unable to avoid smiling like a kid headed to the candy shop. Weapons.
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      And… yep, Seth is actually coming with me. Great.

      I pad through the White Castle’s perfectly white halls, even the carpet a light color, almost a floor ahead of Seth. When I reach the bottom of the stairs at one end, he emerges from the top of the set at the other end. Not rushing, but clearly heading in the same direction as me. To the same destination as me.

      I stop in the empty hall and let him catch up.

      Education is mandatory for all in residence, but it’s way too early for Sabers to be anywhere near the classrooms. It keeps our skills sharp and evolving and gives the old retired Sabers, now masters, something to do with their lives.

      I know a lot of shit, and I’ve had years to learn it, but it’d take me a millennium to absorb and be able to put to use what some of these men and women know. That’s why they’re our most valuable allies against Lithael. It’s also why he’s been killing them off for a few hundred years. Quiet deaths blamed on natural causes.

      If a ProphecySeed didn’t suspect any foul play, then why would anyone else? And who would they tell?

      And the man has had one major advantage all this time – Masters fly solo. Their triunes have disbanded, often hundreds of years ago. Getting killed or marrying or choosing to retire of old age. And after needing that team to keep them safe, after being drilled that you are only as strong as your team, the masters are left weak and vulnerable.

      No lone master is going to stand against anyone, not without something or someone powerful at their backs.

      At the moment, that’s just not us. We have a mortal in our ranks, and if we’re as strong as our weakest member, then as far as the world is concerned, the Elorsins are at the very bottom of the food chain.

      We reach the potions lab, Seth pushes the left double door open, and I push the right – then stop to survey the room. I inhale, calm my thoughts, and pluck the desires from the air.

      No desire to do us harm.

      No desire to hide or eavesdrop.

      I dig deeper into the space around us and find not even the desire to breathe. We’re alone.

      Seth stops too, but he has that far away look in his eyes.

      “You’re remembering, aren’t you?” I ask.

      He shrugs, walking toward the giant glass sphere in the center of the room. “I brought her in here, and her eyes lit up.”

      He hovers his hand over the Silvari glass – hesitant. The bowl has an opening at the top and is basically designed for Sabers to test out their potions in a controlled environment. The rest of the room is huge, with a high reaching ceiling, exposed beams, a balcony on each side which house tall bookshelves, and in the alcove under the balconies are glass cabinets of supplies. Some rare and secured with locks.

      I walk toward the locked cabinets while Seth brushes his fingers over the glass ball.

      “Then you fucked up Logan’s potion and almost got her killed.”

      “More than once,” he adds. “We never did work out what the potion was, did we?”

      “No,” I drawl, scanning the glass jars and vials. All the usual supplies are in here. Including live firedragons in a stasis-like state, their tiny bodies heaped over each other in a container wide enough for you to fit your hand into. Though getting one out is never a pleasant experience.

      I pull Eydis’ handwritten notes from my pocket. Just a single page with all the details she thought to record. Scientific diagrams, ingredients, scrawled comments about the effects. There was only one completed vial, and we gave that to Pax. But even with the side effects being, well, less than ideal, it’s still worth making more. I retrieve three small vials from my other pocket, because of course there was no way I was going to leave the Origin Spring without my own personal stash of water.

      “Can I trust you with this?” I ask, holding the paper up for Seth to take.

      The guy waves a hand, unleashing a blast of Chaos magic that literally melts the decorative gold trimming on the carved timber doors.

      “You could have turned the lock,” I say.

      “Or you could have,” he counters, bouncing over to take the note from between my index and middle finger.

      He unfolds it as I turn toward the cabinets and supplies.

      “Besides, I did suggest soundproofing,” he says, hence the solid metal now sealing in the timber. He scans the page before reading aloud, “Null Elixir. Elixir’s effects last between three hours and three days. I’d hoped for a complete null, but in some cases, Sabers have experienced no benefits; in others, they have had a temporary null, and in all cases, they have lost access to a skill or power for the duration. Which one seems linked to the individual. The trade for one advantage requires the sacrifice of another. I fear this particular potion is impossible without something stronger than Origin Spring water, and I’m not sure that exists.”

      “I know what that bit says, just read me the ingredients.”

      He clears his throat. “It’s an interesting list. Under wet ingredients it says Origin, which we have, and Aymshawood alcohol, then a long list for dry ingredients. Step one, Black Starlax resin, is common enough.”

      “For igniting energy, but it’s usually only used in love potions.”

      “She says to soak it in pure Aymshawood alcohol.”

      “Because apparently we really want to ignite this potion. And yes, we have that,” I say, fetching down the deep red bottle with a very precise dropper built into the glass lid.

      “Isn’t Aymshawood also used in those first year potluck spells we learned? The ones where they give us three covered plates and we use the potion to point out the meal we’re most likely to enjoy.”

      “Yes, but maybe it’s good for general luck too. She had a thousand years of knowledge on us.”

      “Basil.”

      “Protection.”

      “Old John’s Wart.”

      “Energy.”

      “Blue Vervain.”

      “Banishing.”

      “Stalamus root.”

      We pause, both of our gazes going to the locked cabinets as we intone, “For dominance.”

      “But the plant is nearly extinct,” he adds.

      I move closer, even cupping my hands around my face to peer into the darker corners until I finally spot a satchel between the glass and a triple-locked box labeled, ‘Tartarus shells.’

      “Think you can open it?” I ask Seth. “Without breaking any.”

      He makes an ‘if I have to’ noise, pressing his lips to the side as if considering arguing. A sheen of sweat hits his brow at the same time as the glass door creaks open.

      I jump three feet in the other direction. “You could have warned me! The whole thing could have exploded, and I was standing right there.”

      “That’s what you get for asking me to do stupid shit with Chaos. The next time I want bacon, you’re Alluring pigeons to fly over and fetch it for me, with the promise of fulfilling whatever sick fantasies pigeons have.” He fetches the satchel and tosses it to me, eyes already scanning the page. “And the fur from between the paws of a black cat – she can’t be serious?”

      “It’s an old wives’ tale to protect against mythical djinn. I think she threw that one in just in case the wrong person found the spell.”

      “Well, Logan is dumb as dog shit, but are you sure? That’s a lot of effort just in case, considering she also buried it under her house. Who else did she expect to find it?”

      “We don’t have a black cat, or its hair, so I say we try the potion without it.”

      “Are you sure the Aymshawood isn’t the same thing? A decoy?”

      “Yep, how else would that whole part of the recipe work?”

      He shrugs. “If you say so. It says soak the resin while combining the solid ingredients. Grind in an anointed bowl… no wait, allantoin bowel – can’t get that shit wrong – mortar and pestle. The wet ingredients need to be mixed widdershins. Pour wet over dry, also don’t confuse those two, then light and drop resin to burn within the vial. Seal vial exactly as the resin burns out.”

      “Stop skimming, Seth. Are you sure it says allantoin bowel? I don’t remember reading that, and I don’t remember ever actually needing to use an oxidized uric acid and feces mix. Ever.”

      “You knew what that was?” Seth teases.

      I roll my eyes at him and fetch down the bowl made of Silvari glass, still slick with Sound Spring water. I know, because there’s a tag sitting inside it informing the next user of exactly that. “Of course I did.”

      We work as a team; I grind, he mixes, and together we steady the vials, fractionate the ingredients and prepare everything. Lighting the resin and dropping a small ball into each vial before quickly setting the lids in place at exactly the prescribed moment.

      Seth leans down to stare through the vials, watching the ingredients dissolve into the magic, the liquid turning clear before a fine tendril of gold dust rises and curls like smoke. I didn’t notice that in the vial from Eydis’, but the thing was corked and contained so maybe Pax will once he… if he… opens it.

      “Now what?” Seth asks.

      “We need to test it out. The containment sphere would work, if we had an official copy of the seal and a Sealer to drop it in there – which we do not.”

      “How are we going to test it then? Find some poor Sabers to take the vials on their way out for assignment?”

      “That would be ideal, but we don’t have one of those right now.” I consider, One of us would be best. We’d be able to gather honest results without putting others in undue danger. He lifts his gaze toward me and smiles with a little too much mischief.

      There’s no doubting he read the thought that just crossed my mind – because he’s grabbing the vial and drinking the contents in a heartbeat.

      “I hope you and Killian are prepared to save my ass if I forget how to swing a sword, and I’m really hoping I lose the ability to talk and you lot have to deal with me babbling like a baby for the next three days.” Rubbing his stomach, he waits a beat before adding, “I don’t feel any different.”

      I move around the room, putting ingredients back. Though I keep the Stalamus root satchel, locking the cupboard without it. Meanwhile, Seth mumbles and unfastens his top button.

      “You getting hot?” I ask.

      “Not really, but the inability to handle temperatures would be annoying.”

      “That’s not a skill.”

      “Of course it is. Ever heard of acclimatizing?”

      I nod, seems plausible. I wipe down the bowl, readying it for the next user, and he undoes another button. “But aside from that, I feel normal. Wonder if I can take the horses for a ride and see how far from the castle I get?”

      “Could be a good idea, but we’d have to stay here to divert attention. I’m pretty sure the dignitaries would have a fit if they thought we were trying to ride against orders. Which means we’d better know what skill or power you’ve lost first. Try Chaosing something.”

      He unbuttons his middle button, which is weird, but Seth is weird, then waves a hand toward the doors. The gold melts once more, unsealing the doors, but in true Chaos style it fails to return to its original design. No, what now decorates the inner corners of the double doors are two rather impressive phalluses. Just relaxing there against the intricate roses and vine carvings. No balls, small mercy.

      “Well, clearly your power is intact,” I say, turning back to see the guy has tugged his shirt over his head.

      He slings it over his shoulder for two steps then changes his mind and drops the thing onto my shoulder. “Come on, I don’t want to get trapped in the actual class when they start.”

      “How very considerate of you,” I drawl, watching the guy scratch at his arms before slipping a hand down his pants and scratching his balls too. “Just checking you still have some? Pretty sure losing body parts wasn’t on the table.”

      He pauses, blanching a little. “Wouldn’t have volunteered if I’d thought of that before.”

      And before we can get moving again, he’s unbuckling his pants.

      “Wow, leave the clothes on. I’m sure you worked out it was still there with your hand.”

      He glares at his hands first and the spot where his shirt still hangs over my shoulder second. Not sure if he works it out first or if I do, but I definitely start laughing first.

      “Oh, crap,” he groans. “How come I always get the things that make me take my clothes off?”

      I lean against the door frame, trying to catch my breath enough to actually formulate words. “How can… wait, wait… how can a person...” I stop to laugh some more. “Lose the ability to wear clothes?”

      “I don’t know, but I can’t handle it anymore,” he says, yanking the things off in a hurry. Great big bull ants couldn’t make him move faster. Belt, buttons, ties, he rushes through all of them.

      And that’s when the morning bell rings. Loud and vibrating through the whole building.

      I push the door open and hold it for my now stark bare brother, offering one word of advice. “Run.”

      Not because I think Seth would generally be worried about showing a little skin. But a lot. No, not just a lot – all of it. And to everyone. It doesn’t matter how young the thousand-year-old masters currently filling the halls look. His fussy ass puts a cup on, even in the arena, before any of them get a glimpse at his jewels.

      He takes off like a rat with its tail on fire, his lily-white ass cheeks on display and a trail of reactions behind him. Gasps, shouts, giggles, and whistles fill the hall.

      I don’t rush because I have potions to gather, and, as usual, Seth has managed to get out of the work. Makes me hope he takes a corner too fast and runs into a servant with a mop at the wrong angle. The thought makes me chuckle as I gather the vials even though I know it’d never happen. Not to Chaos.

      Aeons, I can’t wait to tell Kitten all about this one.
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      I’m walking, half admiring the paper and half paying attention to where we are going when Pax steps inside a shop, the metallic tinkling of a small bell catching my attention. A few quick steps later, I’m gently closing the door behind us. Hesitating a second to neatly fold the paper and bury it deep in my pocket.

      The little shop is nothing but three walls covered in cloth and thread, and the last wall is a window with a mannequin on display – oddly wearing nothing.

      A middle-aged man looks up from behind a sewing machine, clears his throat, and straightens. He’s wearing a hat with a wide, stiff brim that he’s threaded needles topped with little white balls into. Along with a vest, a long-sleeved white shirt, and bralls knows what else because he’s behind a big desk.

      “You’re back, sir,” the man says.

      I give Pax a sideways look – back?

      It amazes me that, even in travel-worn plain clothes, Pax still feels like royalty to mortals. I could walk around in a dress made from actual gold, and I’m pretty sure I’d still feel like a beggar or a slave.

      Pax sweeps a hand back, drawing me forward with him, as he leans down and says softly, “I did try to arrange this without you, but he insisted on needing your size.” Then he adds for the man, “This is the woman.”

      For half a beat, the pressure of Pax’s arm around my waist firms, as though he’d really rather not let the man near me. I roll my eyes, not that Pax can see, and say to the tailor, “Nice to meet you.”

      Which the tailor ignores, not even meeting my gaze. Is it bad manners to punch a guy in the face for being rude?

      I think it might be, though I have this nagging whisper in the back of my mind that’s suggesting tearing his throat out would be more appropriate.

      I shake my head to clear the idea as the guy scuttles out from behind the bench.

      “Yes, of course, sir, and what are her needs?”

      “Ask her,” Pax says. With that, he steps to the side and leans against the edge of the desk.

      Pax’s arms are folded, a forced smile is on his lips, as the tailor grabs a tape measure and approaches me. Suddenly, my clothes don’t feel so bad. I mean, I like that I can smell the guys on them. They’re what I’m used to, and they are warm enough. But more than that, they feel like home.

      However, I do need underwear since I can’t avoid that ticking clock.

      “Um, let’s just do underwear.”

      The guy stops still. “Miss, I am not fitting you for underwear.”

      “Bralls no – just guess.”

      “She needs more than underwear,” Pax insists.

      The tailor changes tactics, going to a drawer and pulling out a small pile of clothes. Elorsin clothes. When did Pax bring those? Where did he even get them from? I mean, did the guys ride home with empty bags, because between what’s at the inn and in that pile, it must be most of their stash.

      “I have been eager to ask you where you got these from. The cotton is exquisite.”

      He lays them across the bench, ignoring the other projects, half-cut panels, pinned lace, and items waiting to be collected.

      “You’ll get four shirts out of these three, or three if I make one with two layers for warmth. The pants won’t yield any extra fabric, but I can certainly make them fit like they belong on her. Is the leather needed?”

      He holds up one of Seth’s sleeves, one with linen to the elbow and leather to the wrist.

      “I like the leather,” I say.

      “The leather stays,” Pax echoes.

      “Yes, sir.” The tailor grabs his measuring tape once again and approaches me.

      I look warily past him and toward Pax. “What’s he doing?”

      “Measuring you.”

      “Can’t he guess?”

      “No, apparently not, that’s why we’re here. Let him measure you,” Pax says, but he looks pretty amused with a smug little smile.

      “You guessed last time. Those clothes you got at the White Castle fit me just fine,” I argue.

      Pax lifts an eyebrow and flits his gaze to the tailor and back. Right, no talk of castles around the mortals.

      The tailor chooses not to react, sliding the tape through his fingers, pulling it tight, then stretching it along my arms, across my shoulders… just everywhere. Walking around me with such quick movements that I’m pretty sure most of the finished product is going to be based on guesswork anyway.

      “I can have these ready in two days,” he finally says, snatching a pencil off his desk and scribbling across a notepad without waiting for our reaction.

      “I kind of need them a little quicker than that,” I say to the guy’s back because he’s turned away from me and begun inspecting the seams holding the leather and linen together. I specifically need the underwear, but bundle that need in with everything else.

      “We’ll be back in an hour,” Pax says.

      “I won’t have anything done within an hour.”

      “You’d better call your assistants out here then. You will have these ready,” Pax counters.

      I’m not even sure the Alpha magic has the desired effect on the tailor, but as soon as he lets his power slip, I snatch at it ferociously. The feeling of energy leaving my body like lightning bolts that can’t be seen steals my breath away and damn near knocks me on my ass.

      Pax looks at me sharply as I try to smother whatever it is my body is doing. Whatever it is, he can feel it too.

      The tailor freezes, and I could be wrong, but his crotch is getting awfully damp.

      Which Pax ignores, jumping forward from his perch on the edge of the desk, grabbing my arm, and tugging me out the door. My foot snags on the door frame, sending me sprawling forward, then I’m scooped upright into Pax’s arms.

      “What was that?” he hisses.

      “What was what?” I ask, hoping he’ll explain. I didn’t actually do anything differently just now.

      He groans loudly, tilting his head back toward the sky. Then he lets go of me and turns, saying, “Walk with me, we can’t stay here.”

      “Hold on,” I reply, dashing after him into the busy street. It’s one of those only-rich-people-allowed-here kind of streets. Cobbled. Awnings over shop windows. Carriages moving in nice organized lines. Pax and I would stand out if he didn’t instinctively make them look away.

      I jump in front of him, making him stop.

      “That man peed himself, didn’t he?” I ask, brushing a stray strand of hair behind my ear.

      His eyes glow, and his words come out deep and full of desire. “Your power obviously likes mine.”

      Damn, that made my insides melt.

      I clear my throat and try to focus. “But I didn’t do anything.”

      “I’m leaving this discussion for Roarke,” Pax says, all signs of Thane settling into the background.

      “You can’t do that! Roarke isn’t here. Explain why my reaction is suddenly making a man pee his pants!” I hiss.

      He takes my hand, pushing my sleeve back, and taps on the glass band.

      “I’m leaving this for Roarke because I don’t have any answers. I don’t know what you are. There are no GlassSeeds, but obviously, your reaction to me now that you’ve got the Silvari part of your soul back is far stronger than before. You don’t have a wolf, so you can’t be an Alpha, but we have a MateBond. Whatever your power is, it gets excited when I use mine. I only have questions, no answers.”

      “But that’s not the first time you’ve used your power since I got my soul?” I argue.

      “Thane is a being, not a power.”

      I stare at him blankly for a moment. I wasn’t just referring to Thane’s magical presence, but correcting him isn’t as interesting as my next question. “What did it feel like?”

      The smirk on his lips says it all, but I eat up the way his lips part and the sweet words that slip into the crowded street. “Strong. Rieka, you felt strong. Strong like in the forest. Only we’re not in danger right now, and that much strength wasn’t called for.” He rubs at his chest as he speaks then lowers his face to mine.  His voice drops into a whisper as he adds, “It tried to grab my power, and that kind of reaction is best reserved for a battle or the bedroom.”

      “Oh,” I manage… not exactly what I was expecting.

      Then I have a flash of fantasy. Of what could have happened in that moment. Pax shoving the fabric from the tailor’s bench and me tackling him onto it. Not caring about the tailor or the big glass window. Want – my thoughts demand. Want and desire, I agree with myself. Then I realize exactly where I am and what I’m thinking about and promptly drop back to earth. My cheeks heat, and I step aside, letting Pax pass.

      He laces his fingers through mine and begins to lead me down the street.

      “Come on, I have an idea how we can use this time wisely.”

      “How?”

      He stops at the store on the corner of the street and points toward my feet. “Think you can control that power of yours long enough to buy shoes?”
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      Thankfully, the cobbler requires no convincing and no measuring. A few minutes later, I’m striding down the street, appreciating my new boots.

      “Two more errands,” he says, leading me around to the food market. Well, leading me isn’t quite the right word because the man stays half a step behind me. Offering directions with a wave of his hand. If he had wings, I get the impression they’d nearly be cocooning us as we move.

      With Pax, I have this sense that we’re the only two people in the world. Him and me… and Thane. Just us, and everyone else parts around us like a stream around a stone.

      It’s still morning, probably just after morning tea time, and the place is alive and buzzing with a hum of conversation.

      “What are we looking for?” I ask.

      “Someone trustworthy.”

      “Okay… more details?”

      He stops in the middle of a square, four vendors practically facing off with each other. All with an assortment of groceries like they’re trying to be a one-stop-shop. Some vegetables. Some bread wrapped in paper bags. Wine in bottles. Cheese.

      “Sunny Downs Farm Co-op,” the guy on the northern side bellows. “Everything fresh from the farm. Only traveled an hour to get here.”

      “Not him,” Pax says, leaning down to whisper and pointing at the cart parked behind the stall. “Look at the wheels. There isn’t any natural clay on the roads for several hours, making his statement about the one-hour travel an outward lie. I don’t care where the food comes from, but we need honesty.”

      I make an ‘oh’ type noise and change direction with him, looking at the woman to the east.

      “Not her either. I can smell the rot in her food,” he says.

      “You can?”

      The corner of his mouth lifts as he looks down at me. “Close your eyes.” I obey. “Concentrate on the smells on the breeze, the ones going straight past her stall. Breathe deeply.”

      A sour smell hits the back of my nose, one that I hadn’t noticed amongst the million other scents here.

      “Yep, yuck.”

      “I like seeing you learn new things,” he says, turning us both south. Where a team of three men with almost matching beards stand, frowning and inspecting the crowd.

      “Not them,” I say, based solely on the looks they’re giving customers. Somehow, they’re still making sales, which is beyond ridiculous.

      “Agreed. I wouldn’t trust any of them near you,” he mutters, an edge of murder to his tone.

      So we turn again, west, to the last option in this square. I spot a familiar kid wearing stolen gloves crawling under the table. The merchant, a tall but dainty woman with wavy red locks and wearing a simple, no nonsense dress, pretends not to see him as she picks up an apple and holds it toward the ground. The kid snatches it up then scuttles off, vanishing into the crowd.

      Pax opens his mouth to talk, but I jump in first. “Her,” I say.

      He leans in, pressing a kiss to my temple. “Her,” he whispers.

      We move toward the stall, Pax’s arm gently hooking around my waist and pulling me from his left side to his right. A step later, I realize why – three men in uniforms and armor are heading straight for us. No, not us, the stall.

      “Ignore them,” Pax says.

      “They’re going to recognize us.”

      “Do you honestly think they will have the courage for a confrontation after that?”

      “Yes, we set the building on fire,” I hiss so low I’m not sure even Pax’s Silvari hearing will pick it up.

      “We didn’t set anything on fire. Rieka, look at the apples,” he whispers, holding one up for inspection.

      “We saw the boy. Where did he go?” the guy in the lead growls at the merchant. He’s wearing a tarnished bronze helmet, so I can’t see his face, but his voice is ugly.

      Pax shifts ever so slightly toward his sword whilst appearing to keep all of his attention on inspecting apples. I’m pretty sure his attitude has nothing to do with the kid and everything to do with hating mortals.

      The merchant lifts one eyebrow and offers him a perfect look of confusion. In one smooth motion, the authority spins his staff and presses the tip to the base of her neck. In the same beat, Pax starts moving – but he can’t tear the man apart here. With all these people!

      My body is pulsing with fear, but my mouth is quite fine, and before Pax can take a step, I wave my hand like it’s no big deal and say, “Oh, the kid, he went over there.” My voice is even smooth and controlled – because my mouth has a mind of its own. Mouth to the rescue.

      The authorities glance at us then turn and march in the direction I’d waved. The wrong direction.

      With a grunt, Pax hands me the apple. “You pick some fruit whilst I negotiate.”

      I let him step up to the woman, glancing over my shoulder instead. There’s plenty of people shopping, laughing, or shouting to attract customers, but no authorities and no thieving kids in sight, so I turn back to the fruit.

      And freeze. Someone is leaning casually against the edge of the stall. Just leaning there. Smiling at me.

      “You keep surprising me,” he says. “This is why I always trust my instincts. Especially when fate keeps putting you in my path.”

      I set the apple back on the pile and fold my arms over my chest.

      “That was one of your kids?” I ask, doubting it because the guy’s my age.

      Which doesn’t technically mean that he isn’t a father. It just makes it unlikely that he’s the father to a ten-year-old. That would have made him eight.

      Which is all kinds of wrong.

      But he nods.

      He’s smiling like this is entertaining, which means I’m not going to believe anything he has to say anyway, but I have to ask. “How many kids do you have?”

      “Twelve.”

      “So, one for each year of your life?”

      He snorts. “Funny.”

      “And a few twins I guess too.”

      More snorting. “Very funny.”

      Pax steps up to me so fast that only Allure can be blamed. He angles himself with one foot planted between mine so any forward movement will involve tripping over him. “I leave you for five seconds, and you find more trouble,” he growls low.

      I rest a hand on his chest and ignore the glow of Thane, who actually seems more pissed.

      “Thane, this is Someone – you haven’t properly met,” I say.

      “I met him enough, and we are not making a habit of crossing paths.”

      Someone doesn’t move, still leaning like he’s invincible against the heavy timber pole that supports the stall’s awning. “I’m Jaxx, actually.”

      I chuckin’ burst out laughing, leaning against the stall to support myself. Pax turns slowly to look at the guy with an offended glare, eyes narrowed and brow creased. Jaxx looks at me just as offended.

      “Jaxx, this is Pax,” I manage. “It’s not like you stole each other’s names. It’s just a coincidence.”

      “I thought his name is Thane?” Jaxx asks, a little tilt to his head as he regards my mate with wary curiosity.

      “Both,” Pax and Thane say, a combination of voice and predator growl.

      “Since our encounter the other day, I’ve been thinking that maybe he was scary, or maybe I was distracted. Turns out he is scary.”

      My mate shifts, ready to pounce. Crap.

      “Thane,” I say, actually no, I warn.

      “He’s a risk,” Pax says.

      “He’s a person. Thane, no eating Jaxx allowed,” I say, guessing that’s at least part of the conversation going on in Pax’s head right now.

      “Thane thinks this is funny, so long as the mortal stays over there,” Pax growls. “I do not.”

      I guessed wrong.

      “I’m going to pretend he’s making sense,” Jaxx says calmly. “And I’m going to pretend he doesn’t look murderous as I turn my back and walk away.”

      Which would be fine if he didn’t wink at me before turning and sauntering off.

      I grab Pax’s arm, holding tight as I say, “Not a threat.”

      “I’m not threatened,” Pax growls. “I’m pissed off.”

      “Well, unpiss yourself,” I blurt.

      Which pulls his gaze from where Jaxx is vanishing amongst stalls, back to me, the corner of his lip tweaking up. “Unpiss myself?”

      Yes, I did just say that. I am unintentionally awesome.

      I press my hands to my hips and tap my foot, feigning impatience. “I mean it, have you sucked it back up?”

      “My pants are dry,” he chuffs. “You have to understand that any contact with anybody here is going to create a weakness. A point where someone working for Lithael can gather information and become a problem. I don’t care if it’s a he or a she; I don’t want them near you.”

      Lingering on the edge of those words is the taste of a lie. I’m not sure what a lie actually tastes like, but that’s my best description. Something else is bugging him, making him more overprotective than usual.

      “But I get a say in who does and does not go near me,” I press, but oh boy, that feels a lot like starting an argument, and I really wish I hadn’t.

      For a long breath, the man says nothing, looking at the merchant now selling a loaf of bread to a young man, then down at my boots for some odd reason, before simply saying, “Come on, I have one more thing to show you before we collect your clothes and before Thane gets too carried away, wanting to stake his claim on you.”

      The two recent ideas – peeing and claiming – paint a picture of Thane cocking his leg on my foot. My lips press into a thin line to match the confusion on my brow.

      “It involves taking your clothes off,” Pax clarifies, and I refuse to admit exactly what that idea does to my insides as he nudges me ahead of him. Maybe he thinks it’s too loud for me to hear him add one more thing, but I do. “I know. I draw the line at people who put her in danger.”

      The direct route out of the markets would be through the root vegetable stalls and past the one full of watermelons. Which is also the path Jaxx took, but I’m not about to ask Pax if that’s the reason we’re weaving through jugs of milk, cream, and yogurt, then doubling back through wine vendors. It’s not worth the argument. His hand laces in mine as we move amongst the stalls of red and white until I hesitate at an open bottle, lowering my nose to get a better whiff of the flowery-citrus smell.

      I don’t mean to moan in appreciation, but I do anyway.

      “Would the lady like a taste?” the vendor asks. The first person here not to assume I’m a beggar.

      He’s wearing a white collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows and a thin leather apron. He pours a few sips into a small glass and holds it out for me, intercepted by Pax. I’d deepen my frown if he wasn’t smiling softly as he swirls the glass and sips then offers it to me.

      “Sip slowly,” he says.

      Not what I thought wine was for. Devouring until the last drop is more the point, but I follow his example, letting the warm red trickle down my throat. My eyes drift closed, and I can almost picture Seth here. His orange-cherry scent would complement this wine so nicely.

      I lower the glass and open my eyes at the same time, finding Pax grinning a little too… intoxicatingly. Is that even possible?

      Is now. I fall into this moment, with him smiling at me like he just drank in my every movement. Emotionally intoxicated.

      “We’ll take them all,” he says, turning to the vendor, who literally staggers back in shock.

      “No, we won’t,” I gasp. That’ll cost far too much, and I’m pretty sure we’re low on coin. “Just one bottle.”

      The vendor recovers, and I wait for the coin and bottle to be exchanged. But even as Pax is doing that, he’s mostly looking at me.

      “You should let me buy them all,” he says, a touch of amusement to his tone.

      “You want to, don’t you?”

      He nods.

      “Then why don’t you?”

      “Rieka,” he says, taking the bottle without so much as a thank you.

      I break our little stare-off to thank the vendor myself before we get out of the way of the other waiting customers. Then grab his arm and his full attention again.

      “What do you mean Rieka? And why does that influence your wine purchases?”

      He leans in, bringing his lips close to my ear, but even then his words are hard to hear. “I’m not sure.” Then he straightens, and in a ‘let’s move on from this topic’ tone, he adds, “Shall we keep going?”

      A smell catches my attention… I beeline toward a stall selling beef jerky. It takes me a single heartbeat to realize that beef jerky smells a lot like leather. I muscle my way between customers, losing track of my conversation with Pax, and lower my nose to the paper packaging. Not actual leather, I realize, but Killian. Beef jerky smells a lot like Killian. Not sure why, exactly. It’s not like it’s the guy’s favorite food or anything – but bralls, it smells good. I hold my hair back with one hand and lean right down, drawing in deep breaths and sighing on the exhales.

      The crowd thins, the same as at every other stall.

      When I turn to see if Pax is getting annoyed at me for stopping every two seconds, he holds a packet up. He already purchased it?

      He rips the packet open then tears the top off a piece for me and holds it out. Bite-sized.

      I’m not hungry, but the smells have my mouth watering, so I lean in and take it straight from his fingers with my teeth, and I may do the eyes closed in enjoyment thing again too.

      He doesn’t urge me on. Doesn’t rush me. Doesn’t get distracted and walk off. Just waits for me to open my eyes and then smiles like I’m his entertainment for the day.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Do you want anything else before we leave the market?”

      “Chocolate,” I admit.

      Only it feels a lot less like an admission and more like statement of my innermost desires. He chuckles, pointing with a tilt of his head to the last row of stalls.

      Chocolate! There are two stalls arranged like an L, so they can each try to steal the other’s customers. All of the chocolate is neatly wrapped and carefully sheltered by bright red awnings overhead. In winter, this kind of location, outside all day, isn’t a problem. But in summer, I can imagine they struggle to keep the bars from melting.

      I head straight for the dark cocoa, nothing special, just plain, intense, beautiful chocolate in palm-sized blocks. Almost identical to the ones we found in the bandit cave. Not the exact same shape or the exact kind of packaging, but as close as anything here.

      “How many do you want?” Pax leans down to ask as if it’s a secret.

      Magic chocolate or something. I pick up just one, hold it to my nose, and inhale.

      Eydis’ study – that’s what chocolate smells like. Dusty old books and centuries of potions and me and Roarke and Seth all sitting on the floor as a bubble threatened my life. Okay, get rid of the bubble part, and all that’s left is my bliss. The flavor on the tongue, the slip of it down my throat… chocolate has always been my favorite thing. But now, now it’s a part of the fabric of who I am.

      By the time I open my eyes, Pax has paid for a dozen blocks in a brown paper bag. The merchant eyeballs me like I’ve lost my mind, which is only half true, and waits until Pax turns away before breathing a sigh of relief.

      “Ever noticed how much mortals don’t like you?” I ask.

      “Why do you think we were shocked you even talked to us? Mortals and Sabers don’t mix well. Our power tugs at their souls just a little, just from proximity, so we feel like a threat. Thane feels like a predator.”

      “No, you feel like a predator, Pax. Next to you, Thane is usually just a playful puppy.”

      Pax chuckles, and just one eye flashes gold like Thane is winking at me.

      I wink back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Alpha]
        

      

      
        
        Twenty–Seven

        16th day of SnowMoon

      

      

      

      You feel that too, don’t you? – Thane asks.

      “Yes,” I whisper on an exhale, leading Rieka toward the exit. Despite my threat to the tailor, I’m pretty sure he won’t have her clothes ready yet, so instead I lead her toward our final purchase.

      “Yes, what?” she asks, then gets entirely distracted stopping to smell a stall full of edible flowers. “Lavender,” she sighs.

      I slip a coin from my purse and hold it up for the vendor to see. Rieka wouldn’t notice because her eyes are closed again, that tender faraway look on her face. I hand the coin to the vendor without looking at them, just watching my mate. I’m still watching my mate when the vendor passes back a brown bag with handles, a small lavender plant inside.

      Thane chuckles. This is going to be a problem. I would spend every coin we have on this woman – no questions asked. And it’s not even about what we’re buying, just the fact that these things make her happy. And from the minute I said the words, the very micro-second I let that magic somehow connect, she became my equal. But I swear, if this means I can’t keep her safe… I don’t know what I’ll do.

      Rieka.

      She’s got us good – Thane says, and he sounds delighted.

      The annoying thing is, I agree and I feel the same way. She feels perfect, and this combination of her and us is more than perfect. But that doesn’t stop the need to keep her safe.

      She looks up at me and I hold the bag open, drinking in her bright eyes. “Pax, how are we going to keep a plant alive?”

      “Just a little water and a little sunlight, miss,” the vendor says. The fact that I paid extra has been greatly helping their attitude toward her. Damn, we need those clothes.

      We manage to get out of the markets without anymore purchases, but no further. The first shop with big arching windows and a fancy sign in the shape of a scroll stops me. A paperie. I take one look at the odd quill she’s taken to carrying around and nudge her inside.

      This would have been a better task for Roarke, but he isn’t here, and I’ve been around enough books and royal archives to know everything a person needs to know about quality and function.

      She walks the circumference of the room, trailing her fingers over single leafs and a variety of bound books. Ledgers already ruled for tracking money, timber tubes made for keeping wide rolled cartography sheets in. Everything a person with a quill might possibly need.

      “What are we in here for?” she asks, glancing back over her shoulder at me. She blinks her long lashes just once then turns back.

      “Well,” I begin, drawing the word out as I search the shelves. On the far wall is an assortment of pocket-sized notebooks. I walk over, saying, “I thought you might prefer something like this, over drawing on yourself. I mean, unless you prefer being covered in orange ink?”

      She barely smothers a snort but picks up a book bound in thin leather a similar orange color to her quill. The pages leaf past her thumb with a soft rustle. All of them blank, but a slightly cream color. The cover is flexible enough that it’ll fit in her pocket and not be cumbersome, and the size is about perfect too. She picks it up, then her eyes go wide before she drops it back down, turning sharply toward the exit.

      I take a wide sideways step and plant myself in the way, asking, “What is it this time?”

      “Have you seen the price?” she hisses. “That book is worth more than our two nights at the inn.”

      “I have plenty of coin.”

      “You can’t have plenty when you keep spending it.”

      I smile at her then look over her head at the shop assistant hovering behind the counter. “She’ll take the orange one, wrapped.”

      “Please,” Rieka quickly adds.

      “Please,” I echo. The shop assistant gets to work quickly, but Rieka’s gaze stays on me. The smile on the corner of her lip is soon pinched between her teeth. Held there as she appraises me. I’m way past the appraising stage. And neither the ticking clock nor the painful tug against my soul can dampen the desire I have to stay right here.

      Damn this seal. Damn the whole world. I draw in a steadying breath and set some more of my power to work fighting against the evil magic branded into my skin. At this rate, I’m going to need to sleep again soon – and I need Rieka safe first.

      Need us safe.

      She doesn’t look away, even when the assistant holds the wrapped book out for her.

      “Come on,” I say softly, “let me show you one last thing.”
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      Pax leads the way down this street and that and eventually to an apartment.

      An apartment.

      I want Roarke to be here so I can turn to him and demand logic and reason and answers. Apartments cost lots of money, which I know the Elorsins have, so even though that’s a logical reason for me not to buy one, it’s not really one for Pax. And sure, it’s double the size of the inn room – but I’m not fussy, and the Elorsins barely sleep.

      These things keep tumbling through my mind as he shows me around inside the place.

      The building is between two parts of the city, with an alley that cuts from the very clean and tidy upperclass street through to the back of some kind of market – everything is packed up now, so I’m not sure which kind. Not food or textiles, maybe kitchenwares or timber products. How many kinds of markets are there?

      It’s a first floor unit with the door all of the way down the far end of the hall, so we can hear people coming – he keeps talking, keeps explaining the strategic advantages, and I keep following him and trying to work out why.

      Fully furnished with two couches and a coffee table in the lounge room. Off to the right is a small kitchen in a nook and a closed door which possibly leads to the cellar. To the left is a large bathroom, and tucked behind the door is a bedroom with a typically-sized soot bed – which is about half the size of a Silvari bed.

      I’m not normally one to complain, but we really do cut ourselves short on luxuries.

      Pax sets our dozen bags onto the small dining table, and when he returns, he meets my gaze and finally stops. “Okay, explain that look,” he says, gesturing to all of me.

      “I’m just confused about why we need an apartment for one more night when the inn was perfect.”

      “Because we don’t know when the others will arrive, in one more night, or two, or three. And when we all try to fit in that one room, people are going to talk. Without a doubt, the mortals are going to remember Killian and tell their neighbors to avoid that inn, and their neighbors will tell their friends, and soon, the whole city will know where to find the Elorsins… We don’t want to make Lithael’s job any easier. He will send his men here eventually, if they aren’t already here scouting for information. I’d have put some prisoners on this side of the border years ago if it were me. And where do you think people asking questions go to ask their questions?”

      “Inns?” I hedge, hating how right he is.

      “Inns are great places to overhear things. People drink and talk and gossip. Staying in one place for too long is dangerous, unless that place is under our control and out of sight.”

      “But we’re not staying for too long, Pax.”

      “When the others arrive, they’ll have seals, and we’ll have some extra time up our sleeves to make plans. Plans I don’t want to be discussing in an inn or on the road to the White Castle. This place is ours now, and if we need it in the future, it’s all be set up and ready to discreetly arrive and leave. This is a smart move, Rieka.”

      I look around the room again, settling my gaze on the big and very comfortable-looking bed. His point about where the other three of his brothers are going to fit when they arrive is on the top of that long list he just rattled off.

      He chuckles softly, wrapping his arm around my waist and pressing a kiss to my temple.

      “Come on, you can sleep after I’ve shown you around outside.”

      “I wasn’t thinking about sleep.”

      “What were you thinking about then?”

      “Whether or not Seth will fit in that bed with me,” I say honestly, tilting my head to the side and trying to imagine a big guy like Seth in that small space.

      “Things are different with you,” he says as he pulls me into the hall and locks the door behind us.

      We move down the long hall dotted with potted plants and pretty pictures on the walls.

      “Why, exactly, this time?” Because honestly, there are a lot of things that are different and a whole lot that makes me lucky.

      “Because I’m a bit –”

      I cut in – “Controlling?”

      “Protective,” he counters. “The idea of you in a bed with someone else and me not feeling –”

      “Murderous?”

      “Betrayed,” he says. “I’m not even sure what we all have is normal for anyone, Silvari or Saber or not.”

      “Maybe it is for hybrids,” I say.

      Then he does what he always does – kisses me and makes everything seem perfect again.

      He leads me out and into the alley right next to our unit.

      There are two narrow windows close to the ground from the alley into the cellar and a larger one into the kitchen of the apartment, all covered with metal grates. The alley itself is littered with discarded crates from the markets, a few wrappers, and a discarded hat – of all things.

      “Try not to exit down the hall. It’s perfect for defensive maneuvers but terrible for retreat. The windows are the preferred option; the grates all open from the inside, and I’ve had two additional doors installed – though they cost me more gold than they were worth. I’m considering asking Seth to reacquire it when he arrives. Seth’s disturbingly good at taking things from people without them realizing it.”

      Pax walks to the corner on the upper class side, into a narrow alley, then through a wall. Just – through it.

      Gone.

      What the chuck?

      I begin to step back, my eyes growing wider and wider, but I don’t make it far before his hand reaches out and grabs my shirt, tugging me through the bricks and straight into our apartment bedroom.

      I gasp, patting myself to check there’s no damage. I mean, I feel fine, but walking into a solid wall generally hurts.

      “What was that?” I manage.

      “It’s a mage’s illusion – mortal mages are good for some things. I had the only mage this town has remove the bricks and create the illusion that the wall is still here. Though it does require a key; otherwise, it will just feel like a solid wall,” he says, pulling a tangle of black leather cords and rusted round tokens from his pocket.

      He drops them onto the bed and takes a moment to untangle them. One he slips around his own neck and the other he carefully lowers around mine. The sensation sends a shiver down my spine, or maybe it’s the magic. I’m not sure, but I prefer blaming Pax.

      He leans in, his lips brushing against my hairline and his chest lifting with a long, deliberate inhale.

      “I know,” he says softly.

      “What do you know?” I ask, trying to lean back and look him in the eye – because clearly Thane is saying something, and I want to know what it is.

      But Pax stops me, pulling me closer to inhale again.

      “That I want you – again,” he almost groans.

      “Is this how it’s always going to be? Because I don’t mind, really, except I’m not sure my body can keep up.” I almost add ‘with you and your brothers’ but cut myself off.

      Shade, just because you want to sleep with them all doesn’t mean they actually want you in return.

      “No,” he says. “This isn’t how we normally act, and I don’t know why you smell so good. Maybe it’s your Saber soul. Maybe it’s because we’re alone and not being hunted, and I’m not sure how long that will last. But you smell devourable.”

      “Devourable?” I repeat, hoping he’ll choose a few more words to go with that because right now I feel like maybe I should be running. I know he’s been holding back the last two times we’ve had sex, that he’s been more gentle than he usually would be.

      He makes an agreeing little ‘mmm’ sound, grips my hips, and lifts me off the ground. Instinctively, I wrap my legs around him.

      “Enchanting,” he says, nuzzling into my neck and beginning to run his teeth along the exposed skin. My body responds pretty damn immediately.

      To chuck with the leftover sting from last time. I’m all his.

      “Irresistible,” he says, just barely sinking the tips of his teeth into my breast.

      I moan.

      He pulls at my shirt, popping the top button to get to his favorite spot. But he doesn’t bite there, instead running his tongue over my skin, moving lower, struggling with my shirt and deciding to pull it up over my head and get rid of the thing altogether. His mouth is on my nipples, playing his tongue over each one, a delicious tingle flowing through me each time he swaps or adds just the slightest pressure. And that line between aroused-tingle and our power-type-tingle is getting blurred very quickly. The energy sparks through us as I grip his head and hold on to his hair like I might be able to drive his movements with my hands.

      Thane growls at the challenge, pulling away from the wall and moving to the bed – which still feels small despite the distraction.  He doesn’t go straight back to playing with my breasts, and I moan in protest – that sensation was new and rather more enjoyable than I’d thought.

      Pax looks at me with that perfect balance of ash and coffee in his hair, and the glowing ring to his eyes that makes me think both of them are equally in control right now. Thax.

      She likes it – Thane says.

      “Yes,” I reply, the word a little gaspy – a side effect of being so suddenly aroused, I guess, because it’s not like we’ve been running around or anything.

      Pax lowers back to my bare breasts, nibbling with his sharp teeth.

      You can hear me! Do you want more? –

      “Mmm-hmm,” I manage, swallowing down a need to match his deep magical rumble with my own. Need. The word bounces around inside me like a barely contained voice. “Please.”

      Only because you said please – Thane teases.

      His tongue runs down over my stomach. His hands tug my pants off easily, given they don’t really fit me.

      “Wait, careful with the quill,” I gasp, rescuing the pants before he can toss them away.

      “Why?”

      I slip the quill from the pants loop and hold it up to him. “Just be careful, put it on the table.”

      He takes it carefully, putting it on the table then rushing back. A second later, his mouth settles between my legs, and I’m powerless to want to stop it. His tongue explores me with just the right amount of pressure to draw out sparks of pleasure over the numbness left from last time.

      This particular part of my anatomy isn’t used to this particular kind of workout.

      I thrust just ever so slightly into him, which he takes as a hint – grabbing my ass and making me push harder against his mouth. My fingers tangle in the bed covers, pulling them into a heap around me. My eyes close because every available piece of my mind is singing his tune.

      I must get louder, or move faster against him, or something, because just as I begin to think that sex might be my favorite thing in the world, he stops. His tongue traces a line back up to my left breast, past my nipple, then stops. His teeth offer the slightest scratch before pushing beneath the surface. It shouldn’t feel sudden, because this is Pax and Thane, and they like to bite, but it surprises the crap out of me, and I jump. Then arch my back, trying to squirm. My legs try to find the leverage they need to kick him off me until he wraps a hand under my lower back and pins me against him – but he presses into me harder.

      Beg – Thane says around the bite.

      Because he likes to be in control.

      And he’s a tormenting asshole.

      “Please,” I moan.

      Please stop? Please don’t stop? Please finish this right now?

      What do you want me to do to you? – Thane asks.

      “Finish this,” I say.

      His teeth retreat, and he spends a long minute running his tongue over the punctures. Perhaps if it were Pax’s teeth, I’d be in for a lot of bruising, but the punctures are from Thane’s, and are more controlled than I give him credit for. So there are four small, neat marks on my breast, but I refuse to admit that I want him to do it again because that sounds crazy.

      One minute, I’m begging him to stop, and the next wanting it so badly I’m moaning – definitely crazy.

      He lifts me up off the bed, high, so he can lower his face between my breasts and breathe deeply. Followed by a few appreciative noises from Thane. Holding me up with one arm and working his pants loose, with his other. They hit the floor with a soft fall of fabric and the hard thunk of his blades.

      He pulls my hair until I lean and press my back into the wall.

      For half a second, I’m worried we’re going to fall right through the fake part. I need to draw a chalk outline or something. But the wall behind me is solid, bralls knows where the fake bit is. And Pax is pretty damn solid too.

      I wrap my arms around his neck, and he lets go of my hips, pressing one hand to the wall. He grips himself with the other and slowly pushes into me, letting out a slow moan that I mirror.

      Fuck, yes – Thane purrs.

      A very rough, very wolfish purr that stirs a humming sensation around my chest which I manage to muffle from a growl into a moan. Pax claws at the wall, taking chunks out of the paint and leaving the brick exposed. Like he’s trying to move slowly, thrusting with deliberate strokes that are driving him mad.

      Harder – Thane purrs.

      “Harder,” I echo before I’ve even thought about the repercussions.

      Because the repercussions are hard and fast, heat radiating from low in my core, and despite already having two orgasms in three days, I come hard and chuckin’ fast. And almost instantly, he joins me. I’m gasping against him as he gets what he wants. My back slamming into the wall. My arms and legs shaking with the effort to hold on and my abs burning more ferociously with each thrust. It feels good… so, so good.

      Slowing. Panting. But not stopping.

      Again – Thane growls.

      Pax groans.

      “What?” I manage – gasp really, but all these half words that are more sounds with meaning are hard to explain.

      “I haven’t been with someone in a long time, and you’re going to break me,” he says, still ever so slightly rolling his hips like he’s willing himself to get hard again.
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      “Me? Break you?” I demand.

      “You have no idea how powerful you are,” he says, finally letting me slide to my feet.

      Obviously not, I think, sinking onto the bed because my legs, and my abs aren’t going to hold me up for long.

      But I ask, “Powerful how?” and watch shamelessly as he pulls his shirt off. “What are you doing?”

      “Having a shower – with you,” he says, gripping my hand and tugging me toward the bathroom.

      “Okay, but you still have to explain your comment.” I ignore the fact that we have no towels and no fresh clothes here.

      “All this time we’ve been siphoning some of your power – now you’re taking it back,” he says.

      Which, oddly, makes me feel damn proud of myself and removes the tinge of feeling exposed as he adjusts the shower and I stand naked beside him.

      “Running hot water? How much did this place cost?” I ask.

      “A modest sum. Roarke will bring more coin with him – he thinks about that kind of thing.”

      “Modest,” I chuff – I don’t believe him.

      We don’t actually do a lot of washing, just stand under the running water with his arms around me and my head resting against his chest. Eventually, we get out and dress, still slightly damp. Pax pops the bottle of wine, as the only option other than using his hand under the tap to get a drink, and I snatch up a block of chocolate. It’s either chocolate or jerky, and I’m feeling the chocolate.

      I snap the block in half, then quarters, then a ton of tiny pieces before tearing the paper open and splaying it wide like a plate on the small dining table. Taking two pieces, one that doesn’t last more than half a second in my fingers before it’s in my mouth, and the other I press into Pax’s mouth as I pass him on the way to the kitchen. He holds it between his teeth and offers me the bottle of wine.

      Don’t mind if I do. I spin to pass him, the cool glass of the bottle against my lips, then the citrus rushes past the still melting chocolate. Damn, I am in heaven. I nearly forget what I was going to the kitchen to do in the first place!

      Oh, that’s right, watering my lavender.

      After the soil in the small black pot soaks up every drop, I set it on the narrow windowsill. A little sun and a little water. Perfect.

      The wine is back at my lips as I return to the dining table. Another three pieces of chocolate have gone missing, Pax having stolen them while my back was turned, before the guy disappeared down into the cellar. By the time I’ve settled into the dining chair, he’s coming back up the stairs.

      He stops at the top and smiles across to me.

      “You’re moving like an old man,” I tease.

      “Hungry, that’s all,” he says, waving as if he can shoo the comment away.

      I was teasing, but now I tilt my head a little and assess the way he crosses the room to me. “Are you hurting?”

      He pulls out the chair beside mine and settles into it before answering, “Wearing out quicker, but no, not in pain.”

      I want to tell him he’s a liar, to demand he answer me truthfully, but what am I going to do about it anyway? And before I can decide if it’s worth the argument in the middle of a lovely evening, he’s reaching across the table for the chocolate.

      “Bralls no,” I say, snatching the edge of the wrapper and sliding it out of reach.

      He holds one finger up and stretches over the table. “Just one more.”

      I’m not quick enough, and he has the chocolate in his mouth before I can protect it. And he’s bloody smiling when he sits down too. Brimming.

      Shit head.

      “Want my wine too?” I ask, lifting the bottle to tease him before pressing it to my lips to enjoy the warm slip of red down my throat.

      As the bottle lowers, Pax appears before me. The chair is sharply tugged to the side, pulling me out from the table so he can nudge my knees wide and tangle his fingers in my hair, keeping my head tilted back. His lips replace the bottle, kissing me hard with chocolate still on his tongue.

      His breath escapes heavily, pausing our passion before his tongue slides over my lips. Tasting the wine on me.

      “None of them compare to the taste of you,” he says.

      Holy chuck. I have goosebumps – everywhere.

      I can’t even get words to form, and by the time I’ve managed to remember how to breathe, he’s slipped the bottle from my fingers and returned to his own chair. Smiling, eyes glowing, watching me.

      And he accused me of being too much for him. He is very misguided.

      I drag the chocolate between us. Maybe because I’m nice and want to share. Maybe because the taste of it on his kiss was amazing. Then I snag the wrapped book and quill from way over on the other side of the table.

      “Why the sudden interest in drawing?” he asks, watching me unwrap the book and  sniff the pages.

      Because I’m weird like that.

      “I need to show you something,” I say, flipping the book open to any random page then drawing a smiley face. He chuckles at my artistic talent, but I cut in before he can say anything negative about the masterpiece. “Just wait.”

      He sips from the wine, both of us staring down at the page.

      “I know it’s a face,” he says, clearly to Thane.

      Minutes pass. Then a long orange line begins to ink all on its own. Pax thumps the wine bottle onto the very edge of the table, and I have to grab the thing with both hands to stop it from toppling off.

      Which he doesn’t notice as he waves toward the page and asks, “How?”

      I hold the quill up. “Chaos.”

      “That’s Seth?” he demands, his eyes wide.

      I glance down at the image again, a stick figure similar to mine with a knife in each hand. “Actually, I’m willing to bet that’s Killian.”

      His eyes widen a little. “They all know about this?”

      “You were asleep. And mostly they wanted to know if we’re okay, which we are, and I asked if they’re okay, which they are. Aside from that, there were a lot of drawings of squished frogs.

      I press the quill to the page and draw a little flower on the end of each of Killian’s blades. Followed by him broadening the smile on the face. “Apparently, I’m amusing.”

      Another quick sketch appears. A very basic version of a wolf, best described as a smiley face with ears and fangs.

      “I think he wants to talk to you,” I say.

      Pax holds his hand out, palm up. “Can I?”

      I look at his hand, just hovering there between us, and tentatively settle the quill onto it. “Okay, but what are you going to write?”

      “Words,” he says, pressing the nub to the page and scrawling a flow of letters. Line after line. They’re worse than the neat lettering of Silvari signs or printed books. This is bloody scribble. A toddler with a stick in the mud would be able to create something more legible.

      A quick exchange of information begins to flow between them. Pax barely finishes his lines of questions before Killian has begun to answer, or ask new questions, or gods knows what.

      I slip my hand between him and the page, stopping the quill. Which has the effect of turning my hand into the parchment as Killian keeps writing on the other end and the ink appears on my skin.

      Pax’s hair turns ashy, and he leans forward to sniff the ink. Which tickles, and I tug my hand out of the way. “Don’t do that. And don’t go having a conversation without me.”

      He looks at me, his eyes settling from glowing wolf to regular Pax. Thoughtful and calculating in a very different way to Thane.

      He shifts the quill so his finger can trace the words already on the page. “Task secure – Tanilya is on board. Which means the Spring is secure. Current location confirmed – they’re at the White Castle. Departure in one day – they’re leaving to ride to us in one day. I’m about to ask if that’s because Jada is running late.”

      “Is that safe? I mean, is putting people’s names in writing safe?”

      Before he can answer me, more writing slides across the page. “Dignitaries’ orders are to wait for A Sealer to arrive.”

      “Let me guess, this super big and extra dark letter here is ‘a’, and this ‘a Sealer’ is not Jada?”

      Pax frowns down at the page, calculating something, before he begins to write. Speaking as he inks the words, “Sealer’s name?”

      Killian – “Unknown.”

      “Reason?”

      Killian – “Last resort.”

      “Update on plan A?”

      Killian – “No news.”

      “Wait, so they haven’t seen or heard from Jada at all? Did she just not turn up?” I growl.

      Thane rumbles too, but Pax ignores both of us, narrating as he writes, “He’s asking about us. Both team members are status – safe –”

      “Give me that,” I interrupt, gripping the quill low and sliding it from his fingers. “This is how you tell someone everything is okay.” And I draw a big, whole page, smiley face. Going right over his scrawling text.

      He chuckles, his finger tracing over the appearing text from Killian. “Safe. I can see that, Shadow.”

      It’s not Killian’s tone or any of his dark rumble, but the words are his, and hearing them makes something lighten in my chest.

      Pax continues, his tone dropping some of its playfulness. “Rieka, can you write numbers?”

      “In your language – chuck no, why?”

      “He wants to know how many days I can hold out.”

      “And what’s the answer?” I ask, holding the quill for ransom because there is no way he’s telling me ten but writing the number two.

      “Three days, maybe four, but it’s not going to be pretty by then.”

      I scratch three lines onto the page. A tally that we can all understand. More writing appears.

      “What’s it say?”

      “He wants to know if we’ve used the Null yet.”

      “Null? That’s the potion Roarke gave you, right? That could give you more time but will render you unable to breathe.”

      “It won’t affect my breathing, but I might become unable to read or ride a bike.”

      “What’s a bike?”

      He snorts, slipping the quill back from me. “Anything else?”

      “Seriously, what’s a bike?” I demand.

      “I promise I’ll show you once all of this is over.” The page stays blank for an extended moment, making Pax sigh heavily. “I get the feeling he wants more details, probably about your recovery and power, but the repercussions if either one of us misplaces our notes are too high.”

      “What amazing news do we have about me anyway?”

      He shrugs a little then scrawls something on the page. “‘No developments here.’ That should cover it.”

      Whatever Killian writes back, it’s final, and Pax puts the quill down, conversation over.

      “Rieka, it’s getting late,” he says. “You can either stay here whilst I get our gear and our horses, or –”

      “I’m going with you, Pax. You don’t need to ask. You never need to ask. I’m always going with you.”

      He chuckles softly.

      “What?”

      “Looks like the tailor had more than an hour after all. Do you think he’s finished?”
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      It’s been three days. In a cave. In the middle of nowhere. I can smell my own shit for fuck’s sake.

      My captor lingers in the dark just outside, too far away for me to make out any of his features. I can smell a campfire out there tonight, fire and sizzling meat, which is a first.

      He’s a bloody MagnetSeed. The net was in his control, and my weapons were taken from me before the world had even stopped spinning, so even though it’s just one guy, escape hasn’t been an option.

      I was dragged in here by wire-infused ropes that wove into bonds around my ankles then fused with the ore in the cave walls. There are no knots, no beginning, no end, and it covers my whole shin. I’d have to cut my legs off at the knees to escape – and I’d start to consider it, if not for his daily food deliveries.

      The bonds have enough length for me to reach the trickle of mineral water that runs from the back of the cave and to get behind the boulder beside me so I can relieve myself with some measure of privacy.

      The seals are safe, buried in a cave full of ore, where even this MagnetSeed won’t be smart enough to sense them. He should have searched me the moment he took me captive – but he’ll never know how badly he fucked up.

      A second shadow moves across the cave’s entrance, his companion, a contrast in size next to my captor. I haven’t seen him in the light, not properly. I was dumped into the dark, outnumbered and outmatched too. And I’ve only heard the other guy’s voice, not seen him at all. I’m pretty sure half the time they’ve just left me here to fend for myself, having disappeared into the nearest town, tavern, or inn.

      “Is the precious palace messenger ready to share her message with us yet?” the big guy asks.

      He’s built like his parents were iron and ore, but I’m used to Sabers, and he sounds young. Just another dumb boy, probably not even old enough for the call, trying to play with the adults when he’s still a kid.

      “I don’t speak to myths,” I declare.

      “Aw, that’s just hurtful, princess,” he says, then shouts louder over his shoulder, “Quill, she’s still not talking.”

      “I thought your charms would have worked on her by now, Loki.” The other man bounds into the cave, lean and agile. He steps from rock to rock, then onto the narrow path. There’s a lantern in his hand, and it bounces shadows over slick stone as he moves.

      I straighten, demanding respect and weathering the calculating gaze that he sets on me.

      “You have been feeding her, right?” he asks.

      “Yes, I’ve been feeding her.”

      “Barely,” I interrupt.

      “Oh, don’t complain princess. It’s more than your Crown has ever put into our bellies,” Loki says, coming close enough for me to make out details, as close as he’s been since his metal dragged me in here.

      Big is an understatement. Built like hauling steel would be fun, with playful eyes and a big grin. Young and too dumb.

      He crouches beside the narrow stream. His short shaggy red hair falling forward as he runs his fingers through the mineral-heavy water, which is odd. Not the water, but his hair. I swear it was blue when I arrived. Unless he has an uncannily similar brother. Twins are rare, more rare than MagnetSeeds. So rare there’s a better chance he visited the hairdresser and had the blue dyed red while I rotted away in here.

      “The Crown barely puts water in our cups,” he says.

      “The Crown doesn’t entertain beggars, thieves, or kidnappers,” I snarl.

      “It doesn’t matter what you think of us. We need to know when the next shipment of glass is moving, and by which road, and the only reason you’re still alive is because he thinks you know something,” Quill explains, pointing with his thumb toward Loki.

      “She’ll talk,” Loki says.

      I straighten my back and lift my chin high. Not happening.

      “You know she’s not coming out of here until we get what we need,” Quill says, regarding me with eyes as black as the back of this cave.

      Before I can argue, a new voice booms from outside, “Bring her out!”

      I can’t help jumping in surprise, but a breath later, I’m pulling my clothing into place and squaring off my shoulders. It’s about time we got on with this.

      “Make a liar out of me,” Quill mutters, turning and stepping nimbly over the stream as he beelines for the exit.

      The MagnetSeed, who I’ve learned is called Loki and who I’ve devised a million ways Lithael is going to skin alive, also turns. He waves one hand over his shoulder, and the wire-threaded rope releases from the wall, pulling hard against my legs. I fall on my ass with an oomph, get flung upside down with my feet raised and my whole body lifted into the air.

      I groan in pain, floating upside down toward the exit as the rope weaves itself into a tight design that has my legs bound together from my ankle to my knee better than a healer mending two broken legs.

      Running was never on my list of options.

      I lift my hands to my head, trying to shield myself from headbutting the bigger rocks as I float over them. Failing with several that send me spinning in a circle, gathering bruises and squealing each time. All as my captors disappear, and I follow them outside. That’s non-negotiable.

      Tears burn my eyes no matter how much I squint against the burning daylight, and I’m too busy shielding my head to wipe them away. Fuckers. They will pay.

      “Is she already crying?” the new guy rumbles. His voice couldn’t be any deeper or darker if it belonged to a damn dragon.

      I’m dropped to the ground at the bottom of a small rocky outcrop, the thud drowning out whatever it is they say next. Which I really don’t care about. They’re obviously too chicken-shit to kill me, and I’d like to see Lithael’s reaction if they did.

      The cave is partway up the mountain behind me, a log at my back, and the campfire is to my left with a net slung between two trees as a rather comfortable-looking hammock.

      I ignore all of that, setting my attention on the gaze of the new guy, who is clearly more in charge than the other two – so I address him with a clear voice and every muster of authority I was born to wield. “I have the information you want, but you will untie me first. Untie me and give me a horse.” My voice, despite the angry racing of my heart, doesn’t fail me.

      But the guy’s frowns deepens, and my heart sinks – he looks just as scary and dangerous as fucking Killian. Loki is sitting on a rock with half-red, half-blue hair – all weird. He’s resting his elbow on his knee and breaking a long twig into tiny pieces. His lips pull into a lopsided smile, offering me a knowing look. Arrogant asshole – just like Seth.

      Quill is standing back, leaning against a tree, just watching us all, studying us – reminding me of Roarke. I want to scream and shout at them, demand they treat me with respect because that’s what I deserve.

      But that’s not going to help.

      I turn back to the new man, dragon alpha asshole with an attitude problem. His feet are planted in an easy stance of dominance, with his arms folded over his well-muscled chest. Not that I can see any of these muscles, he’s wearing worn out commoner clothing, each item in browns and grays, with a heavy leather cloak over the top. Complete with a modest sword and even more modest dagger.

      Who the hell are these guys?

      “Don’t look to Daegan for help, princess,” Loki chuckles.

      Princess. The word grinds at me, the way he says it like I’m the last person on earth he wants to be anywhere near. Fuck you.

      But I keep my mouth shut. I’m smarter than the three of them combined.

      Daegan smiles, saying, “I’m not in charge here.”

      I grind my teeth together, trying to keep the tension from my expression. Honestly! Someone has to be in charge. I’m on my knees, in the dirt, who knows where in the forest.

      Loki clearly can’t see how pissed off I am though, because he conversationally says, “The question was simple enough. Every other messenger we’ve asked answered us, and we walked away before the dizziness even wore off. You didn’t.”

      “Because I don’t know anything,” I snap, hissing the words between my clenched teeth.

      “Because you have something to hide,” a new voice says, the speaker stepping through a shimmer of light at the same time.

      Dammit, ShimmerSeed. With the rays of light piercing through the forest canopy, he could appear and disappear anywhere. The scent of embers and ash fills the space with him, as Loki asks, “Where is she?”

      “On the way. Outlying villages keep being attacked despite rumors that Eyv Hyll is dead. Someone is leading them,” the ShimmerSeed says, each word dripping with an undertone of danger. He tugs leather gloves off his hands as he stalks right forward, corded muscle and pure precision ruling his every movement. Like a panther – if a panther could move from place to place through a beam of light. He stops right in front of me, crouching and gripping my chin in his thumb and forefinger, turning my face for inspection. His eyes are red, and not a beautiful rose color either. Nope, his eyes are the color of dried blood on charcoal. No whites at all. I swallow hard.

      I was wrong. Very, very, wrong. This guy is Killian – on a bad day.

      “Do you recognize her?” Scary-as-fuck asks, throwing the question to Daegan.

      “Maybe if she weren’t covered in dirt and shit. But like this, I can’t tell.”

      “So, she’s nothing but a messenger with an important message?” Loki asks, sounding bored. “I was hoping for an actual princess in hiding, someone worth money. Or at least something worth money.”

      “Yes, I’m just a messenger.”

      “What’s your name?” Daegan asks.

      I don’t even hesitate, saying the first name that comes to mind. “Symantha.”

      Daegan huffs, his brow drawing down.

      “I don’t like the name either, but I didn’t get to choose it,” I snap. Why do they care about my name anyway – unless they’re after someone in particular?

      Missing glass? Missing princesses? My mind jumps along that path of logic, realizing that they’re bounty hunters, and they’ve heard about Lithael’s reward.

      But there’s a reward here for me too.

      I heard news on the ride from Eydis’ to the Black Castle that the people stealing the Crown’s weapons are led by a woman, someone with strange magic or maybe even a mage. Logan’s eyes lit up with the news, but he didn’t offer his insights to me. He might know who is stealing the glass, but I’ll bet neither Logan nor Lithael know the thieves are using messengers to coordinate their efforts.

      Two birds, one stone.

      I’ll eliminate Kyra when these guys capture her and deliver her right to the Black Castle for the reward. By then, I’ll be there and waiting, ready to spring the trap and the glory of eliminating all of the rebels.

      We get Kyra, and we get our weapons back.

      I struggle to keep the smile from my lips as I decide to tell them everything I know about the missing princess. Hints to help them capture her. Plus, they’re dumb as dog shit if they think I am anything like that Saber call reject and black sheep of the royal family.

      “You think I’m Kyra?” I snort. “You fools.”

      Four sets of eyes glare at me in the kind of way that makes me sure I’ve misunderstood something – but what? They want coin, they’re clearly thieves, and they mentioned hopes for a princess. What more is there?

      I’m about to insist on their stupidity, and maybe slip in a line about the princess probably hiding out in one of her uncle’s lavish but secluded estates, when the sound of a horse approaching draws my attention to the forest. The animal thunders into view then stops sharply next to Quill, the guy still leaning against a tree. He doesn’t shift his gaze away from me, reaching for the reins and securing the horse in the same moment as the hooded rider dismounts. The heavy black cloak flicks out from the petite figure, engulfing them in a rush of fabric until their boots have settled on the ground.

      The scary guy stands, grunting and pointing at me with his chin as if that’s some kind of communication with the new person. Daegan stays where he is, arms folded over his chest, and the smile on Loki’s face says the fun is about to begin. Whoever this new person is, they’re commanding this group with their presence alone.

      The forest around us is alive with power, dark and deadly. My skin prickles, recognizing the need to be afraid. But no matter how hard I peer into the hood, I can’t make out the figure inside. Guy or girl, young or old, I don’t know. All I know is that they’re powerful.

      They pull a long, slender dagger from a sheath on their thigh and toss it toward me. The glistening glass embeds into the ground at my knees – and my heart decides now is a good time to hammer louder than it ever has.

      I agree.

      “She’s still not talking,” Quill says.

      “But she is hiding something,” Loki adds. He lifts his hand, and for a beat, nothing happens… then the pouch of seals hurtles into view. Dirt still raining from it.

      I scramble to grab it, my fingers grazing the cloth as it flies out of reach, and I plummet to the ground. Landing, then rolling, in the dirt. I scramble back onto my knees, facing the person shrouded in their cloak, as they empty the most valuable seals in existence into their hand.

      The metal tings as each one lands, oh so similar to the sound of my impending death.

      I’m dead. My heart won’t even race anymore; it’s freezing over with fear.

      They move the tokens around with one thumb while that stupid note I insisted on from the Sealer is pinched between their fingers. They can’t read it. Can’t!

      My mouth’s dry, and I swallow again and again, trying to find moisture. “They’re mine,” I manage.

      “Oh, no. They were never yours,” Loki says, teasing. “They were Lithael’s, and now they are ours.”

      “This is why you kept her in a cave for three days?” Quill asks.

      “Metal marked by magic has a specific flavor to it,” Loki says. “That, and she needed to learn some manners. Don’t worry, I promise I fed her.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      The cloaked figure moves closer, crouching before me. They smell terrifyingly familiar, but I can’t say why. I also can’t say I care as I stare at the seals and struggle to breathe. Damn Magnet!

      Damn them all!

      But even my anger feels dwarfed by the strange power before me, the person reaching up to tug their hood back to reveal a youthful face, sharp gray eyes, a delicate and pierced nose that hasn’t lost its femininity despite being broken several times, and hair that was bleached blond at some point and is now partially grown out with black roots. And the smell – ash and embers. It hits my nose and bores deep into my throat. The Veil.

      Kyra.

      Triple fuck.
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      I settle the rancid bo into the topmost series of brackets. High enough that even Seth and his bouncing shouldn’t accidentally bump into the venom-tipped thorns adorning both ends. Not deadly, but a nasty sting – we’ll work our way up to deadly. Seth leans back on the couch in his braies, munching on his second apple. He had the servants fetch him a whole bowl of the things, fine by me – just another weapon at Shadow’s disposal.

      Roarke pops the front door open as I step back to admire the new entranceway wall.

      He stalls mid-stride, eyes going wide at the sight. “The woman only has two arms. How on earth is she going to use all of these?”

      “Two at a time.”

      Indecision wafts off of him, leaving a bitter taste in the back of my throat. I ignore that and drop my gaze to the dozen books in his arms. Taking a step back to get out of the guy’s way, I slip the top one from the stack as he passes. Myths of the Black Cat.

      I grunt and set it to balance on the back of the couch.

      “Research, for the Null,” he says.

      “Because,” Seth jumps in, his mouth still full of apple so every word is muffled, distorted, or both, “someone thought the black cat fur was a ruse.”

      “I still think it is, but since I was already at the Citadel Library, I grabbed the book anyway. The potion has worked as Eydis explained it would – with or without the black cat.”

      “We don’t know that yet. All we know is that the side effects were very entertaining for all the women leaving the ladies’ bathrooms as I ran past. Do they pee in packs or something?”

      “Could have left your clothes on until you got back,” I tell him, stealing an apple.

      “No, I really couldn’t. It was out of my control. Worse than that damn Strip Sigil.”

      “You have your braies back on now,” Roarke says, setting the pile on one end of the coffee table, staying clear of the open notebook and resting quill on the other. Right where I left it before Seth came running into the suite with his dick out. A blank page waiting for any updates from Pax or Shadow.

      “Three hours, seventeen minutes,” I tell them. “Since he ran into the room.”

      “It’s lasted more than three hours? That’s promising.”

      “Seventeen minutes,” I repeat. That’s a good margin for an ambush, but not much else.

      Seth reaches to the couch arm and grabs his shirt, pulling it over his head and wriggling a little in it, before saying, “Nothing.”

      “Then why aren’t you wearing pants?”

      My Chaos brother shrugs. “I was comfortable.”

      Roarke snags the book I left on the back of the couch and adds it to his pile. “So, it’s worth assuming three hours is the standard – unless the black cat changes things.”

      “I told you it would. Did you borrow every book in the place?”

      “I was looking for a tome on Silvari glass. It wasn’t very big, but it was the only one the library had, and she still hasn’t returned it.”

      “She?” Seth asks.

      “Someone checked it out when I was there last time. Then I was researching Rearrange Potions and thought nothing of it. I even helped her locate the thing.”

      “It’s only been a few weeks. She’s probably not even finished it yet. Did you get her address or something? I could pay her a visit,” Seth says.

      He shifts, like he’s going to get up and go for a walk, before I point and order, “Sit.” The man is still half-naked, and stupid enough to do it too.

      He obeys, both of us taking a bite from our apples.

      “No, that’s the weird part, she borrowed it under my name.”

      Seth lets out an impressed whistle and asks, “How does someone, who isn’t me, even do that?”

      “She was right behind me in the queue, and only active Sabers and nobles have borrowing powers. I assumed she was a noble, but obviously not.”

      “So someone stole the one and only copy of a book on Silvari glass in the largest library between here and the Black Castle? That feels ominous.”

      “Murderous,” I correct.

      “No, I think ominous works,” Roarke corrects.

      Seth sticks his tongue out at me then sinks his teeth into his apple. I mirror him, with the apple, not with the childish tongue-sticking.

      “Why the apples?” Roarke asks, but I can see a hint of something hiding there.

      I shrug, because I have no idea about either the woman, the book, or the apples. But Seth looks at his three-quarter eaten fruit with reverence, softly saying, “Vexy.”

      Which makes Roarke chuckle before he tosses a book across at Seth. “You start on Dominance Potions. The thing’s in Archaic Mer, an outdated and ridiculous language – which should be right up your alley.”

      I have my throwing knives in my hand and am out the front door before the man can get a book, in any language, anywhere near me. The target range is calling my name, and I’ll stay there all afternoon if I have to.
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      “I’ll stay here,” I tell Pax, nodding through the shop window at the tailor’s blanched expression. “I don’t think he needs us both inside.”

      Poor man has already had to change his pants once today.

      “Don’t move,” he says, then pushes his way into the shop.

      I lean back against the brickwork beside the window and let it support me and my worn out body. I’m not mentioning the ache in my back to Pax though, not giving him a single extra reason to want to stay here.

      People are moving up and down the street, most with the determination to get home as the sun goes down. Then someone stops, leans back against the wall beside me, and tilts his hat so I can see his face.

      Jaxx.

      I smile at his chocolate brown eyes and the carefree Seth-like smile he’s already giving me.

      “I’m not finished trying to understand you,” he says.

      “I wouldn’t mind knowing what your point in life is either,” I say, trying for half an insult to see if it wipes the smile off his face.

      Jaxx offers me a thoughtful twist to his lips before saying, “An exchange then. You tell me a condensed summary of what you’re doing in my town, and I’ll tell you why Hirana is my town.”

      I chuckle. “I should probably tell you that Pax is inside, and when he comes out, seeing you might make him throw punches.”

      “I get it, alpha-types are protective of their partners. I’m not here to seduce you though, so my feelings won't get hurt if he starts a fight. I should warn you, I don’t fight fair. Shall I go first, or you?”

      “You go first,” I say, pretty sure we don’t have time for both stories, and if I go first, I’m going to miss out on hearing his.

      “My name is Jaxxterious – the King of Thieves in this small town.”

      And I laugh.

      Which he frowns at.

      It takes a lot of effort to swallow down the joy and find some words. “Sorry, it’s just – is that even a thing?”

      He leans in close, cupping his hand to the side of his mouth to whisper, “I was seven when I picked the title, okay. And it stuck – you don’t mess with a good reputation.” He straightens, tugging his coat into place then resuming his lean against the wall.

      The picture of someone meant to be here, pure confidence.

      “Okay, so what does a seven-year-old need with a title, and what does the job involve?”

      “All the street kids pick a name. Something that they call each other, that they give to the authorities. It’s their choice, even if they do choose to call themselves Douche or Slug. My mentor let me choose, and now he’s gone, and the streets look to me for whatever kind of misguided advice I can offer. So I let them pick their names.”

      “Why do they look to you?”

      “There are only two types of people our age still living on the streets. The ones who don’t know right from wrong anymore, and the ones who do and willingly choose to do wrong. For whatever reason, my soul never corrupted that way, and maybe teaching a kid to steal a pair of gloves without being caught is the wrong kind of help, or maybe it’s exactly what they need to survive.”

      I smile at him with my head tilted a little to the side and my soul saying, Curious –

      “I really should warn you that I’m not single, again, in case you haven’t worked that out yet,” I say, because I kinda like this guy, and I really don’t want to see him get bitten, or eaten, by Thane.

      “That guy,” he says, nodding toward the store. “I know, we met.”

      I shake my head, hard. “Him and three others, but you don’t seem to understand. I mean, you keep talking to me.”

      He laughs. “Four? And you’re intimate with them all?”

      “No – not the point.”

      He’s still laughing, but his gaze darts across the street, and he nods sharply at a lean young man standing in the shadows.

      “I’d take four of him, no problem. But three other men, I’m not sure I’ve got the patience for that,” he admits, pushing off from the wall.

      “He’s your, ah, partner?” I ask, peering into the shadow but failing to see whoever is hiding there.

      “Ben? Yes, mine. All mine. And no three other men are sharing him either.”

      I make a little ‘oh’ shape with my mouth, but no sound comes out.

      “Why? Disappointed now that you know I wasn’t actually flirting?”

      “Not at all, actually. Curious. How does, ah… well… you know – that work?”

      The other guy, his partner, has gone. Vanished into the alley or slipped off down the street, I’m not sure which. But Jaxx does, glancing off toward the intersection of the streets, which looks empty to me.

      “I’m sure any number of people of any number of sexes can make it work any way they want,” he says. “But love is something else. Intimacy, enjoying each other’s company and touch, there’s no explanation for that.” He pauses, meeting my gaze again with genuine intellect. “You know what, most people either ignore what I’ve said just now, or they try to argue with me – prove me wrong. But I can see you’re listening.”

      I nod, hard. “Of course I’m listening.”

      “Why the interest though?”

      Now I shrug hard. I can feel a little nervousness taking over the speed of my heart, but I’m not entirely sure why. Shoving my hands in my pockets and trying not to shift nervously from foot to foot, I decide to just spit it out.

      “Oh, just, one of my friends has had male partners in the past.”

      “One of your boyfriends?”

      “You don’t miss much, do you?”

      “I know it’s not that guy in there.”

      I snort. “Pax, no. Someone else.”

      “So you have four boyfriends, and one of them is also interested in other men? And you want to know what about that?”

      Okay, this has become the kind of conversation I’d rather not have on the streets or with a stranger!

      I grunt at him, then realize I’m grunting like Killian, and follow up with a growl just so I really look like I have the worst mood swings in the world.

      “Give it a go some time,” Jaxx says, patting me on the shoulder and turning to walk away. “I’ll come find you to get my half of the deal.”

      “Wait, give what a go some time?”

      Sleeping with someone I love? – done that. Sleeping with someone of the same sex? – haven’t even considered it. But neither of those things feels like the right meaning behind what he just said, and I can’t chuckin’ ask him because he just walked off.

      The door jingles, and Pax’s shadow chills the air around me.

      “He’s like horse shit in a stable. Everywhere,” Pax says. Wonder if Seth taught him that one? “Why does he keep following you?” he asks.

      I shrug. “No idea, but he has a boyfriend, so I’m pretty sure it’s not because he likes my pretty smile.”

      He lets out a huff of air, sliding his hand down my arm until his fingers are hooked in mine, before leading the way.

      I watch our hands as we walk. Has Pax always been a touchy person but kept his distance because of my mortal soul, or has this mate bond made him into a more intimate person?

      I reach out to take the package from his arms, a neat parcel of brown paper all tied in string, but he pulls it out of my reach and instead offers me his elbow.

      “We’ve walked past enough gentlemen in suits with ladies in gowns too gorgeous for streetwear on their arms for me not to recognize the gesture, Pax – but why?”

      “It’s called chivalry, and Sabers invented it,” he says, offering me the arm again.

      “Pretty sure they didn’t,” I mutter, and since I haven’t taken his arm yet, he steps right in close to me and slips his arm under mine.

      Forcing me to end up in exactly the position that he wanted me in.

      “Rieka, I’m a prince – my princess should feel like royalty sometimes. We may never be able to walk like this within Silva’s borders, but here we can.”

      He sets a slow pace, and I don’t argue, just gratefully lean into him and enjoy this moment, muffled only by a dull monthly cramp on my right side. Always my right. Always a day or so before it becomes an issue. Thank the gods my body has its shit together and a little spotting is my next stage. Poor Lucy used to have no warning and would wake up to the task of scrubbing her sheets. Also, thank the gods that there is underwear in that beautiful brown paper bag in Pax’s hands.

      “Why can’t we walk like this inside the border?”

      “It’d paint a target on your head.”

      “Do you think only Rose knows I’m your mate?” I ask, giving my head a little shake at calling myself that out loud. It’s still such a foreign term to me.

      “I do. Rose swore herself to secrecy. Jada knows, but Jada wouldn’t tell a soul. She’s loyal to Mother and always will be. The rest think you are a powerful tool to alter the course of our kingdom – their confidence in that would deminish if they were to consider you a sex toy.”

      And I choke.

      The air I was about to inhale gets stuck, turns solid, and I have to cough it back up. We stop in the middle of the path as I struggle to get myself under control.

      “A what?” I finally manage to demand.

      “A plaything.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, it’s going to take some time for the people in high places to accept that you are, genuinely, a match for four Elite Sabers.”

      “A match?” Why is he breaking my brain right now?

      His gaze is all gentle and endearing as he searches through me, a slow smile spreading across his face. “You miss out on a lot when you sleep,” he says.

      “Then catch me up?”

      “All four of our Seeds demand a different kind of mate to balance our powers, and all four of us were facing a degree of emptiness – being the last of our kind.” Some of this I know, like Roarke thinking he’d never be able to find a partner who wasn’t eventually overcome by his power and driven to promiscuity. “Any one of us finding a true mate was going to be a miracle, but I’m certain you are Seth’s GeminiBond – his perfect balance. And I can’t deny that you’re Roarke’s HarmonyBond, but the guy’s just too scared to let the threads seal. I’m a little more concerned about Darkness’ SoulBond even though it’s pretty obvious whatever power is in you can handle that too. Making a tree vanish through the Shadows is an undeniable strength.”

      “But I used his Shadows, not mine.”

      He shrugs. “Doesn’t really matter, so long as you can survive the Shadows.”

      So, all problems and potential risks aside, that confirms it. The Elorsins are officially mine.

      Mine, mine, mine… mine, mine.

      “I love that smile on you,” Thane says.

      “And you’re willing to share?” I ask, which makes him rub the back of his neck with a worried little frown on his forehead.

      “It’s not that I’m not willing to share – none of our powers are being possessive, and mine considers you safe with my brothers. But I do worry about the logistics.”

      “Logistics?” I’m not even sure what that word means.

      He pulls me in close and wraps his arms around me, a little tremor of power, the one trying to suck at his soul, immediately obvious in the cold shake of his skin against mine. So many questions boil inside me, warring with the fact that we’re flirting with so much danger. But I trust Pax, and I trust the others, I have to.

      “I enjoy having you all to myself,” Pax says.

      “So do I,” Thane adds.

      “There are six of us in this relationship, and all five of us enjoy your company. What’s going to happen when you decide you enjoy one of us more than the others?”

      I shrug against him. “If that happens, you tell me, we work out why, and then we fix it. I mean, it could be your fault. You could be acting like a dick, and that could make me avoid you. So you tell me, then we fix it.”

      He chuckles. “It’s that simple?”

      “Well, it is at the moment.”

      On that final note, we turn and head toward the inn, our horses, and our clean clothes. After Pax’s orders about the clothes washing, he hasn’t returned all day. Sabers really are assholes.

      This particular Saber is my asshole.
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      The target range is indoors, lit up and available for use day and night. At one end are bays separated by benches for placing and preparing weapons. Lines mark distances to the other end and a range of timber targets. I choose the small circle hanging from a chain and line my throwing knives up on the bench.

      Calm precision settles over me. Each blade cold – like me. Each breath sharp and every movement calculated.

      Lift the blade, sight, loose. Shadow is safe. Pax is safe. We have three days.

      Lift, sight, loose. We have this under control. Despite the odds, we are succeeding.

      Lift, sight, loose.

      Loose. Loose. Loose.

      Until the scent of cinnamon brushes under my nose and I turn sharply toward the door. Just as Rose steps around the corner.

      She takes one look at my raised knife and freezes, but she doesn’t back up. Her face has healed. The bones in her hand too. Though she still has a limp from her spinning back kick that I caught and used to toss her over my shoulder. Ligaments take longer to heal than bones.

      I catalogue all of that in an instant, pausing on the rigid set of her jaw and almost hidden sadness in her eyes.

      “What?” I say, knowing I sound like an asshole and also knowing Rose doesn’t care.

      “Eliijah’s triune,” she says, sucking in a breath to steady herself before finishing. “They’re all dead.”

      The news settles like a stone in my guts.

      “How?”

      “On the road, somewhere near the Wood Spring.”

      “When.”

      “A day ago, news came by Enforcement. There’s nothing left of the bodies.”

      “What –”

      She cuts me off. “Nothing, Killian. There’s nothing to be done, nothing that will be done. They’re just gone.”

      I flip the knife over, grabbing it by the blade so I can offer her the hilt on my way past.

      She needs to hit something, and I need to speak with Roarke and Seth – before I hit someone and they, too, are gone. She wraps her fingers around the hilt but meets my gaze, the red in her eyes bright with grief.

      “How close is she to the Wood Spring?” she whispers.

      I don’t need to ask who she is. I saw those threads of friendship the minute I confronted her in the training yards. The sands were empty that day, and by the time we’d spilled each other’s blood, I knew exactly how much Rose values Shadow.

      “Can you tell me she’s ready? Can you tell me she can fight?”

      My jaw clenches hard on the word, no. I release the blade, and Rose lets her arm fall to her side with the weapon lightly in her grasp.

      “I can’t leave,” she whispers.

      “None of us can.” My words are rough, mirroring the hammer of emotions inside me. “She’s fine,” I add.

      Rose nods, drawing in a composing breath and stepping around me. She flips the blade over and raises it, ready to toss. Snarling at the target as if it’s the enemy. “She better be.”

      She grabs another blade, not looking at me as she falls into the lift-toss rhythm. I don’t wait around either, taking the shortest route to our suite, borrowing some Allure to make the distance without any interruptions. Pushing the door open with a thud and closing it much the same way.

      “You’ve heard?” Roarke says from one of the couches, lifting his head from his hands as he speaks.

      Seth flips the quill end over end, intently watching it spin. “I tried telling Pax. They must be busy or something because no one is picking up the quill.”

      I sit on the other corner of Roarke’s couch, leaning forward to rest my elbows on my knees, and mostly look down at the carpet. My hands wring together tightly enough to make my knuckles go white.

      Gone?

      They can’t be gone.

      They were Elites.

      They were on our side.

      They were friends.

      I rumble and smash my fist down against the coffee table, cracking the thing in two and toppling the halves against each other.

      “Nevermind, they have a whole storeroom of tables around here somewhere,” Seth says, looking at Roarke, not me.

      Fleck slips from my hood, down my shirt, and settles between the tight fit of my leather vest – right over my heart. The creature annoys the shit out of me, but I leave him there.

      Maybe it feels nice.

      Maybe I don’t want to punch myself in the chest right now.

      “Wood Spring,” I say.

      Roarke’s lips press into a thin line. “That’s further north inside the border, maybe only a day’s ride from Hirana. Closer to Hirana than it is to here.”

      In a flash, Seth has the book and quill. Writes then waits. Writes then waits. Nothing.

      “They wouldn’t leave the thing unattended, not knowing it’s the only way to communicate. This whole situation is too dangerous,” Roarke murmurs.

      “Knowing Pax, they’re already locked in a basement,” Seth says.

      “Or they’ve been ambushed,” Roarke says, his voice soft like maybe he doesn’t want to give the universe any ideas.

      I run the math on the number and type of Sabers needed to overwhelm Eliijah and his team and come up with a prison worth of possibilities.

      “Try again,” I say, pointing at Seth’s book.

      He does.

      Nothing.

      Fleck’s purring loses its effectiveness as my fears and feelings align. I meet their gazes one at a time and nod, just once. They know me; they understand the layers of things I refuse to do. I’d challenge my fear is just the same as anyone else’s, soul blackening, gut churning, muscles clenching, bone quivering, but my reaction to it is different. I draw a line, and I do everything I can not to cross it.

      Seth fist pumps, because Seth is Seth. But I ignore him, standing and heading for the door. Both of them moving in my wake.

      “I’m sure everything is fine,” Roarke says. “Mildly.”

      “Don’t lie, you already laid out the possibilities. You’re just not keen on a one way window into their bedroom,” Seth teases.

      “I’ll be relieved if all we see is them in bed,” Roarke counters. “Then I’m finding someone heading out to trial these potions on.”

      “Can we spy on them too?” Seth jests, pulling our suite door closed with a thump.

      I ignore the conversation, my mind on the one most important piece of information in the world – finding out if they’re alive.
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      The Veil glass is in the uppermost chamber of the South Tower. It’s a dusty, moldy old room that has been locked and forbidden for almost a thousand years. It’s also quickest to get there through the masters’ kitchens and down the servants’ halls. Which is an enjoyable distraction in two ways. Because I get to watch servants scuttle in shock and fear when they see us – okay, mostly when they see Darkness and his mood – stalking toward them. And because I snag a large cream pastry on my way past. The kind they wrap in pretty paper and send up to the masters’ offices ready to be devoured whenever the white-haired sods decide they’re a bit peckish. Can’t have them needing to ask for food, now can we?

      We steal lanterns off the walls since some of these servants’ halls still haven’t been converted to the main gas lines, and each of us lights our own way.

      I devour the pastry as we move up the levels, climbing the tower on a never-ending spiraling staircase. Then scrunch the wrapper into a ball on the second last landing, where, conveniently, there’s a drain – which I’ve used for discarding… stuff… many times before. It’s the perfect size for me to toss my paper ball and watch triumphantly as it sails directly into the hole.

      “Don’t throw your rubbish in there,” Roarke snaps. “You don’t even know where it goes.”

      “Sure I do,” I say, shrugging his accusation off. “Down.”

      “Into our drinking water, probably,” Killian rumbles.

      “Nah, that’s not interesting enough. I’m thinking the pipe’s broken, and anything that goes into it will fall out into one of the covered walkways – right on Logan’s head.”

      Roarke stops and leans slightly out the window to assess the pipe. “It collects water from the rooftops, as well as spills and mop water on the landings. It probably does go into our tanks.”

      “Nah,” I insist – because they don’t want to know what else I’ve put in that hole. And to tell you the truth, neither do I right now. “I vote the pipe goes through a maze of twists and turns, and at some point it’s broken and just leaks out onto the ground.”

      Killian starts taking the stairs two at a time as if to get away from me. So I call, “You know I’m right. I’m always right,” up after him. Then I follow to the topmost landing.

      He isn’t rushing away from me; he’s rushing toward news of Vexy, and even with a dozen steps between us, I can still sense the tension washing off the guy – I may have calmed him a little with a distraction, but it wasn’t a lot.

      Knock knock. My power calls ahead of us, and the door swings open – then falls off its hinges and lands with a sharp thud that sends the dust on the floor flying into the air.

      “Seth shouldn’t try opening doors. The skill is beyond him,” Roarke mutters, stepping around the door.

      “Shall I try closing it?” I taunt.

      “No,” both of them say, almost as sharp as the sound of the door falling.

      I chuckle and follow their lead. Underneath the dust, the timber boards stretch in long lines from us to a giant oval mirror, freestanding in the middle of the round room. Nothing else, just a round stone tower and a mirror.

      I let out a long, slow whistle of appreciation for the thick, almost black Silvari glass that holds our cracked reflection.

      This is how DeathSeeds used to communicate. Silvari souls were drawn to the castles in death, the same as Sabers are in life. Those souls who were very scared or angry would need DeathSeeds dispatched to handle them, same as triunes are sent to deal with all manner of dangerous problems around the kingdom. Triunes moved between locations, ferrying the souls in lanterns made of Silvari glass that would hang from a crook held high to signify who they were and tell everyone else to get out of their way. One DeathSeed, one soul, escorted all the way to the Black Castle, to the only portal into the Silvari afterlife – the Atrament. An inky black gateway that was locked tight, requiring a secret password, knock, and handshake before they could let a soul in. And a powerful Veil Prince stood on the inside to finish the job and keep the beasts from ever getting out.

      Well, that’s the official story, but rumor has it the princes enjoy torturing the beasts to pass their time. I’ve never been up close and personal – and I truly never want to.

      Poking holes in the Veil is something Killian assures us Lithael shouldn’t be doing. A last resort element of a DeathSeed’s power. Souls aren’t supposed to go blindly into the nothing on the other side; they’re supposed to go to the judgement of the Veil Queen. To their rightful place in the Aeons.

      Nothing is as it should be, not anymore.

      DeathSeeds doing this job had ended by the time I was old enough to form memories, but I can imagine seeing them riding hard on dark nights with lanterns of silver light held high on the natural kink of a polished staff – and what fun switching the highway signposts would have been.

      But the DeathSeeds died out, and at some point, the Veil Queen allowed someone to leave the Atrament into the Veil open just enough to let the souls come in on their own. I imagine that the other castles falling helped transfer most of the power to the Black Castle anyway.

      And there’s every chance that all of this played some role in benefiting Lucif, or Lithael. After all, they’re now the only DeathSeed family left in existence.

      All I know is that we were never allowed near the Atrament growing up, and the Veil never caught my curiosity enough to bend that rule.

      No DeathSeeds, no ferrying required, and no one left to operate the Veil mirrors.

      This thing used to have its own room on the same level as the dignitaries’ chambers, but since it was cracked from the center outward, thanks to Darkness’ fist a long time ago, it’s been stored away and forgotten. That wasn’t hard, the forgetting part. It was a relic before we were even born. No one considered Killian would have a reason to go near it or that he could make it work in a way no one ever has.

      He did, once. Then he broke it.

      After it was mysteriously broken, Tauriel ordered it be carried into this unused tower and the door locked. I think the only reason she ordered it sent up here was because Roarke and I had a bet one year on how many masters we could get naked, and at some point Tauriel worked out this room was being used for other entertainments.

      All kinds of things have gone down that pipe.

      I stand back, folding my arms over my chest and listening to the heavy breaths of Darkness on my left and Roarke on the other side of him. When we move forward, we move as one.

      No one speaks of the last sight we saw through this mirror. Of our mother’s funeral which we were banished from attending in person – branded to remain in this castle. Of course we found a way to be there.

      No one says anything, though I’m sure we’re all thinking about it.

      It was a long shot. Our theory was that Killian’s power would trigger the mirror’s connection to DeathSeeds and show us Lithael as he attended mother’s funeral. Roarke assured us that mirrors connect to mirrors, and Lithael himself wasn’t a mirror, so it wouldn’t work, but we tried anyway.

      Of course Killian made a connection – but not to a DeathSeed. The mirror responded to Killian’s power in a very different way, to his ability to see and follow threads. We managed to witness a few fractured pieces of the ceremony, which was about all I could handle.

      We stop less than an arm’s length from the glass, reaching to brush our fingers on the smooth surface in camaraderie – because only Darkness’ power can operate it amongst us, but we can’t let him do this alone.

      The glass comes to life, flickering then settling on a view of overgrown ash and rubble. Our wing in the Black Castle – where our mother died.

      Killian’s hand balls into a fist, and I quickly reach to wrap my own over it and stop the guy from shattering the view. He presses my knuckles against the glass, and my power flares into the reflection, distorting it for a blink before giving us a very, very close view of a horse with its tail raised and shit falling to the ground.

      “Seth,” Roarke groans.

      I smile and release Darkness’ fist. Immediately, the mirror goes black.

      “Sharing a thread with a horse?” Roarke teases.

      I rub my chin, raise one eyebrow, and in my most mysterious tone say, “Maybe.” But I can tell Roarke is already exploring another idea.

      “You don’t think we could use this to find Jada, do you? Or track Lithael, or Kyra even? If you can see a horse, something you have no thread connection to, maybe we can see anything – anyone?”

      I press my fingers to the glass once more and say, “Roarke’s horse’s ass.”

      Nothing happens.

      “Maybe,” Killian says. Which basically means ‘not now.’ He inhales a deep, forced lungful of air, splays his fingers wide on the glass beside mine, then demands, “Show me Shadow.”

      “Kitten,” Roarke says, pressing his palm flat too.

      “Vexy.” I almost chuckle at the fact that none of us call her Shade anymore, but my whole being gets swept up in the image that dances through the shattered panes.

      The reflection is cut in pieces, making the details a little hard to discern. But it’s definitely her face, her wild hair and playful eyes and mischievous smile.

      The background is mostly a blur, some kind of restaurant or inn. The images shift until we can see Pax sitting opposite her, looking at her intently, only part of his face making it into the frame.

      No one says anything. For a while, we all just breathe heavy sighs, like seeing her is lowering their heart rates too, not just mine.

      The image grows hazy, then fades, and Darkness has to activate it again.
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      “Right, that’s done,” Pax says, patting the saddle on his stallion.

      Everything is packed and loaded, ready to move across to our new accommodations.

      “Do you want to get changed first? You can use the bathroom inside,” he suggests, waving a hand in the rough direction of the inn that shares a wall with the stables.

      I won’t lie; I can’t wait to get into some clean clothes, but the growl in my stomach overrides everything else.

      “I’d rather food, unless I can eat my clothes?”

      He smirks at me, more amused than I thought he would be. “We haven’t got any food at the apartment. Shall we eat inside?”

      I’m two steps toward the doors when he snags my arm and tugs me back into his embrace. He starts talking almost straight away, but I don’t miss the way he inhales my scent first. “Are you sure you don’t want to bring those new clothes in?”

      “They’re loaded on the horse. Stop trying to keep me from my food,” I rumble, shaking free from him.

      He walks with me, pushing through the door and holding it open for me to follow.

      The inn’s common room is full. Round tables are scattered through the space, each fitting up to five people. Some booth-type seating is against the wall on the left, and a large staircase is on the right, leading to the less expensive accommodations lining balconies upstairs. Several big support beams break up the flow of people through the room, and there are lots of people.

      It’s pretty dark in here now that the sun has set, but the golden glow of lamps try to illuminate the drinks and meals.

      Pax, or possibly Thane, sniffs the air and scrunches up his nose, but he doesn’t say anything to explain his reaction. I’m guessing just one word – mortals.

      He leans in close to my ear, breathing the words as he waves toward a collection of tables, “You pick where we sit. I suggest something intimate.” But his tone hints that he also suggests those because they’re defensible. Even I can see they’re well spaced out, away from the gamblers but close to the overlooked back exit. He doesn’t say that though; instead he says, “I’ll get food.”

      Then weaves through the crowd toward the kitchen and the serving counter.

      I hesitate next to the table, counting his steps out of habit. Ten… Fifteen… Twenty… Twenty-four… more than my bubble ever allowed for. And it’s too far.

      Except it’s also not. The whole time we were all stuck in a bubble together I wanted my own space, and now that I can have my own space, all I actually want is to be in their space.

      I look at the empty table options and get hit with a pang of homesickness. Followed closely by a pang of don’t-be-stupid-ness. Yes – I consider wherever the guys are to be home. No – I don’t want them to think I’ve turned into one of their lovestruck little servants.

      So, I suck up my need to chase after Pax and go sit my ass at one of the tables, warily scanning over the other patrons. Some of which are still watching the predator in the room.

      If I’m honest, this place is giving me the creeps. It takes me a few seconds to realize why, but the minute my gaze lands on the old bartender giving me a sneer, I remember very clearly. I also cross my arms over my chest and my legs under the table, damn near hugging myself.

      Pax turns, stalking across the room. The crowd parts, letting him through, many without even realizing they’re doing it. Even the ones with their backs to Pax, deep in conversation with someone else, seem aware of his presence. A part of me wonders if he deliberately lets out a little more power just to see them submit to his right to walk in a straight line from the bar to me.

      He sets the two glasses on the table with light clinks then passes one to me.

      “Wine in a beer glass?” I ask.

      “A beer and mineral water mix.”

      “A shandy? So you don’t think I’m strong enough for an actual drink even though it’s the mortal version and not the strength of Silvari liquor?”

      “Something like that,” he says, taking a seat opposite me so he can look me in the eye.

      “If we get drunk, we’re likely to forget we’re in public and start taking your clothes off,” Thane adds, taking the kind of deep breath that tells me I smell good to him even from over here.

      “And you think you can get me drunk enough to let you do that, in here, with just a few beers?”

      He nods slowly.

      “You’re delusional.”

      Which makes him cock his head to the side and ask, “Why?”

      “Because that would be crazy.” Yes – I’m all for getting naked… again… possibly some time soon, I haven’t decided yet.

      But no – I’m not in the grips of some desperate urge for tumble after tumble in quick succession.

      I don’t think.

      Okay, so there might be some pull toward the idea. Something I’d rather not discuss because it is, as I said, downright crazy. I run a hand over my hair, snagging the band and yanking it free before fussing around to get the band back in. “I’m glad we came here first, but please tell me you’re rethinking the insane plan to stay here?” I grab his hand and point to his smooth palm. No Release Seal. “It’s too much of a risk.”

      He grips my fingers, and every word he speaks is full of deep certainty. “This isn’t a risk, not compared to letting Lithael get anywhere near you. You have no idea what that man is capable of.”

      “Seth, Killian, and Roarke are there now, without us. They could be in danger right now, and we’re nowhere near them. We can’t help.” I stumble on that word. Me, help? How is that even possible. My helping track record isn’t all that great. But I feel so useless out here, and I really don’t feel much safer than in there.

      “They’re still a team of three, equal to every other triune. Would you honestly ride to the White Castle, knowing the dangers that await there?”

      “Yes, right now. No hesitation.”

      “Thane thinks that’s loyalty, but I know better. You have to learn to see the moves that are just plain stupidity. Making the wrong move, no matter what you think your reasons are, is still the wrong move.” He pauses as a young waiter slides two plates of steak and vegetables onto the table.

      “Are you sure, sir? The chef says even blue steak gets warmed. This is just raw,” the waiter says incredulously.

      “I have very particular tastes,” Pax replies, not meeting the guy’s gaze as he draws his plate closer.

      I wait until he’s gone before pretty much hissing, “It’s not stupidity, and it’s not loyalty either.”

      “What would you call it then?”

      Um, love. Yeah. I’m thinking this buzzing desire to slap him is love. Followed by the detailed daydream I’m having of kissing him right now. Definitely love.

      Not the same as the connection I have with Seth, which is alive with mischief and at the same time deeply warm and comforting. Understanding the way I feel about Pax is like trying to hold lightning in my hands. I have no idea how love can feel so different but still be so much the same. The concept only gets worse when I think about the perfect stillness of Killian, like the world has iced over and we’re the only two people left in it. And Roarke who makes love feel like the silky surface of a rose petal, deep and delicate and soft.

      I pinch my lip between my teeth and hold it there for a long second. He just waits, our plates untouched.

      “I’m still scared for you, scared that this bond is leaving you vulnerable and making you do stupid things like ride away from the castle when your seal has already dissolved. But there are other feelings too, and yeah, I might feel a little stupid and a little loyal, but they’re not the only ones.”

      He cracks half a smile, picking up a knife and fork and slicing into his raw steak. So raw and fresh that his mashed potatoes are soaking up a light reddish color, a single drop of blood falling from the steak as he lifts it to his mouth.

      My plate is filled with mashed potatoes, carrots, and beans, and my steak has a nice coating of crispy, juicy, well-cooked fat. I cut a corner of the steak, chew with a moan of appreciation on my tongue, and swallow before bothering to say, “Let me guess, Thane likes his meat still bleeding?”

      “He lets me eat bread and pies, so I let him eat meat the way he likes. We’ve agreed on some balance.”

      Right, balance. Balance is good.

      “But my steak is better,” I tease, pointing between our plates with my fork before cutting another chunk off and devouring it. “Are you going to eat?”

      “I like watching you eat.”

      “Pax, that’s weird! Eat your food.”

      He laughs at me, light-hearted and honest, while I try to suppress the smile creeping across my own lips with another mouthful. By the time I’m about halfway through my meal, Pax is practically finished, putting his knife and fork down with a loud clang. The only thing left is the t-bone and the juicy meat that hugs it.

      “No,” Pax says.

      “No, what?” I ask.

      “No to Thane. I’m not picking up that bone and chewing the last meat off of it.”

      I chuckle at him, at them both, and continue eating my own dinner. Avoiding even looking across at his plate.

      “I have a question.”

      “Okay,” I say, or rather mumble because I’m still chewing.

      “How do you feel about this mating?”

      “Um, good.”

      He frowns.

      “Great?” I try.

      Thane growls.

      “Amazing?”

      His coffee-colored hair takes on Thane’s ashy layers as his brow draws down. I carefully put my knife and fork down and take a long sip of my drink to wash down the half-chewed mouthful.

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “I want to know how you feel,” he says, leaning forward to press his elbows to the table and dropping his tone.

      “Pax, I feel how I feel. That’s the point; they’re my feelings. They’re like the rest of me, a jumbled mess. Unless you can get inside my head and see them for yourself, there’s no way I can describe them. I guess, the best I can do, is tell you that I only ever wanted to undo this bond to keep you safe.” I rub hard at the purr in my chest, like my feelings are trying to be heard. Rubbing doesn’t work, so I down the rest of my drink to try and quelch the desire. “And stuff. Feelings. And stuff.”

      Pax chuffs, trying to suppress the smile on his face. Like he only just now realized that my lack of words is because I lack words and not because I lack the feelings.

      I want to do something mushy like tell him that I want to be with him forever, right through to when our hair grows white and we start wearing jewelry in it. But there’s no guarantee that I will live that long – how much will my mortal soul control the speed that I age now?

      The idea makes me swallow hard and stare longingly into my empty glass.

      The waiter snags my half-eaten plate on the way past, and I miss my chance to object. He doesn’t bother with Pax’s because Pax is leaning over his, still studying me.

      And my mind is still following the train of thought where I inevitably die, possibly to a grimm in the near future and possibly to old age in something like fifty years – if I’m lucky. And then, because he still has a century to live, he will eventually find someone else to love.

      The idea is like a knife through my guts.

      He frowns, slipping the glass from my fingers.

      “I’ll get you another one,” he says, as if that’s what the devastated expression on my face is all about.

      Not my lack of drink – but my lack of time. I haven’t even managed to find the words, ‘I love you,’ which he may or may not have been hoping I’d say just now, and I’m already racing toward the end. And worse, I’m willing to race toward it. I’m even pushing for it – because, to be honest, staying in Hirana is probably the safest idea for my grimm-woven future, yet I can’t shut up about going back to the White Castle.

      Because as much as he’ll do anything to keep me safe, I’ll do anything to keep him safe.

      He walks up to the bar, and I grab the edge of his plate. My mind still far off as I finish his last two beans and pick up the steak bone with my hands. Because who cares about looking respectable when you’re going to die soon? And even in the fifty years scenario, my life will still be far too short.

      I’m gnawing on the bone like it’s the answer to all my problems before I’ve even realized what I’m doing – eating raw meat. Tearing it from the bone, with blood on my lips, dribbling down my chin, smearing across my cheeks.

      Devouring it and enjoying it.

      But it tastes so good. I have to fight the urge not to stick the thing back in my mouth. My insides demand, more –

      It’s raw meat!

      My stomach turns, bile rising up my throat. I drop the thing and get up so quickly that the chair almost topples backward into the person behind me before righting itself with a loud thump.

      “Sorry,” I mutter, pushing past them, wiping my mouth on my sleeve, and running for the bathroom at the same time.

      I don’t even watch where I’m going, just barge in and rush for the sink. No running water in here. Just a basin already filled and some hand towels which are all dirty.

      But – blood.

      On me.

      In my mouth. Still slick on my tongue. The tang of it fills my senses.

      What the hell was I thinking?

      I close my eyes and splash water on my face. Somebody moves behind me, the empty room no longer empty. Before I can turn, a hand has my shoulder, thrusting me forward, pushing my face into the basin and holding it there as I struggle and choke, the water flooding into my nose.

      They grab my hair, yanking my head up, and in the mirror I meet the eyes of the bartender. Wrinkled with age but wide with adrenaline and desire. Their muddy brown depths bore into me then trace to the reflection of the V in my shirt. The corner of his lips lifts in a lopsided sneer, flashing white teeth as his calloused hand tightens in my hair.

      My heart almost rips right through my chest, but it’s the only part of me doing anything. Every other part of me has frozen up. Fear and fear and more fear locking down my thoughts, my throat, my muscles. All of it rendered useless.

      Two other guys are behind him. One near the door with his arms crossed over his chest, his feet set apart, and his back to the timber. He’s wearing a clean white shirt, brown vest, and black pants. All screaming of someone who earns a good living and is probably well respected. Respected enough not to raise any suspicions when he entered the ladies bathroom and locked the door behind him. The other guy is in black clothes and a black apron, a chef or kitchenhand perhaps – and he’s already undoing his fly.

      I see everything. My heart hammering so loud that I have to concentrate to hear past the whoosh-whoosh-whoosh in my ears.

      “Whore,” the man pinning me to the bench snarls. “We told you before, open contracts only. If you want to use our rooms to work, then you service the staff too.”

      Fear has me. Mind numbing.

      Unable to think.

      Unable to move.

      One word screaming for attention. No, no, no.

      His hand slides into my pants, and with one tug, he has the fabric falling low. A scream rips from my throat in the same second as he shoves my head back into the basin. The sound escapes into the water, hard and completely useless. Bubbles fill my vision; there’s no hope anyone can hear me. The other men grip my arms and push my wrists down against the bench.

      Cold stone sets against my skin.

      The sensations are too much, my mind racing to log every one of them. Water in my ears, movement nothing but flashes of light and shadow around me, the sting of my hair tangled in his fist.

      I run out of air and struggle not to gasp in water – which momentarily stops me from thinking about the hard length of someone pressing against my leg. Searching for a way in. Making my insides recoil.

      He can’t. I can’t let him.

      Glass, I try as I search inside myself for the strength to push back, Killian’s strength – nothing. Fuck, I’ll even send these motherfuckers through the Veil if I have to.

      Veil.

      My head pounds from the effort, but nothing happens. Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.

      Glass! I try again to call to the weapon on my wrist, but my chest is imploding, my body ceasing to fight. My mind is rolling backward within my consciousness.

      Counting down.

      Going black.

      On the brink of passing out.

      My turn – echoes through my mind.

      But I can’t concentrate. Can’t pin down one blurred motion from another. All I know is that I’m moving.

      I’m hitting these guys. Flinging them across the room. Making them bleed. Through a black tunnel, I watch as I pin the guy who was behind me to the wall with one hand. He’s shouting for something or someone. I don’t know who or what. I can’t even make out the sounds, like I’m already unconscious, my body now a puppet for someone else to use.

      But it looks a lot like he’s saying ‘fuck you’ or maybe ‘I’ll fuck you.’

      I put my own hand over his mouth and order, Shut him up. This time, the glass from my wrist obeys, flowing into his shouting mouth. He gasps, eyes now wide in fear.

      It’s gruesome. A quick death or beating the shit out of him would feel right – but what I do is shred through everything inside his body with razor sharp glass. His skin stays intact while his body falls to the floor like it’s nothing but a sack of goo.

      I vomit into my mouth, which I involuntarily swallow back down. Growling.

      I’m chuckin’ growling.

      Everything goes black, like I blink for a really long time, but I can feel my eyes are still open, and when I focus again, another guy is in my grip, my bared teeth going for his throat.

      Don’t chuckin’ bite him! – I scream at myself.

      “Fine,” my voice says, but that word didn’t come from me.

      Instead, I punch him in the face, he drops to the ground, and I look around. Inside, I’m terrified, but on the outside, I’m calm, not even panting or shaking or crying.

      I definitely should be crying, but it’s at least in some small part because I am so relieved, and a tiny bit because I just enjoyed that. The rest is from the desperate need to take control of my body and the crushing fear of what’s going on.

      What is going on?!

      I spot the third guy in the corner. His pants are down, but he has no dick anymore. Possibly a good thing the guy’s unconscious, but I do kind of hope he at least watched what was clearly Silvari glass slicing his disgusting parts into pieces so thin all I see is blood and small chunks.

      My hands shake and my knees start to feel too weak to bear my weight. Sobs escape my chest, and halfway across the small room, I collapse. My vision falls forward with the motion. Like I was looking through lenses way back in the depths of my mind all this time.

      We had to – the voice inside me says before vanishing.

      Because I just chuckin’ lost my mind.

      I press myself into the space underneath the sink, knowing I should run, but every muscle in me is quivering, and I can’t make them obey. The glass shards return to me, tearing through the sleeve of my shirt to melt against my skin and settle back into my bracelet.

      Just take a breath, I tell myself. A deep breath, then get up and run because you’re dead if someone finds you like this.

      The door slams open, and I startle. Seeing Pax storm in through tearstained eyes. His gaze rips through the room, Thane equally in charge. They stop at the only man still breathing, ripping the guy’s throat out with one hand before turning to me.

      He’ll fix this. He’ll fix this. He’ll fix this, I chant internally. Then he’ll hate me for what I’ve done.

      He marches up to the external wall, putting his fist through two planks then kicking them outward. Making light work of two more.

      I struggle onto my hands and knees, somehow managing to get to my feet and stand against the wall. But between me and the exit is the remains of a man, just a sack of skin that’s wobbling from the vibrations Pax creates as he smashes through a wall – I just can’t do it.

      So I sink back to the floor.

      Pax kneels before me.

      “Please don’t say anything,” he whispers. “Just nod if I can pick you up?”

      I nod, oh chuck, I nod. Nodding and weeping are the only things in my vocabulary right now. He slides his arms around me, scooping me up like I’m delicate, or broken.

      I don’t argue, closing my eyes until we’re out in the dark evening. The breeze like ice over my wet skin – wet with other people’s blood, I realize.

      He shoulders open the stable’s side door and doesn’t put me down until we reach the closed stalls.

      Once I’m on my feet, he crooks one finger under my jaw and runs it gently to my chin. Applying enough pressure to make my gaze lift to his. The glow says Thane is still fighting for dominance.

      “Just nod if you can ride,” Pax whispers.

      Ride? Yes, I can do that. I nod.

      Thane growls, and I get the impression he’s in control as he drags his finger across my cheek, wiping away blood then licking it.

      I choke, trying to stop myself from vomiting.

      Before I can react, Pax unlatches the stall door with an aggressive, lock-shattering motion, then picks me up and deposits me on the horse. He tosses the reins up to me, followed by my cloak, then jumps the fence to his own horse.

      “We get her to safety,” he growls, kicking his door open before mounting up. His eyes are more concerned and less murderous when they settle on me. “Follow me. Can you act like nothing’s wrong?”

      I pull the cloak tightly around me and tug the hood into place. Hiding the splatters of blood on my clothes and who knows where else. All I want to do is pinch my eyes shut and stare into the darkness at the back of my eyelids.

      Pax sidles his horse next to mine, gently slipping the reins from my fingers.

      “I’ll lead. You just hold on,” he amends, his tone a soul soothing contrast to the clear rage in his body language. With me, he’s soft, almost afraid of who I am, of what I might do – what I did do. And to the rest of the world, he’s a torrent of power. Scary, dangerous, deadly.
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      In the lag, Vexy has moved, and the image that solidifies before us is of her looking into a mirror and three men behind her. Not Sabers, not Tanakan prisoners, but strangers that make my power surge to the surface. Writhing and tangling in the fabric of reality. Trying to fight. Trying to protect – but we’re too far away.

      The men move, their hands taking hold of her, and my pulse threatens to tear from my veins.

      Move, Vexy, I urge, watching her face get pushed into a basin of water.

      “Pax!” Killian roars. Both Roarke and I jump on him, holding one arm each, before he can plunge his fist into the glass. He can’t break this link. We can’t be there – but we have to know.

      He doesn’t move, doesn’t fight against us. A wall of tense muscle just watching, all of us just watching.

      “Where is he?” Roarke demands.

      I swear my teeth are about to shatter, that’s how hard my jaw’s clenched. Roarke’s growling, and Killian’s about to boil over with aggression until Vexy fights back.

      She fights back.

      Glass explodes from her wrist, attacking on her command.

      She ripped those Sabers to pieces in the forest. But everything she did was pure, unfocused, survival instinct. This is different. This is calculated. Each hit is targeted. Each strike inflicts mass damage but minimal blood. Each man goes down without a chance to scream.

      Torn to pieces – just like in the forest.

      The glass fades mid-fight, and Killian rushes to open the link again. To watch Pax getting her out of there. Carrying her to safety. When the glass fades a third time, he hesitates.

      “What the fuck just happened?” Roarke whispers – the curse rolls off his tongue because part of our souls was just dragged through the mortal realm of hell.

      Killian turns so sharply that both Roarke and I lose our grips. We’re left to chase him, and I soon realize I’m not going after him – I’m just going.

      Down the stairs, which is taking too long. Slowing me down. Penning me in.

      I leap over Killian’s head, trusting Chaos to guide me as the edges of my thinking go fuzzy – overtaken by the pounding emotions inside me. Jumping, pushing off the walls, grabbing the banister and directing my motions downward. Taking whole flights in one or two leaps. Roarke and Killian keep pace behind me. Killian slamming his fist into the wall and pushing a whole stone loose to crash loudly into the roof below.

      We burst into the hallway, now filled with servants carrying trays that are probably destined for the masters’ offices.

      Move! The Chaos orders.

      The hall explodes into a mess of flying food, servants are knocked back to the walls, and the three of us rush through so fast that the food is still mid-air when we round the corner. Running toward the next corner, which Darkness doesn’t turn. He lifts his arms to shield his face and runs right through the thing.

      I follow. Two walls later, we’ve created a new shortcut, and we throw ourselves down the large set of stairs that leads to the ground level.

      Then stop.

      Tauriel stands before us, her white hair tied up in a knot on the top of her head with long strands curling down to frame her face. She has her arms linked together inside the sleeves of her full-length white robe, and she turns calmly to face us. A curious look in her eyes.

      Still calm – despite the fact that Darkness is heaving and shadows are beginning to dance along his skin and through his hair. Visible shadows. Veil energy.

      She just looks at us, and Killian growls in return.

      In the frozen moment, I think we all realize that we can’t go anywhere. That leaving here without a Sealer will be signing all of our deaths. Even if we do ride straight to Vexy, we still have days on the road – and everything we just saw will be in her past by the time we arrive.

      And after all that, there’s every chance they will deny our return.

      Roarke rests his hand on Killian’s arm, muttering, “Options?” Just loudly enough for Tauriel to hear, as other Sabers begin to fill the halls. Warriors tasked with being the White Castle’s enforcement.

      “Clearly malicious damage to property – which would be a sanction. Perhaps you could run your anger out on the way to the dungeons and a comfortable cell?” Tauriel suggests.

      Not an order, she’d possibly step to the side and let us run straight out of here if we wanted to. But we can’t take back the castle if we’re not even in the castle. A castle with weeks’ worth of damage to be repaired – not even we can run through walls without facing consequences.

      Big picture, I think. I want to say it out loud, but Killian will probably knock me out if I try. Thane and Pax are with Vexy, and they’ll make things right.

      The logic makes my mind still, but my heart – my soul – is still roaring. Wanting to ignore the fact that while we were ready to ride against our Return Seals – we would regret it in a few days. We’d be coming back with our tails between our legs, and we can’t do that. We can’t protect our woman if the moment we return, we’re treated like traitors to Lithael’s laws.

      Killian shakes Roarke off his arm, stomps hard enough to shatter the timber under our feet, then turns to do exactly as Tauriel suggested.
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      The distance from the inn to the apartment isn’t enough time to dampen my desire to wail like a baby. On the far end of the building are a number of small stables. The first one has room for five horses, and each stall is empty. So, room for a very particular five horses.

      A girl runs in, just old enough to have boobs, and moves to take my horse’s reins so I can dismount. She deftly avoids meeting either of our gazes, and it’s a blessing too. I slide to the ground and steady myself with white knuckles on the stirrup leather while Pax throws himself from his horse and yanks at the bags and packs.

      “Same instructions, sir? Water and food are paid for, groom and walk every day, hard exercise a few times a week?”

      “Yes,” Pax says, coming toward me.

      With a low growl and a nod toward the exit, Thane adds, “Move.”

      I obey, leaving the girl to care for the horses and walking ahead of Pax to the non-magical door into the main building. Down the hall. To our door. Pax holds the key out, because his hands are full, but I just stare at it, then at the handle.

      My hands are still shaking like a… Like a body that’s had its insides turned to liquid.

      Which oddly makes me feel nauseous but doesn’t make me feel bad. He deserved something, not something I wanted to watch, but death wasn’t a bad end to that situation.

      My skin is alive with the feeling of my pants lowering against my will. I press my eyes closed and try to will the sensation away, to force it down.

      Mentally drawing a knife and brandishing it in that thought’s direction.

      I will cut you, I tell the memory. Come near me and you’re dead.

      Which confirms my shaky mental state. As Pax struggles with his full arms and trying to open the door, I’m internally marveling at the karambit-shaped Silvari glass dagger in the hand of the mental image of myself.

      Can I shape the glass into knives? I wonder, but I don’t entertain a response.

      What good would it be anyway? Things happened so fast that I couldn’t get the glass to do anything. Not until…

      Until I went mad and lost control over my body.

      Then killed all those people.

      The door clicks open and Pax steps back, insisting I enter first.

      I drag myself directly to the bathroom. Shedding my clothes as I move, dumping the ruined items on the ground. Not caring where. I flick the taps on and sink into a mess on the shower floor. Not bothering to adjust the temperature.

      The sound of Pax hitting and breaking something forces its way over the noise of the rushing water. But that, oddly, is a comforting distraction.

      All of it is comforting. The beads of water, the stone floor, and slate wall. The way I curl into a ball in the corner and press my eyes shut tightly. The darkness inside.

      I’d had a few close calls with Martin and a few hands that grabbed my ass when hunting parties visited the manor. And other terrifying moments in my life.

      Looking it square in the eyes has always helped, so I unfold the past hour or so of my life through my mind. Locking on to the details that make my skin crawl and my stomach clench and my heart want to shatter one at a time.

      It’s not going to change the way I feel, these emotions writhing and gnawing inside me, but I can’t let them be in control of me. It’s not in my nature.

      The first moment barges into my mind without needing an invitation – being taken by surprise. Standing at the basin, water on my face, unaware that they were behind me. I freeze the moment, hold tight to just one snapshot.

      I can’t undo it. Can’t make myself pay more attention. They walked in with a plan, a system. They blocked my exits, which means they’ve done that before. Evil – each and every one of them.

      Did that same guy always block the door? Always stand back and watch?

      Not anymore.

      I have no idea how long I stay on the ground. Processing. Even though I just want to go numb, so desperately want to become the Brahman scared of every rustle in the reeds despite never seeing a snake again.

      But I won’t let myself. I watch each moment, pull them apart, then put them back together. And the soul deep fear begins to recede.

      Then I start again, looking for the details between the details. The fact that the whole thing, from start to finish, was probably only a few minutes long and not the hours that it felt like. That I had seconds to react, and whatever overcame me in the end was messy and brutal – but I’m alive. And the anger begins to settle into a sense of justice.

      The only problem left, the only dark corner of my soul, is the fact that I did all of those things, but I certainly wasn’t in control.

      “Beautiful,” Pax coos.

      The softness to his tone doesn’t stop me from startling and throwing myself deeper into the corner that I’m curled in. Looking at him, past him, around the room, with frightened eyes.

      He waits until my moment of freaking out has settled into a mild heart racing echo of the last hour. His gaze fixed on mine, his jaw ticking.

      “Are you going to lose your shit?” I ask, croak actually.

      Thane jumps to the surface with a sharp glow of his eyes and a rumble but settles again.

      “We have you,” Pax says. “We won’t leave you.”

      He reaches out, palm up in the water above my head.

      “It’s freezing,” he says.

      “I know.” I sigh. “It’s perfect.”

      “I’m getting you out.”

      He doesn’t give me a chance to argue, flicking the water off and scooping my soaking form up off the ground. He kicks his boots off as he walks and keeps a hold of me, climbing us both into bed. He wraps the top blanket around me like a towel and pats over me.

      When he stops, he runs a gentle finger along my jawline.

      “Let me see you? Let me see you’re okay?” He’s almost begging. His tone slips under my skin, the same way his body had slipped under mine when he submitted in the bedroom. Putting me on top, making me his priority. The knowledge is like kindling to the dying fire in my chest. The fuel my heart needs to keep beating.

      “I’m always yours, Thax,” I whisper, closing my eyes against tears that just won’t go away. “You can see me.”

      His forehead rests on my temple, even as one of his hands smooths the blanket away and traces down my bare arm.

      “Thax?” he asks.

      I don’t open my eyes, don’t watch where his gaze is, but I can feel his breath close to my face.

      “Pax and Thane,” I say, then have a second thought. “Or Pane.”

      He chuckles softly, his hand going to my hip with the kind of pressure that hints he wants me to turn over. But my reaction is out of my control – I flinch, whimpering as I roll closer to him.

      “You were covered in blood. Did you heal?” he asks. Then, as if arguing with himself, he adds, “It didn’t smell like yours.”

      “Not mine,” I insist.

      “What did they do?” Thane asks.

      Maybe when it’s Pax’s body but Thane’s voice, he’s Pane… and the other way around is Thax?

      I would roll my eyes at my distracted mind – but my mind wants to be distracted, and I like the way it helps my breathing relax.

      “Nothing,” I finally say. “They tried. I stopped them.”

      Thane growls, “Spectacularly.” Meanwhile, Pax runs his hand down my spine, leaning forward in inspection.

      “Horribly,” I counter.

      Finding no damage, Pax, shifts, laying down beside me and pulling me up to nestle into his shoulder. One arm wraps around me, the other pulling the thicker of the blankets over us.

      “Necessarily,” Pax says.

      “Don’t put logic to it. I already did that. I don’t need you to do it too,” I mutter, this whole conversation making my stomach clench.

      His hand returns to my back, drawing slow circles on my bare flesh. Soothing, even though I’m pretty sure I’d flinch again if they went lower. Not right now, not today.

      “What do you want me to do?” he asks, his words a gentle vibration against my cheek.

      “Just be you,” I mumble, closer to falling asleep than I realized.

      Pax lets out a long sigh, accompanied by the rush and spark of static between us.

      “I don’t like Thax,” Thane says. “Sounds like we belong on a roof.”

      “That’s thatch.”

      “I prefer Pane, sounds more like me.”

      “You prefer Pax first?”

      “Pax was first, and he is painful to live with. Pane works.”

      I nod a little against him, considering answering him, but I’ve already fallen into the steady drift toward sleep instead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Shade]
        

      

      
        
        (Seeker of secrets, truths, and distractions)

      

      

      

      
        
        Thirty-Eight

        16th day of SnowMoon

      

      

      

      His hand is still tracing over my shoulder, up to my cheek, back down to my shoulder. I sigh into the sensation, enjoying it before the rest of me begins to function. Namely my memories.

      “What happened?” I finally whisper.

      “You fell asleep,” he says, his fingers stilling.

      “I killed people, right?”

      He nods against my hair. “If you didn’t, I would have. And promise me you’ll do it again.”

      I’m comfortable, way too comfortable, but I also need to pee, so I open my eyes and take in the dark apartment. Probably because it’s the middle of the night. After a few blinks, the darkness settles, and the shadows become obvious. Doorways, couches, broken coffee table, bathroom. Getting out of bed involves uncurling from Pax, untwisting from the blankets, and wriggling to the end – then realizing I’m naked.

      Naked, but with Pax.

      And Thane.

      “Did you insist I call you Pane?” I ask, my mouth grabbing at the fantastic distraction.

      Pax chuckles, pulling himself out of the other side of the bed. I leave him behind, snagging my bag and beelining for the bathroom.

      “You broke the table,” I say on the way past.

      “And the wall,” he adds, each word drenched in dry humor.

      Yep, the wall near the front door, which used to make you turn a sharp right when you walked in, now has three holes in it.

      “You have anger management problems.”

      “I have anger problems,” he calls after me. “I manage them just fine.”

      Which makes me smile as I use the toilet. I am in love with this upper class plumbing system. Then I push the lid down, dump my bag on top, and begin fishing for clothes.

      The air shifts, a subtle hint that someone is behind me.

      Approaching.

      Taking me by surprise.

      Getting too close.

      About to hurt me.

      A soft vanilla scent fills my senses, and I know the person behind me is just Pax, but I can’t manage to keep the stutter from my breathing.

      Just Pax, I snarl at myself.

      He stops me, but I don’t turn. I can see his bare foot on the tiles behind me.

      Gently, he asks, “Let me touch you?”

      I nod and point out, “You were just touching me in bed.”

      His hand splays wide on the small of my back, and I inhale the comfort as it traces around to my stomach and he molds his body to mine.

      “But I could sense your fear,” he says. “When I walked in, just now, I could sense your reaction, and I desperately want to erase… that. Erase all of it. Remember me instead.”

      He rests his head beside mine, his chin on my shoulder, his breathing strained.

      “I never forgot you,” I whisper.

      “But their memories are louder – and I can’t take them away.”

      “They won’t beat me, Pax.”

      “I can see that. But I don’t enjoy watching it.”

      “Killian would,” I sigh. He’d enjoy seeing me battle my own reactions and memories – because I’m one of few people who faces their fears, battles them, and doesn’t back down – even if I don’t win.

      He nods, pushing his chin into my shoulder.

      “Killian is good at this. They’ll be here in two or three days.”

      “Only if they leave the castle right now, which I doubt,” I say, going back to dissecting our belongings and hunting for my clothes. The underwear are right at the bottom. Handy.

      He leans in to breathe deeply somewhere close to where my heart is, but through my back.

      Smelling me.

      My stomach clenches as understanding hits me. Right now, I smell like them. If our scent can stay on clothes even after being laundered… I trail off, snapping that thread of thought.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper.

      Thane rumbles, the heart-rushing sound soaking into me.

      “Never,” he says. “Never feel that what you have gone through is less important than anything else in existence right now. Tell me you understand that?”

      “I wish I had better words to explain,” I whisper, because while logic is agreeing with him, all of my emotions feel sorrow – and they’re not shutting up.

      His hand moves up from my stomach, slipping between my breasts and pulling me back a small step to stand with my back hard against his chest once again.

      “Then say it with me… Pane loves me no matter what.”

      “Huh?”

      “Say the words, Rieka – Beautiful. Pane loves me no matter what. Because you could paint any room with blood after…” He lets out a strangled breath, somewhere between controlling his temper and bottling down his own distress. “After anything. And you will still be the most beautiful thing in the world to me.”

      I damn near choke on my tears.

      “Say the words, Rieka. Even if you can’t feel them. Say, Pane loves me no matter what.”

      “Pane loves me no matter what,” I choke out. I turn around, his arms still around me as I slide to face him. And he doesn’t lean back either, our noses practically touching. “And I love Pane.”

      Thane does his rumble-purr against me, wrapping me in his arms, but it’s Pax that speaks, “Come back to bed?”

      “Okay,” I agree, peeling my face from his chest to look at him.

      “Naked?” Thane asks, the glow in his eyes almost the only light in here.

      “If I have to be nake–” I cut that thought off, about to add – then you have to be naked too.

      “Go on, say it,” Thane rumbles.

      “You’re being a Pane,” I tell him, brushing my lips over his for a gentle moment then resting my head on his chest.

      “Too soon?” Pax asks.

      “Too exhausted.”

      In a slow waddle, he walks us toward the bed, me moving backward, him forward with a foot either side of mine. His arms keeping me securely against his chest.

      “Thane still wants your clothes to remain off,” he whispers.

      “He would.”

      He chuckles. “He cares about you, though. It’s dulled some of our urges.”

      I tilt my head back, seeking his gaze. “You do realize you just said you no longer find me desirable?”

      He stops at the foot of the bed, Thane instantly in control, and his lips devour mine with a sudden ferocious desire. His hand slides up from my back to tangle in my hair – to support my head against the press of his need.

      When he finally pulls back, we’re both panting.

      “Trust me, the desire hasn’t changed,” Thane says, shifting back for Pax to add, “When I got back to the table and you weren’t there, I got angry. You’d walked off – again. I wanted to find you and put you back where I’d left you. When I smelled blood and it wasn’t yours, I ignored it, looking out the back doors instead. I heard you crying – that’s what drew me to the bathroom. I heard you crying, and making sure you’re safe always comes first.”

      I sit on the bed and shuffle back until my head’s on the pillow. Feeling a war of too many emotions going on inside of me – but more than anything, feeling safe.

      And calm.

      And like everything will be okay again.

      “You can be naked,” I say.

      I close my eyes to sift through some of my feelings and don’t hear the sounds of him getting undressed until he’s in the bed with me, one of his legs entangling with mine. I don’t get to look at my feelings, drawing a blank even though I’ve got every intention of giving myself a few stern words. But my train of thought somehow crashes, and I just lay here thinking, they… it… I… and cutting myself off.

      “Rieka,” Pax says softly, and I open my eyes to look at him. We’re sharing the same pillow, face to face. Eye to eye. “Tell me something?”

      “Okay, what?” I ask, my voice half-asleep.

      “Tell me what you were like as a kid?”

      I want to tell him that that’s a ridiculous request. Can’t he see I’ve got shit going on in my head? I even get a niggling desire to slap him right now.

      But my mouth opens and words begin to tumble out. “A brat, mostly. I used to steal Lord Martin’s roses and eat them.”

      “You can’t eat roses,” he says.

      “Of course you can. I used to eat them all the time then watch him from the manor roof as he stormed around screaming about it.”

      He lets out a huff, half a smile on his lips.

      “I used to store food in my pockets and eat it later no matter how many days old it was. Made myself sick a few times doing that. I had a pet mouse in a crate for two years before it escaped; I like to think Whiskers is still living the high life in Cook’s kitchen – without Cook knowing it. And I went through this phase when I was about ten where I would die my hair red with beetroot juice. Cook was everything to me. Your turn.”

      “You don’t want to hear about my childhood,” he says softly.

      “Maybe I do? Maybe this great big pity-party I’m having is designed for two?”

      He takes a long breath, the gentle smile still on his lips but a haunting look in his eyes.

      “Creatures inhabit the first ring of the Veil. It’s a kingdom of its own. I remember the day I heard a Saber parent in a marketplace tell their child that if they weren’t a good soul, they would be left to fight their own way through the first ring. DeathSeeds only escorted the good souls to the Veil Queen, and she decides who goes on to the next ring. People just don’t believe that there are no more DeathSeeds left to escort souls – Lithael, Logan, and Kyra. They’re not the ferrying souls type, so there are no more escorts. When I was there, most souls fell straight into the first ring to be collected by slaves, and I never saw the Veil Queen.”

      “How did you end up in the Veil?”

      “I was born there. All the children are separated from their parents at about ten and trained up. The Veil slowly sucks the life out of a person unless a person is slowly siphoning the last bits of power from other Silvari souls.”

      “So if you didn’t do that, you would have died?”

      “Yes, slowly and painfully. We were trained to hunt the souls – I was good at it in the end, but the learning curve was… painful. And the punishments… unforgettable. I broke the rules because I fought back for those around me. I didn’t understand why I had those urges, the feeling that the kids being trained at the same time as me were mine. All I knew was that a voice inside me would take over, and I could lay waste to the room. But I couldn’t stop them all, couldn’t save anyone, and the more I lost control, the more those around me were punished. Thane was inside me, and he found it enjoyable to be angry, entertaining even – I thought I was a monster.”

      I cup my hand to his cheek, but I don’t say anything as his eyes glisten with unshed tears. I don’t want to break this moment; it’s mine. I want to keep it, treasure it, have it forever. Not the content of his words, but this trust. This openness that might slam shut if I so much as sneeze.

      “Raefiya bargained with the Veil Queen to pull me out.”

      He pauses, so I sneak in the most pressing question I have. “Thane was talking to you, but you didn’t know you were an AlphaSeed?”

      “I knew nothing of Seeds. No other Sabers, that I knew of, were slaves in the Aeons. And if they were, they hid it. Not much of our power survives on the other side, and my mother died before I could ask her any questions. The only things over there are souls and demons. Logically, I had to be one of the monsters.”

      “What about the queen?”

      “I never saw her. She’s supposed to be neutral, and her princes keep the monsters in check, so she has no provocation to break that neutrality. They take their sweet time about it though.”

      “I like the sound of them.”

      His gaze snaps to me with scary intensity. “No, Rieka, no, we don’t. If you see a Veil Prince, run. Their power on that side of the Veil will eat you alive, and if they think your soul is unworthy, they will throw you to the rivers without a second thought. They even rip their own kind apart.”

      “Okay.” I nod furiously to show exactly how much I mean it. “What about on this side? Will they ever come here?” Because we really don’t need that little addition to our mountain of problems.

      “Their power is little more than a spark of lightning over here. There was a rumor two decades ago of one of them fleeing into mortal realms to escape punishment.”

      “He’s still here?” I demand, instantly thinking of Lord Martin.

      “A long way from here, Rieka. If he was anywhere nearby, the princes would have hunted him down. He would have fled to the edge of the mortal realms to escape them. Powerless.”

      “But still deadly? Dangerous?”

      “Yes. There was no reason to act because there was nothing I cared about here when I heard the news.” And Sabers don’t care about mortals at all. “Promise me that if you see a grimm, or an Aeon Master, Veil Prince, or the damn Veil Queen herself, you’ll run.”

      “I promise,” I insist, asking in a much softer voice. “What happened next?”

      “When I arrived on this side of the Veil? I was angry – out of control. When survival wasn’t my main focus, Thane found ways to make his presence known. Taking long moments to slip forward and study Raefiya… I was terrified this meant he was planning to kill her.”

      “So you didn’t just talk to each other? Get to know each other?”

      He shakes his head. “When Thane is on the inside, I can’t hear his thoughts. He has to fashion words, and I have to listen for them. My only way of talking back is out loud. When I’m on the inside, it’s the same thing. I need to actively try to communicate, just thinking isn’t enough. He has a crappy moral compass and an even worse sense of logic…” He pauses for a moment, then adds, “Don’t chuckle, that’s not a good thing,” for Thane.

      “So what changed?”

      “Getting the call. Needing to fight with my brothers and being stronger when I let him come out. I didn’t know he was a wolf until we were in the trials and getting our asses kicked.”

      “Trials?”

      “The ones that Sabers have to pass before they’re officially classed as a triune and allowed on assignments.”

      I nod, just watching him, waiting for him to go on, as the world slowly lightens through the windows, a bird’s song starting to play outside.

      “Killian had never been in a fight before he was called. He was so different, almost lighter, damn sure happier. He understood feelings and tended to watch with curiosity or just walk away. Our only experience with his power and his ability was mostly when Seth decided to play with Chaos, and… well… brothers are brothers no matter how old they are.”

      I let my eyes drift shut, saying, “I can imagine you all in a wrestling heap on the ground in some lavish castle.”

      He chuckles like I hit the nail on the head, his hand sliding over mine on his cheek. Then tracing long lines down my arm and back up again. I want to tell him that he needs to stop unless he wants me to fall asleep in the middle of our conversation, but I can’t bring myself to ruin this.

      “Seth was the only one of us good at using his power to, well, our advantage really. Even if he did take some managing outside of tournaments. Roarke was fantastic at getting what he wanted when he was little, especially talking us all out of trouble with the palace guards. But as soon as girls became his body’s focus, he began to clamp down. He gets hurt far too easily, that guy, and a woman who wakes up, goes home, and forgets about him once they’re beyond his Allure is a heart crusher to a teenager. He dated men for a while, but men aren’t much better.”

      I nod and mutter an ‘mmm-hmm,’ but I couldn’t speak now even if I wanted to.

      I think he says some other stuff, but even though I’m trying to concentrate, I’m not winning against the blanket of sleep falling over me. I’m not sure what the sentence is, but the last words I hear are, “Don’t ever leave us.”

      Then I’m asleep again.
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      “Pax has it covered,” Roarke repeats as a guard turns the lock on the cell door.

      Our cell door.

      Our Saber-proof cell door.

      None of us say anything more until the guard has retreated, then Roarke snaps, “Fuck.” Killian and I both stare at him. “If we’d let any of our bonds seal, we’d be able to feel her right now, feel if she’s been injured. We can’t, because we’re not her mates!”

      His gaze is conflicted, the kind of half-glazed, half-focused look that says more is going on inside his head than is going on inside this room. Even for this reason, I doubt the guy is ready to commit to a woman, any woman, even our woman. Not in the way that will involve letting his guard down.

      “Pax is with her,” I say, repeating his own words and hoping it will calm him down a little.

      He sighs, runs his hand through his hair, and starts pacing the short distance in front of the cell door. Two steps one way, then two the other.

      “She’s our mortal,” Killian grunts. “We should be there.”

      “Well, she’s not mortal anymore,” I point out, exploring the back of our space.

      The rather small space. I can see the moon waxing outside the measly excuse for a window and welcome the sight. Perhaps she has some idea on how we’re getting out of here.

      When a guy has a power like mine, you have to believe that there’s someone out there pulling the strings. Might as well be the moon when she decides to grace the night sky.

      “Our woman,” Killian grunts.

      I’m still looking at the moon as I say, “Better.”

      Opposite our poorly designed wall of cells is an alcove. Very dungeon-like. Stone slab walls, chains and manacles hanging in various designs and various places. Torture devices to one side. A comb, ripper, knee splitter, that kind of thing. Plus a wheel, which is more comfortable than the manacles on the wall, but also makes a man far more vulnerable.

      They haven’t been used by our current dignitaries, but certainly those before.

      I’ve heard stories that the pain stored in what remains of the Crimson Castle is so deep that your soul feels tortured the minute you step foot on the stones. Why the magic decided letting Lithael sit at the head of the table there was a good idea, no one will ever know.

      But he did. And he invented new torture devices to keep himself amused – that’s the kind of urban myth you can’t help but believe.

      Killian approaches the bars next to Roarke, gripping them then quickly withdrawing his hand.

      “Same bars as always?” I ask, chuckling at him.

      “No,” he mutters before sitting back down. I ignore him, both actions and words, because Killian is Killian, and of course they’re the same bars as always.

      Roarke grips one, closely looking at his fingers against the mixture of iron and Silvari glass. I don’t know what else they do to these bars, but they’re designed to keep both the physically and magically strongest of us locked in. Silvari-forged iron, made with Silvari glass, unbreakable.

      “Maybe,” Roarke says, running his hand up and down the bar.

      “Or maybe you just want to give the iron a handjob,” Killian grunts.

      And I laugh – which makes Roarke’s frown deepen as the guy pulls his hand away. “It wasn’t intentional, but it is amusing.”

      Neither of them find me amusing, which doesn’t surprise me. Can’t blame a guy for trying though. Killian lowers himself to the narrow square stone that’s supposed to pass as a bed and takes a toothpick from his pocket. He sticks it between his teeth and starts playing with the thing with his tongue.

      Roarke points at it, asking, “Can you pick the lock?”

      “No, it’s Saber-proof. The keys are the same iron as the locks, too heavy to shift the mechanism with a toothpick or a lockpick, and all of it is magic-proof.” The answer – Roarke’s crazy.

      He doesn’t argue, turning to pace as I continue to explore.

      “We’re not getting out,” Roarke growls, kicking the stone wall.

      He only does it once though – because he’s smart like that. Something catches my eye and draws my attention to a small hole in the roof in time to watch a scrunched bread wrapper fall out – and smack Roarke in the head.

      I double over, the laughter so intensely enjoyable that I let it go long enough for him to pick the paper up and peg it at me as hard as he can.

      It’s still only paper though – and it bounces and tumbles across the stones.

      Still chuckling, I brush my fingers over the wall as I do a lap of the cell on the longest path possible toward the paper. Over the stone and then flicking off each bar.

      My fingers get a tingling feeling from the contact. Tingling is new.

      “Lucky I threw the paper down the pipe,” I say, snagging the offending object by the tips of my fingers and tossing it into the air. Toss and catch. Toss and catch. “Do you know how many times I’ve pissed down that pipe?”

      “Seth, stop that,” Roarke growls, glaring at me before deciding that returning to pacing is more amusing.

      I roll the ball of wrapping paper around in my hands, letting the distant hint of an idea slowly come to my mind. And when it’s there in sharp clarity, I jump to my feet, snatch the toothpick from Killian’s mouth, and begin flattening the paper out on the stone floor.

      Killian grunts, translation – ‘Hey.’

      Then – ‘What?’

      “So, what allies do we have in the field who will have enough sway to get us out of these cells and all of the way out of this castle?” I ask, but only one name comes to my mind – Jada.

      “Muinthel?” Killian suggests, taking me by surprise.

      Roarke makes a little humming sound, his ‘I’m thinking’ noise. “True, she signed our first release, and she’s in hiding, which means she’s not working for Lithael.”

      “But that assignment was organized by our mother. Who’s to say Muinthel gives a shit about us? She’s in hiding because she doesn’t want anything to do with this.”

      “And she’d have to blow her cover to be here,” Roarke agrees.

      “We’ve eliminated all other options, so the only person I can think of who had the opportunity to betray us is Jada. I hate to say it, but I’m about eighty percent sure Vexy is right about Jada – about the fact that we can’t trust her.”

      Killian humphs a ‘maybe’ before Roarke says, “I suspected Eliijah, not by choice but by force.”

      “Aaaand,” I draw the word out as I think then settle on, “that could have been true too, but now we may never be sure. Being dead makes it hard to question a guy.”

      “Doesn’t mean I still fully trust her, but we don’t have enough allies to start burning bridges,” Roarke adds.

      “So, my idea could work in two ways. If she’s on our side and hiding in fear of Lithael, then she should still come when she learns we need her. If she’s in any way playing Lithael or she’s been captured by Lithael or kept by him in some way, then he’ll let her go to get the information. Either way, she’ll arrive specifically to use us. Either way, her demeanor will tell us a lot.”

      “And I won’t hold back,” Killian adds.

      “No, we’ve noticed that,” Roarke says. “So, you get her here, she gets us out because she’s either on our side or keeping up appearances, and then we get answers out of her.”

      “And if she’s on our side, we ride straight for Pax, Thane, and Vexy,” I add, a knot in my stomach because the alternative, if she isn’t on our side, is more than a little inconvenient.

      “Okay, now do you care to explain what your plan is?” Roarke asks.

      “I write her a letter,” I say simply, smoothing the paper one more time. I scratch the pick through the built up grime between the stones and slowly, half-letter by half-letter, begin to write. “Jada – come to the White Castle urgently. We have another lost prophecy, and it’s about Sealers – it’s about you.”

      “That should light a fire under her ass, and Lithael’s too – if they’re working together. His whole control over the Sabers depends on his control of the Sealers,” I say.

      Killian grunts – ‘Agreed.’

      I fold the paper neatly into the kind of plane we used to make as kids.

      “Someone give me a boost,” I say, waving at Killian because there is no way Roarke can hold me up.

      He gets up slowly, like the whole thing is an effort.

      “Don’t you trust my plan, brother?” I ask.

      “It’s not a plan.”

      “I throw this. It finds Jada. Jada gets us out. That’s a plan.”

      “That,” he says, pointing at the paper plane, “is pissing in the wind.”

      I fake-hug the plane to my chest, my mouth dropping open in a mock shock. “Don’t listen to him,” I coo. “He doesn’t mean it. We all know you’re more like pissing uphill.”

      Killian chuckles, linking his fingers and giving me a boost to the single row of missing bricks that form the window.

      Roarke groans. “Now I need a piss.”

      I toss the plane out the window and speak into the night, Go where you need to go.

      “See, piece of piss,” I say, just before Killian topples backward and we both crash into Roarke.
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      When I stir awake, Pax is piling the pieces of the broken table into one corner. I squint into the light, watching him, before finally giving in to the low cramps that are telling me I need to pee.

      His bag is open on the floor, and I steal the top shirt and slip it on before beelining it for the bathroom.

      “Good morning, Rieka,” he says, stopping to watch me cross the room before picking up what looks like a table leg.

      “Morning,” I yawn back, even though I’m pretty sure it’s closer to lunch time.

      I do my business, wipe, and notice the telltale red smears left on the paper. And… that’s the reason I have cramps, I groan inwardly.

      Just a smear. I know my flow, and I probably have half a day before it becomes annoying as bralls.

      “Pax, where’d my clothes go?” I ask, walking out and meeting his eyes from across the lounge room.

      The table leg is still in his hand, and he lifts it, pointing at me as he asks, “Can’t you wear my shirt?”

      “I already am, but I need my underwear.” Now, Pax.

      I spot the parcel of clothing tucked under the pile of bags by the door and head straight for it. Digging around until I’ve got my own, clean, soft, charcoal-colored underwear in my hands. I love dark underwear at this time of the month.

      “We don’t have to go anywhere,” he says, waving toward his bag, still with the table leg in his hand. I know he’s about to ask me to wear his clothes, that his reaction to other men being near me destroyed the table and half a wall and is probably still eating him up inside. Any other time, I would find his clothes comforting. This is not any other time.

      I tug one of Eydis’ cloth pads from my bag. The things look like they’ve never been used – which I shall allow myself to believe. “Your pants aren’t going to work,” I explain. “Because I have my monthlies.”

      “What?”

      “Monthlies.” His expression is still blank, so I add, “Falling into new moon?” Still blank. “You know a woman can bear children, right? And if she doesn’t in that month, she bleeds?”

      Thane growls, hard and sharp – making me freeze. Crap, what did I do?

      When he moves to go around the lounge on the left, I rush to the right.

      He moves right, and I go left.

      I have no idea why he’s pissed off right now – but he can do it from over there.

      Pax slips into control, but he’s still growling as he says, “You didn’t tell me.”

      “I’m telling you now!”

      “I mean before.”

      “Before what?” I demand, half crouched and ready to run like all hell.

      He throws the piece of wood, and it smashes into the wall hard enough to leave a crack and echo the sound of anger through the apartment – and probably into the apartments around us too.

      “Now is not the time,” he growls.

      “Um, I agree. There is never a good time.”

      “This cannot happen.”

      “You don’t get a say in that part though. It’s happening.”

      “No,” he snarls, and in the same breath, he leaps, planting one hand on the back of the couch, throwing his feet over it, sending my bag flying, landing in front of me, and pretty much tackling me all before I can move. I’m flat on my back, pinned, his hands pressed to my shoulders and his expression half-Thane and half-Pax.

      My heart threatens to rip through my chest, but I still have time to consider that the label ‘Pane’ is so my name of choice for them from now on.

      “You should have told me,” he growls, again.

      “Why would I keep you informed of my monthlies schedule? You realize that’s weird, right?”

      “It’s not weird! It’s respectful. I wouldn’t have touched you if I knew. Fuck, that explains why I couldn’t stop touching you.”

      He releases some of the pressure off my shoulders but doesn’t get off me. Still straddling me to the floor, still looking angry-as-bralls.

      “I should have known,” he growls at himself before flicking the full force of his attention back to me. “But now’s not the time. You’re not even strong enough.”

      “Um, for a monthly cycle?” I scrunch my eyebrows a little at that.

      This just went from scary to crazy.

      He leans down, the tip of his nose almost brushing mine and Thane taking over enough for his teeth to descend.

      “For a pregnancy,” Thane snaps.

      I nearly choke. “Crap, Pane, not the same thing!”

      No wonder he was freaking out – except that whatever his mother taught him about menstruation was inaccurate as chuck. “My monthlies mean I am not pregnant.”

      “Menstruating means you can get pregnant,” he says, his jaw ticking.

      I leap to the assumption that menstruation is the term someone with a more advanced education uses. Cook was more fond of simple concepts, like ‘moontime’ for when steering clear of Lord Martin was of utmost importance. I had a very good teacher in her, even if her terms weren’t fancy. Everything from hygiene to knowing my fertile days. I just hadn’t factored in Pax being so… dumb.

      “But I’m not currently pregnant,” I say, because I could practically get pregnant since I was twelve, so I didn’t think I needed to advertise it.

      “It’s not worth the risk,” he says, sitting up suddenly and scrubbing a hand through his hair.

      I reach up and grip the front of his shirt, holding it as tightly as I can. When he doesn’t look back down at me, I give his shirt a sharp tug and wait for his eyes to lock on to mine.

      “Explain yourself,” I growl this time. “Because you’re not making any sense to me.”

      He tilts his head a little to the side, his expression going from intense anger with a touch of fear, to shock and curiosity.

      “Why not?” he asks, his words slow.

      “Because you’ve known me for almost a month, so this was bound to happen. And do you honestly think I would be stupid enough to let you near me when I’m fertile? I’ve had this body my whole life, Pax, so I’ve figured a few things out.”

      “What?” he asks, with genuine confusion.

      “Let me up, get off me,” I demand, letting go of him. As soon as he’s off me, I climb to my feet.

      I tug the shirt I’m wearing back into place to cover most of myself and start putting my foot down in the proverbial way.

      “You’d better tell me everything you know about me straight on because there are some wrinkles in your knowledge that I plan to beat out with a sledge hammer.”

      He smiles, reminding me that he likes to be challenged, and starts talking. “Sabers only become fertile when the conditions are right to start a family. Most Seeds have failsafes. Seth would specifically have to create a contract before either his or... ah... his partner’s Seed would allow fertility.”

      “Oh,” I begin, unraveling the information. “That sounds awkward. Do they have to sign in blood?”

      His brow creases. “No, it’s verbal, but the magic knows if it’s honest or not. You’re my MateBond. Darkness requires a SoulBond. Allure a HarmonyBond. Chaos a GeminiBond. It’s complicated. Each power needs a different mix of magic and love to create balance. A female version of Seth would probably find it funny to get pregnant, especially by another man, in the midst of the most dangerous time of our lives. Chaos and TrickerySeeds find stupid and dangerous things funny.”

      “That sounds nothing like me or Seth,” I say.

      “You haven’t known him as long as I have.”

      “Well, mortal anatomy isn’t that advanced. We have a cycle that matches the moon. We can be fertile once a month, depending on stuff like stress and food, most often less than that even when life is good, never more – and I have to tell you I never thought I’d be having this conversation.”

      “Every month?” he says, ignoring that last bit. “Most Sabers don’t encounter that problem for a few hundred years. Jessamy was… different. It only took one heat for her… and the pregnancy almost killed her even before everything else.”

      I step in close and wrap my arms around him as the pieces of his pain fit sharply together.

      “Not happening, Pax. We’ve got other shit to deal with. Just trust me, I know my body.”

      “Not worth the risk. No more sex,” he says, his tight hug and determined words at odds with each other.

      “Bralls no, you don’t get to make that decision,” I argue, struggling free from his arms. “And do you think the others can keep their hands off me?” I blurt, even batting my eyelids before seeing his expression sink into hard lines again. “Just trust me. Please, Pax.”

      His gaze focuses on my hand on his arm for a long moment. A very long moment. Before tracing his gaze up my arm and meeting my eyes. He sighs, a strangled sound because his teeth are still gritted, then taps my hand.

      “I do trust you,” he says finally. “I don’t trust fate.”

      I leave him, slipping into the bathroom to finish getting dressed. When I return, he’s grabbing the last broken piece of table from the floor.

      We’ve been in this apartment for less than twenty-four hours, and already the place looks like a battlefield. Makes me appreciate the role the other three play even more – without them, Pax is a big ball of breaking shit. Too easily set off with no Seth to confidently redirect his attention, or Roarke to talk calm logic, or Killian to ride through the moment with. And what do I offer? More reasons for him to have a temper in the first place and more reasons to hit things.

      He doesn’t even notice my frustrated sigh, pulling pants on with rough movements as I mentally open a bottle of wine in a brand new pity party. Then pause, because damn, these clothes feel good. The crotch is where a crotch should be and not accommodating the guy’s size. And soft mortal clothes are never this soft. I rub my palms up and down over my thigh and the cotton part of the pants. Then stretch to adjust the leather and buckles around my calves. Perfect.

      No regrets with that tailor now. Everything fits.

      I tug my shirt on. The waist curves in slightly, enough to highlight that I actually have curves! Oh, curves, how I have missed you.

      No more looking like a beggar for me.

      And all of this flips my mood completely.

      “Pax –” I begin, unsure exactly which train of thought is about to topple out.

      “Don’t. If you’re going to say sorry, just don’t. A Rieka should never say sorry.”

      “I’m a half-mortal-half-Saber hybrid who does feel sorry.”

      “There are better words than sorry to express your feelings, and you are my Rieka. Come on,” he says, holding the door open and waiting for me.

      “Come on where?” I demand, grabbing my boots and tugging them on.

      A cold wind rushes into the room, one that was missing from our walks yesterday. I almost grab my cloak but freeze with my arm still outstretched and my fingers reaching but unable to grab.

      My sense of smell may not be heightened every minute of every day, but it is right now. Heightened, and focused on the material a hair’s breadth from my fingers. Blood. All I can smell is blood. I scan the room, realizing for the first time that my other clothes, the ones I stripped off whilst staggering to the shower, are gone. Disposed of. But my dark cloak was slung over the back of a dining chair and is still here. The color isn’t immediately obvious, but it’s still there.

      The door closes with a soft click. Pax back in the room, grabbing the cloak and looking like he is about to toss it straight down the staircase into the cellar.

      “Wait.”

      “I was going to get rid of it,” he says.

      “No, don’t get rid of it,” I insist. “Roarke gave it to me.”

      “I know, shall I take it to be laundered?”

      “Yes, please.”

      He snags his from the floor beside our pile of saddlebags and wraps it around me all before I have managed to shake off my hesitation. He insists I put my arms into the sleeves, not leaving the cloak half hanging off me.

      He wraps his other arm around me, and together we leave the apartment, into the hall then the street. The cold air makes me gasp even with the coat on.

      “I’m not sure how many of your mortal traits are going to stick around. You might not develop our temperature variation tolerance. Or might not develop it to our degree. Roarke will track your strengths and weaknesses, I’m sure,” he says, giving me some space to walk with him down the street.

      The sky is clear, but the sun is somewhere way off behind one of the buildings, and without it, the street has a deep chill. A thick mist is crawling along the ground that wasn’t here yesterday. And small huffs of steam leave my lips.

      “It wasn’t this cold yesterday morning, and we were outside just as early,” I complain.

      “Wind’s shifted; it’s blowing a storm in off the mountains,” he explains, pointing down a thin gap in the buildings and toward the far horizon.

      “Well, that’s just plain rude.”
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      It’s not Jada who unlocks the grate on our cell, but a TruthSeed. One I’ve never met before, and I regard the man with a slightly sideways expression. Unless – of course – Jada has a new shapeshifting ability?

      But no, she’s not interesting enough to have found a Seal that amazing.

      And we’re not lucky enough to manage to slide in and out of the castle before someone ordered the usual TruthSeed into our paths. Not that we’re against the system, it’s only a minor hurdle in our day. More minor than being in here.

      The guy is finely dressed in the typical long coat and expensive cotton of those who enjoy being at this palace. He’s got long mousy brown hair with a series of plaits behind each ear. Silver beads offer a glint of reflection in the dungeon’s fantastic light.

      “Ah, you first,” the TruthSeed says, motioning for Roarke.

      TruthSeeds, I’ve always found, are built for running and not fighting. This guy is short, lean, and wearing a blue satin-trimmed shirt. Not the kind of attire a person who’s ready to fight wears. Mostly, fighting attire involves leather over sensitive parts – or every part if we’re talking about Killian.

      But we’re not talking about Killian, and you’re about as good at getting distracted as Vexy.

      We’re talking about Roarke, who’s exiting the cell and being locked out by the TruthSeed.

      Tauriel must have assured the man that we aren’t a threat because he’s come down here without a single guard.

      And, realistically, we’re not. Until we have Jada and our Release Seals, we’re not going anywhere.

      Thane and Pax should still be strong, and safe. He’s not going to risk riding back here to an ambush or some other plan the Crown may have put into place. And right now, he would be riding in blind. So no, he’ll keep Vexy there until we can all get there and convince him otherwise.

      “Sit,” the TruthSeed instructs Roarke.

      I stand at the bars.

      Killian stretches out on the floor and looks instantly comfortable. He even closes his eyes and, for all appearances, takes a nap.

      Roarke obeys. There are two chairs in the middle of things. Evenly spaced and bolted down so the wheel will lay perfectly between them when in use.

      Two guards and a beat-up Saber stumble down the stairs, interrupting the entertainment. Or maybe adding to it. Joei and Saimi – Sabers demoted to guard duties. Twin brothers with too much hair and StrengthSeeds that give them too much bulk. Where they go, amusement follows. They lost their third member years ago and found themselves serving amongst the guards. Not that they had a choice – twins are so high on the anomaly list that I’m surprised they weren’t ordered into service right under Lithael’s nose.

      But their presence in the guards was rather convenient when Vexy got herself locked in the stocks and I wanted her out. Needed her out. Having people who actually like you in positions of power opens more doors than fear or force ever will.

      The TruthSeed hovers next to the second chair to watch the guards drag the guy to the first available cell. A cell we walked past when we let ourselves in, in favor of the cleanest-looking one in the middle. They’re out of sight, but it’s easy to place their actions to the noises.

      The cell door opens. The Saber is dragged in. Cell door closes.

      “What’d he do?” I ask as soon as the guards are back in my line of sight.

      Joei says, or at least I think it’s Joei, “Dwain found he shouldn’t pick actual fights outside of tournaments.”

      “With Master Tauriel,” Saimi adds.

      Then Joei jumps in so they both say, “In front of the whole dining hall, actually.”

      “That’s Dwain?! There’s next to no resemblance. Tauriel won – hands down,” I declare.

      “So he gets to stay down here for a few hours. He can see a healer after he’s been left to simmer in his consequences, and Logan and Tray have a tournament in two hours.”

      I moan. “You can’t let us out to watch, can you?”

      “Elorsin,” the TruthSeed tuts, and all three of us turn sharply to give him our attention. Which makes the guy cower a little as he continues, “If you will let me gather my report and present it to the dignitaries, then you will have your release.”

      “We put holes in walls. We’re here for destruction. Why is our release dependent on an interrogation?” Roarke asks.

      “All triu, ah... tetr –”

      “Pentad,” Killian cuts in.

      “Yes, well, all Sabers who return from assignment must sit down with a TruthSeed the same day they return and have their truths approved before returning to their classes, lessons, or the possibility of their next assignment. Master Evander has ordered that you three aren’t to leave the cells until he has seen my report.”

      “We haven’t officially returned from our assignment yet,” Roarke argues.

      The TruthSeed pauses to tug his long baby blue cotton sleeves into place, not that they were misplaced, a mix between bored and nervous. “I’ve been informed Master Tauriel overruled your need to report stating both your imminent departure and the lack of TruthSeeds in residence. I’m also well aware of the reaction the Crown has had to this leniency. I was out on assignment for the Crown, but Master Evander personally met me in the stables not half an hour ago.”

      “Why were there no TruthSeeds in the castle?” I ask as Roarke settles into his seat.

      “More important questions to be asked of more important people, I suspect,” the TruthSeed says, again pretending to be bored. The guy really isn’t cut out for this job.

      “More important questions… would this have anything to do with Jada?” I press.

      The guy meets my gaze for barely a beat, but it’s long enough to taste the lie in his gaze. “The affairs of a Sealer are neither my business nor do I give a shit.”

      Oh, the guy has got some spine. Wonder if he’d have used those exact words without the bars between us?

      Well, it looks good for Jada if the Crown is searching for her – could be she’s probably not working for him. Definitely means I have to watch her harder, because the absence of trouble usually means someone is being sneaky.

      Roarke nods. “Alright, what are we waiting for then?”

      “Loved watching you in tournament, by the way,” Saimi says, both brothers turning toward the exit. “You’ll be hard pressed getting a triune to challenge you again, even without your other two members here.”

      “Except when the girl gets back,” Joei corrects. “You should know Lithael has an order on her head. Anyone who can cut her down, fairly and in tournament, will be offered a place alongside the dignitaries.”

      Killian growls, my insides freeze, and Roarke jumps to his feet, demanding, “Wait, when did that happen?”

      “Just now,” Saimi says.

      “Called a big assembly for it, he did,” Joei says.

      “Sabers need to be worthy.”

      “If she cannot fight, she should not be here.”

      “That sort of thing.”

      It’s like they have two bodies but one mouth, each jumping in where the other left off, and their voices are almost identical. It’s freakish and makes for some damn funny pranks when we can get together.

      “Breaking our traditions,” the TruthSeed mutters. “Six dignitaries and an entire triune at the head table, nothing but downfall and disaster.”

      He’s right; we’ve always had three dignitaries, made up of the surviving Sabers drawn back to the castle from lost battles. Not a new triune, but independent from each other, with their own experiences and shit.

      Putting a unified team on that panel, one who worships Lithael and owes the man favors, is not going to be fun.

      “She will fight, and she will win,” Killian rumbles.

      “Moot point,” Roarke adds, but I’m not sure who he’s talking to.

      “That is the point,” Saimi and Joei say, together, as they amble out of sight.

      Their words are ambiguous, but I’d trust them with my life, and by the Moon Mother, their allegiance is to us.

      The TruthSeed finally sits in the second chair and pulls out a small glass ball. Silvari glass with a potion encased inside. Not sure how they seal it in there, but they do.

      He mutters an initial instruction into the glass, then clears his throat.

      I like magic, the way it moves, the colors it can play with, and I’ve always watched this part intently.

      “State your mission,” he says.

      “Border security,” Roarke says.

      The ball glows green, truth, and the answer is stored away. Sure, the TruthSeed already knows it’s the truth without the ball, but how do the dignitaries know that he reports our answers honestly? They can lie and manipulate the same as the rest of us. So the ball records the answers, replaying them when needed.

      “State your actions,” the TruthSeed prompts, smothering a yawn and tapping his heel.

      “We protected the border,” Roarke says. So far this is beyond easy to manipulate.

      “Any trouble or unforeseen issues?”

      And the easy part just ended.

      “Unforeseen issues?” Roarke asks. “How could I possibly foresee an issue? If I did, I would foresee a solution, and none of it would be unforeseen anymore. Can a person un-foresee something?”

      “Answer the question.”

      “No,” Roarke answers.

      Truth. The ball glows green.

      Because Roarke restated the question and the TruthSeed left it open for the smart man to answer his own question with all honesty.

      Maybe the TruthSeed knows the loopholes and doesn’t care – maybe he doesn’t have the brains to consider the ways around his power, but he nods and moves on all the same.

      “How was your team separated?”

      “Ambush. We dealt with the ambush.”

      “Wouldn’t an ambush be unforeseen?” the TruthSeed asks.

      “Only if we weren’t anticipating such danger. We were on the border; the location breeds danger. The ambush was a facet of the job we were engaged in.”

      Green. Truth.

      “This would be easier if I could just tell you what we were doing,” Roarke taunts.

      “No, don’t, your orders are confidential between you and the Crown.” And that’s the blanched face of a man who really doesn’t like his job. “Is your separation from your other, ah, pentad members part of some plot to achieve some kind of nefarious means?”

      Roarke frowns at him, Killian grunts, and I chuckle, but I am sure all of our hearts are pumping just a little faster.

      “Spit it out, TruthSeed. You’re making no sense,” Killian grunts.

      “Yes, what is it you’re asking?” Roarke asks.

      The TruthSeed rolls his eyes. “Just answer the question! Were you honestly separated through no fault or plot of your own?”

      “Honestly,” Roarke repeats.

      Truth. Green.

      I’m not exactly sure what part of the question he’s answering. Saying the word ‘honestly’ and not ‘yes’ could limit the question to the first part and removes the need to associate, in his mind, the second part. That’s how I see it, but I’m often wrong.

      The TruthSeed stands and points with a tilt of his head toward the cells.

      “In you go. Not that cell, the next one. Can’t have you discussing anything in between interrogations,” he says, unlocking the cell next to ours.

      I cock my head; we’ve been talking this whole time and listening to his questions too. This guy just dropped down a few rungs on my stupid ladder. I crease my brow and say, “But TruthSeeds are impossible to trick, so what harm would a conversation have?”

      He chuckles, and my skin crawls. Whatever he’s thinking has nothing to do with the questions he’s about to ask the rest of us. I look at Killian for confirmation, but the big guy just folds his arms over his chest and firms his stance.

      The TruthSeed clears his throat and signals for Killian to go next. Which is an interesting follow up to the threat that we’re about to be separated and somehow interrogated worse than with a glowing green ball.

      They never ask Killian to go second. Some of them don’t ask him at all. Two out of three, or in our case four… five, with honest answers is sometimes enough. I mean, the bastard is scary, and if I were a TruthSeed, I’d avoid him altogether. But he generally follows the rules, and the rules say sit down, answer the questions, and don’t kill the interviewer.

      Killian sits. His hands fisted and pressed against his knees and his back stiff. Pretty much exactly how he sits whenever we’re in public.

      Yes, one TruthSeed that we’ve never met before counts as public for the man. A few times his head tweaks ever so slightly to the side, analyzing what makes the TruthSeed tick.

      The TruthSeed asks the same questions, and Killian answers honestly.

      “How was your team separated?”

      “Stupidity.”

      Truth. Green.

      The TruthSeed swallows hard, fails to find the courage to press Killian further, and moves on. “Is your separating from your other members part of some plot to achieve some kind of nefarious means?”

      “I don't need to plot nefarious means,” Killian grunts.

      Truth. Green.

      “Return to the cells – the one on the left,” the TruthSeed says, locking Killian into the cell next to me.

      Which, once the TruthSeed lets me out, puts an empty cell between Killian and Roarke.

      Something settles uneasily into my chest, but I’m not entirely sure what yet.

      The loud groan of the Saber-proof iron and Silvari glass door covers the sound of footsteps, and Lithael, Logan, and Tray enter the dungeon, unannounced. Four more guards, none I know the names of, enter behind them, whereas the TruthSeed backs away. Way, way against the far wall.

      “Have that man taken to the healer,” Lithael orders, pointing to Logan's triune brother who I am assuming is still on the floor in a cell. And now is not the time to come out of my cell for a better view. “Have him able to stand by the time the tournament begins.”

      Tray rushes to do as he’s ordered, struggling to get Dwain out of the cell then basically dragging the guy toward the stairs.

      There’s a slimy smile on Lithael’s face, made creepier by how sunken his eyes are. Whatever he’s been doing, it’s taking its toll. The man looks like death, and he crawls a soulless glare around the dank dungeon, with a spark of evil light behind the look. He’s excited. He looks at each of us with half a smile before turning back to Dwain’s still-unconscious body.

      Lithael just watches, too amused, and no one moves to help. Even Logan stands there, smiling and hovering on his uncle’s left, like a little version of Lithael leaked out onto the floor beside him and formed into the shape of a man. All cruelty and pain.

      The other guards have fanned out, and the TruthSeed is still at the very back.

      I wouldn’t stand any closer to Lithael than I had to either.

      The guards are either new or people I’ve not taken the time to remember. All Sabers, all in the age bracket where they should have triunes, but in that case two of them are missing. Granted, they all look lethal even though they’re only armed with shiny new swords. They are wearing matching leather vests with Lithael’s DeathSeed symbol on the left breast, a ball of energy with a barely discernible skull on the inside. Though I haven’t seen this style before, thick, with sleeves that reach almost to their elbows. Even the collars are overkill, sticking up solidly to protect most of the neck. The design is new to me, unless I’ve also failed to remember the change in fighting fashion. Also a possibility.

      As soon as Tray and Dwain are out of sight, the Crown turns his full attention to the rest of us. He links his hands behind his back and struts over to stand directly in front of me. His collection of pendants, souls trapped in an eternal pain, needing to go through the Veil but unable to even try, jingle against each other.

      I’d bet stars that Vexy can break that glass – but she can’t control the power of those souls, and they’re going to be angry. Very angry.

      Silvari souls are like balls of energy; they can rip right through a person’s body if they decide they want to.

      Freeing them is the current point of my existence. My mother’s in there.

      But shattering the glass is not going to help her right now.

      I refuse to look at his neck, or even his eyes, admiring the room and all dark corners of the cell as the man clears his throat. Then starts to pace.

      I lean against the wall that I share with Roarke, whispering low as Lithael begins to talk. “I think you should try to Allure him.”

      Whilst Lithael says, “You disobeyed orders, direct orders.”

      Roarke whispers back, “You know I can’t. He’s too powerful. It doesn’t work on him, and these are Saber-proof bars – they don’t allow magic through.”

      “You haven’t tried in decades,” I press, focusing on the Allure part of the problem.

      The bars are a problem, but he hasn’t tried since we met Vexy. Since he found the missing half of his desire… which has to have changed some of that pain he’s always carrying around. He’ll never know if he doesn’t try, and this is a fantastic opportunity.

      Lithael keeps talking, just that little bit too far away to hear us, too busy lecturing to notice. “I’m not going to deny you the right to collect your brother, and sister it would seem, from wherever it is they are.” I nearly throw up in my mouth at the mention of Vexy being our sister. “But whilst the Sealer is on his way…”

      “His?” Killian demands.

      “What Sealer?” Roarke adds.

      “Your pentad has altered the shape of this Kingdom.” Lithael tries to maintain his calm as he carries on, but there’s a red glow seeping into the whites of his eyes, and it’s not pleasant to watch.

      In the background, two guards take the wheel down off the wall.

      My stomach twists, a bit like a child watching their favorite toy get stepped on by a horse.

      They set the wheel onto the chairs, latching it in place with iron clasps on the chair backs, then all four of the guards turn to me.

      “And since you are trying to break my plaything, it’s only fair that I get a chance to try and break one of yours. I want the undeniable truth, and there’s only one way to be sure of a man’s honesty.”

      I smile at them, bouncing on the tips of my toes.

      Bring it on.
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      “Seth, keep your cool,” Roarke whispers.

      Killian has a menacing chuckle happening, but I’m not sure if he’s amused by the approaching guards’ misguided plans or my own.

      Doesn’t change a thing though. Under orders from Lithael, a guard opens my door, and despite Roarke’s warning or Killian’s enthusiasm, I surge forward. Smashing my elbow into the first guard’s face then my foot into the second’s stomach. The keys slip from his fingers, and I kick them across to Roarke then tackle the next guy.

      Somewhere behind me, a key clicks, and the metal hinges groan as Roarke lets himself out.

      “Just like my brothers to have a party without me,” Killian deadpans.

      “I’m not joining the fight; I told Seth not to fight,” Roarke argues.

      I dodge three left jabs from a guard, backing up then sidestepping so that jab number four ends in his fist crunching against the stone wall. The guy’s got long hair pulled back in a bun, laced with the usual Silvari choice of jewels like silver beads threaded onto strands. Add that to the three silver bars through his eyebrow and the perfect manicured line of his beard along his jaw, and I’d say he takes pride in his appearance.

      He hisses at the pain in his knuckles but doesn’t slow down, twirling while his other fist darts out, trying to get a hold of my shirt.

      You don’t want to do that, I Chaos, and the shirt transforms, just as he wraps his fist around the fabric. Turning into a swarm of bees.

      He shouts, trying to shake off his handful, and I lunge in close. Grabbing him by his man bun, I smack his face into the wall. Not so pretty now.

      A gentle scent hits my nose. Honey. The guy smells like honey – or maybe the bees smell like honey? Yeah, that’s more likely. He falls to the ground, not unconscious, but in too much pain to be good sport anymore, and the bees make a run for the nearest exit.

      Be free, my babies.

      When I look over again, Roarke is rubbing his jaw and a guard is groaning on the floor.

      Seems the guards didn’t get the memo that he wasn’t fighting.

      Killian raps his knuckles on his door – knocking.

      “Alright, alright. Think of the fun you’re going to have unlocking Killian’s cell,” Roarke says, Alluring the guard who somehow, in all the bits I missed, already managed to get a hold of the keys.

      That guard obeys, and the one on the floor struggles to his feet. Ready to throw a few more punches.

      My end goal is Lithael. Filth. Gutterslime. Murderer.

      And I can do it too, can finally get my hands on him. All this time, and this is the first moment we’ve been somewhere private enough to even flirt with the idea. Lithael is mine, and I’m breaking bones.

      I send another guard flying, they need to stop getting back up – then feel the wet trickle of a potion down my back. I turn and throw a punch at the guy still holding the empty jar – and feel it smack me back in the face.

      “Fuck,” I curse.

      “Mirror Potion, do you like it? Had it made specially for you,” Lithael says, the syllables drawn out in amusement.

      “What just happened?” Roarke asks.

      “Punched myself in the fucking face,” I grumble, rubbing my jaw.

      I reach across to Roarke, who’s dancing and dodging hits from the biggest guard in the room, and poke him in the shoulder. Instantly, there’s invisible pressure against my own arm. Oh, nice.

      I punch his shoulder and feel the same pain tease me… this potion has so much potential!

      “Stop that,” Roarke hisses, ducking a punch from a guard.

      He’s coiled low, ready to slam the palm of his hand into the guard’s face, when Lithael booms, “Enough!”

      And the stone walls echo his order.

      No magic, just self-righteous bullshit and these fools’ devotion.

      The men around us back away. We pause, with our guards still up.

      Lithael starts talking again, but only once there’s complete silence. “If you so much as touch someone, you will feel the effects on your own flesh. You’re at its mercy for at least a few hours, possibly more. We haven’t had a chance to test it out. You, Elorsin, undo your work on that guard.” He waves at the guard under Roarke’s Allure, the one about to stick the keys into Killian’s locked cell door.

      And Lithael looks more than pissed off about it too. Didn’t he think Roarke’s Allure would work on the man? They were standing right next to each other; of course the bars had no hope of stopping his magic.

      Roarke smiles wickedly, the absolute worst poker face I’ve ever seen. “Cease –” he begins, but Lithael snaps his hand through the air, and before Roarke can command anyone to their deaths, all of us, every single fucking person in here, are staring at a tear in the Veil.

      Inky black fingers grip the tear, and the gnarled face of a grimm leans into the room. With feminine high cheekbones, on a face that only just looks human, long to-die-for lashes, and raspberry red lips. It smiles, perfectly human lips pulling back to show pointed white teeth that drip a thick black liquid. Most of its skin is pasty and white from living in a world where there is no sun, except for the sections of their hands and arms that are black and places where thorns puncture out from within. Just nasty. Heart thundering, fear-inducing, nasty.

      “Our deal was very clear, simple even for someone like you,” Lithael says, and the monster turns its head to listen to the man, watching with a kind of intense curiosity. “You stay here without a fight, keep going with your normal lives, and I keep these creatures away from the White Castle. You get to keep your precious Sabers in their illusion of power, and in return, I get two things. I get your obedience, every word, every letter, and I get the public image of four very happy princes. Obey my orders and the White Castle remains untouched – that was our deal.”

      “And what are your orders?” I ask, my gaze on the grimm, ignoring Logan looking almost fondly at it in the background.

      What do you think would happen if I shut the Veil? Do you think it would slice the thing’s head off?

      “You think I believe you’ll obey me now? No, no. Not after your stunt with this pentad business, which can’t be undone. And, believe it or not, Elorsins, there are much bigger problems in this world than your desire to ruin ancient traditions.”

      “Like the border failing?” Roarke asks, which gets a reaction from the guards but nothing from Lithael. “And Tanakan being empty?”

      “Just the tip of the iceberg. There’s a CataclysmSeed out there draining magic.”

      “Not anymore,” Killian grunts.

      Which gets an eyebrow lift from Lithael. I can’t quite read it, surprise for sure, but he doesn’t seem upset that we killed his little toy.

      That Vexy killed his little toy.

      “But I am specifically interested in your rebels,” Lithael says.

      “Rebels?” I repeat. I feel flattered that he thinks I might have the capacity to muster and lead any other living thing, let alone rebels.

      “You didn’t think I would make this a priority? Murders in almost every town, along every highway. Anyone related to or working for me is being executed without mercy. Women and children too. The only Sabers left in this castle are those recovering from assignments or that haven’t finished their trials, and you four are sucking resources and creating more unrest.”

      He says it like we should feel bad for him. Like a father desperate to guilt his children into sitting still or eating their greens. I grit my teeth and hold back an outburst against being accused of murdering children.

      The whole thing leaves the sensation of lava bubbling away in my stomach.

      When we offer no reaction, a little more of his calm mask slips away.

      “Good. I was hoping you wouldn’t make this easy. I wouldn’t be down here otherwise. Get. On. The. Wheel,” he orders.

      “Close the Veil,” I counter, nodding toward the grimm just watching all of this unfold. Watching, but not stepping through, not breaking our treaty – yet.

      Lithael waves a hand, and the rip zips halfway up, the grimm screeching and backing away just enough to avoid being caught.

      “On the wheel… and you’d better enjoy this as much as I do,” he says.

      I don’t fucking move. He reaches through the Veil, grabs the grimm by its scrawny neck, and begins trying to pull the thing through the narrow hole. It scratches, clawing at his arm and drawing blood, but Lithael’s gaze stays on mine.

      “Just one and your comrades will begin to die. Those loyal to you first, I imagine.”

      With my fists clenched, I move forward, having to unclench them to grip the edge of the wheel.

      “Face up, shall we?” Lithael taunts.

      I know a large part of this is humiliation. It’s not hard to figure out that breaking the spirit is far more powerful than breaking the body, and he’s done it once before.

      Losing Mother broke us into a million small pieces that Vexy has been slowly putting back together. I’m not sure what he thinks Vexy is to us, a toy, a pawn, but I am damn sure he’s underestimating the things I will gladly do for that woman.

      So it doesn’t bother me as I climb onto the wheel and position myself with the center pawl digging into my back.

      “Secure him,” Lithael orders, letting go of the grimm’s neck.

      The creature disappears into the dark as the Veil smooths shut.

      The guards obey with sneers and smiles. Grabbing my arms and legs, pulling them into position and binding them to the timber. Which I don’t struggle against, because Lithael has sealed the rip in the Veil.

      Closed. Threat to every Saber in this place gone.

      Bottom line – we need Lithael to ride on his merry way back to the Black Castle.

      None of what Pax has planned will work if the grimm move in, and we can’t get back out there and find Vexy and Pax if Lithael is threatening to end everyone’s lives here. Pax would choose protecting the people over saving himself. And the fool will die if he’s left to make those kinds of decisions without us. Honestly, I’m not sure how he’s survived this long. I give all the credit to Thane for keeping his ass alive.

      And Lithael isn’t going anywhere until he breaks me.

      As his guards move about the walls, each exploring the implements designed for pain and mutilation, I try to decide which guard I’m going to humiliate, which one needs to start throwing stuff in frustration, which one I shall allow close enough to hurt me, and which should get the pleasure of claiming he brought me to tears.

      In that order.
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      We track down a laundry and leave the cloak there before Pax leads me through town and down not one but three interconnecting alleys.

      Not the lovely, well-lit, rich and proper end of town kind of alley, with shops that have polished glass windows. No, this is a dead-end alley with vines growing up the brick walls on either side. I pull to a sudden stop, leaning in to inspect them. No flowers, because it’s almost winter, but the leaves are unmistakable.

      Jasmine. Just like Cook grew in the kitchen garden. This dark and a little bit spooky alley would smell amazing in the spring.

      Pax ignores my distraction, opening the only available door and spilling the tinkle of doorbells into the street.

      “Inside,” he says.

      It’s almost an order, but mostly it’s just the way Pax talks. Killian is similar. No ‘inside please’ or ‘shall we go inside.’ Doesn’t mean he's thinking ‘get your butt inside before I lose my shit,’ just that short, sharp sentences became his default.

      Maybe we could work on that.

      Maybe, if there weren’t a million more pressing things going on in the world. Like the ruling Crown being a dick that wears people’s souls around his neck for intimidation. So I follow him inside and way down, past the rows of dusty books, spices, dried herbs, and even magic wands, to the counter in the darkest corner.

      An old man lets out a raggedy cough to clear his throat, probably because he’s been breathing this dust in his whole life, and taps the counter with the head of his cane. Clearly a sign to step closer.

      “What do you want, demon?” he grumbles.

      Pax smiles at him. “You know me?”

      “I’ve seen enough of your kind sneak through here over the years. Always hunting. Always searching. Never nice about it.”

      “Hunting what?”

      Neither I, nor the guy behind the counter, miss Pax’s shift from amused to intense.

      “What were they looking for?” I ask, wishing I knew why we came in here in the first place.

      “Never the same thing. Tracker spells, gossip, directions to a mage who can do this or that.”

      “How many?” Pax asks, picking up a tightly bound stick of sage and turning it in his fingers with an air of disinterest.

      “I’ve met a dozen, mostly men, and one dark-skinned female with red eyes.”

      Pax drops the sage.

      Chuck, Rose? I like Rose.

      “What did the woman ask for?”

      “I remember her the easiest. She was here only a few months ago, asking for something that would draw to her a friend. Not a lover, but a different kind of soulmate. You demons get lonely too.”

      “Draw to her how?” I ask.

      “Specifically, she asked for magic to lower her guard for the right person. For a woman who scared the crap out of me, her words were surprisingly vulnerable. She still broke my door on the way out, and I still closed shop immediately and felt like someone had drained half my energy for a week, so I’ll beg the two of you not to stay long.”

      I want to ask more questions, like why is Rose lonely, but Pax starts talking. “I’m after a very specific spell to halt fertility.”

      The conversation turns so sharply that I let out a gasp. The creepy old guy looks at me, and I sidestep behind Pax.

      “I told you I have this covered,” I whisper-growl.

      “Not worth the risk,” he counters.

      “I don’t need to hear you two have an argument in my store. Take the bottle,” the old guy says, pointing with his cane toward a row of dusty old bottles that could, were they not green, be the same as any other short wine bottle. “It’s an exact measure, on the same day every year – must not forget. But she must agree, mind you. That recipe allows for complete control of her own body.”

      And… I like him.

      From creepy to grandpa with one sentence.

      I can’t help the little smile on my face as Pax grabs the bottle and pays, the old man refusing to step any closer to the counter whilst Pax is there.

      But he gives me a wink before grunting, “Go on, get out of my shop.”
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      When we make it back to the apartment, after a detour to collect my clean and dry cloak, there’s a crate of fresh produce by the door.

      “She’s been hired to deliver food every third day and been paid months in advance. Don’t answer it. Just wait until she’s gone, bring the food in, and lock the door again,” he says, shoving the crate beside the door to the cellar.

      Not the kitchen, where a crate of food should be put.

      “She?” I ask.

      “The woman you recommended in the market.”

      Well, in my defense, I didn’t know exactly what I was recommending her for, but I ignore that for now, in favor of a shower, and even the thought of it makes my ovaries throb like they’ve taken me hostage and have demands. Clean myself up, then stay clean. That is the goal.

      Food comes later.

      Chuck, food can come never for all I care. Skip to the wine and the chocolate and climbing into bed.

      I flick the shower on, not checking where Pax is before shedding my clothes.

      He moans from across the room – closing the door might have been a good idea.

      I get into the shower to escape his line of sight, ignoring the fact that the water’s still freezing and that the cold makes my abdomen clench a little painfully. But he walks into the room anyway, dropping the lid on the toilet seat and watching…

      Just watching – whilst I shower.

      And the shower doesn’t have a curtain or door or anything. So he’s just watching my nakedness, and parts of me that I really want to get all up in and clean – when the hot water decides to kick in.

      “Pax?” I ask, breathing a little faster.

      “I don’t normally watch other people shower,” he says, smirking, like he only just realized that he is sitting on the toilet like it’s a throne and watching me.

      “Well, let me get clean then.”

      “But I’m enjoying the show,” Thane whines.

      I cup my hand just enough to fill it with water and fling it across the room in challenge. If he’s staying in here, he’s getting wet too.

      He launches to his feet, up and in the shower with me in the same instant.

      “If I’m going to get wet, I might as well do it properly,” Thane rumbles.

      I squeal, pressing my back to the tiles. “Pax!”

      “Actually,” Pax says, “this is all Thane’s idea.”

      “Pane!”

      He leans into me, resting his forehead on my shoulder, his clothes soaked through, and a light chuckle fighting for volume over the rush of water.

      Then he shifts and, just as the hot water is really coming through, we switch positions. His back against the tiles, giving me almost all of the space in the shower.

      “Still watching,” he says.

      “This is creepy. Girls don’t like guys watching them clean all their parts!”

      “Parts? Is that what you call your pussy?”

      “I sure don’t call it my pussy!”

      “Maybe you should?” he asks, passing me the soap.

      “Parts works, and bits. They’re my parts and my bits, and right now they want to be cleaned in private.”

      The temperature of the water changes, subtle at first. I look up at the showerhead, for no real logical reason. Just expecting some explanation will be up there.

      “Hot water is limited,” Pax begins, only to let Thane take over, “If you want parts of your bits to be clean, you’d better stop arguing with me.”

      “But it only just got hot!” I growl at them, literally. Teeth clenched and throat rumbling.

      The water is already lukewarm. My options are to argue then wash in a cold shower or act like the least sexy half-human in the world, lift one knee, scrub my parts, and not look Pane in the eyes whilst I’m doing it. Having just stood in the cold water once already this afternoon, I’m not keen on doing it again.

      I go with option two.

      “Why is the water running out?” I growl, straightening and throwing the soap at his chest harder than I intended to.

      “There’s a heating system for each story. The more people who shower that morning, the less water is left in the afternoon.”

      And right on cue, the shower splutters then stops.

      Water gone.

      “Great,” I grumble, wrapping myself in my towel and marching for my underwear. “Hardly a palace.”

      Thane chuckles, grabbing his own towel and rubbing it through his hair as he says, “Channeling your connection with Roarke?”

      “No.” I grab the chocolate instead of my underwear and snap the block in half, tearing the wrapper in two to give me quick access. “Maybe.”

      “Is this the kind of anger where you want to hit something?” Pax asks, tossing the towel away.

      I glare at him. “Yes, Pax, I’m pretty damn pissed off right now.”

      First, he assumes I need some spell to control my body, then he assumes I wanted him in my shower, then he actually ruins my shower. Underwear and pads in hand, I make no effort to move quietly or shut the door gently on my way back into the bathroom.

      I’m still moving like breaking something is the theme of the day when I come back out of the room. The door bounces back against the wall – the act and the impact giving me a satisfied little zing.

      Very satisfied. My inhale is extra long, charged with some need to hold this moment. Feeling like I won it, I’m in the right, and I belong at the top of this food chain.

      Okay, I get crabby around my monthlies – that’s not new. But this sense of enjoying my own bad mood is.

      I don’t do fighting for dominance, I tell myself as I kick a broken piece of coffee table across the floor, knocking the broom over on its way into the little kitchen space. “And I expect that kind of thing from Seth, not you.”

      “You should know by now that Thane and Seth have a lot in common.”

      He’s pulled on dry clothes and has his bags plus one of mine, the bigger duffle, in his hands.

      “Come downstairs, I want you to help me set up.”

      Downstairs.

      Down, into the prison he’s created so we can stay here instead of doing the only smart thing – riding back to his brothers.

      He can’t. I can’t, and he can’t make me –

      “No,” I growl.

      He lifts an eyebrow at me, eyes a little wide and focused completely on me. Crap, I must be going for bitch of the month award!

      “Because I saw you shower? I have actually seen you shower before,” he says, dropping the bags by the cellar door. He pulls the door open with some measure of barely contained energy then motions for me to follow. He doesn’t look angry, or like I’ve upset him, and he certainly doesn’t have any remorse in the way he’s squaring off, ready to make me go down there.

      I turn away and try to ignore him, dressing sharply. Pants on. Boots on. Pacing around the room to shove my belongings into the pockets of my saddlebags. Seth’s quill and the notebook included. Not thinking. Just doing. Broom in hand, resuming the job of cleaning up the mess. This is going way beyond not respecting my boundaries; this is about him not respecting me.

      I snatch up a broken bit of table off the ground, pacing as I sweep. I just want him to understand. I want to be able to talk to him, or shout at him, or…

      Bite him – the thought is intense and alive with very real need. Sharp and sudden enough to cut my breath off and send shock through my core.

      A need which he talks over, commanding, “Down. Stairs.” Every hint that my whole attitude is grating on his nerves.

      He doesn’t know the half of it!

      “No, I’m not going into the cellar – unless it has a shower down there?” Which isn’t even the point of this argument.

      “Shade, we have no choice about this. We are going down there. Down there is the reason we purchased this apartment, and it’s time.”

      Time?

      My anger triples as I realize what he means by time. We wasted his energy buying clothes and walking around the city to get bloody spells. He should have been resting.

      And he told Killian he had three days – so he was lying.

      I can’t go down there. I can’t be part of his plan to slowly die.

      Heat rushes through me like molten lava. Like fire with a mind of its own. Everything in me, every muscle and every breath, tenses because this is wrong, wrong, wrong. He can’t do this. I can’t let him!

      Make him –

      Rather than seeing my distress and calming, Pax straightens his back, curls his hands into fists, and points down into the dark with one finger. “You’re being ridiculous, Shade. You have no say. This is out of your control. You will obey me,” he orders, nudging my pack with his foot as if to say ‘carry this.’

      Carry this – I think, the voice intense and scary, and before I know what I’m doing, I’m hurling the broken piece of table at him.

      A piece of table I barely remember picking up.

      Eyes wide and jaw dropped, I watch him sidestep it, the piece of wood thunking into the door.

      “Crap,” I gasp. “Sorry.”

      He’s across the room in Allure time, moving at the kind of blur that should be outside my reaction speed – except that I move too. I’m shaking and trying to apologize, and he’s right in front of me, but I move. No, my body moves. Like someone else is pulling the strings.

      “Shade, do as you’re told,” Pax snaps, once again closing the distance between us.

      And I react. Without hesitation. Without consideration for the consequences. Without even full awareness or vision… slipping back into that state where I’m watching the world through a long tunnel. Watching Pax run straight into my well-positioned broom.

      Smack.

      Groan.

      No, I gasp, struggling forward in my own consciousness. Trying to regain control.

      My heart is hammering in a mix of anger and fear. I’m angry as hell at him; that’s not going to change until he gets on his horse to ride back to the White Castle. I’ve made up my mind there. His brothers are nowhere near us, and he lied to them so they’re in no hurry, so we’re going back, end of story.

      But the fear racing through my soul is of me. I wasn’t in control, just like at the inn. I can’t hurt Pax – and I really, really wanted to.

      He straightens, rubbing the inside of his thigh. At least I didn’t nail him in the balls.

      The broom vibrates with the tremble in my hands, and maybe it’s because of that, but his posture softens, and he steps the last little bit closer to be right in front of me. Letting me keep the broom.

      He crooks a finger under my jaw and tilts my head back, saying, “Do it again.”

      Which makes my eyes go wide. “Hit you?”

      “No, fight me.”

      “No way, I didn’t like it. Don’t like it. Throwing stuff is not the way I respond to life, Pax!”

      He’s searching my gaze, looking hard at my eyes.

      “What?”

      “I thought I saw something.”

      “Something what?” Steam coming out my ears and the vein along my jaw throbbing like Killian’s does when he’s super pissed?

      He shakes his head. “No, can’t have.” Then he yanks the broom hard and growls harder, “Downstairs, now. This is not up for discussion.”

      I swallow and concentrate on not letting my anger take control. It uses every bit of energy in me, but I win. “You can’t Alpha me, and I didn’t agree to this, Pax. I’m not going in there because I’m pretty sure once I am you’re going to lock the door and eat the key or something.”

      He walks over to the door and kicks my bag down the stairs. The thing thumps and tumbles into the dark.

      “How long until you need that?” he asks.

      He’d sound like Seth if his arms weren’t crossed over his chest, and he wasn’t glaring at me. Brow drawn down. Lips set firmly.

      “Alphahole,” I snap.

      “Be my guest,” he says, waving toward the darkness.

      “Pax, me and you, this,” I say, pointing between us as I talk, but my other hand squeezes harder on the broom. “It’s a partnership. We are partners. This isn’t a master-slave situat –”

      His growl cuts me off, followed a beat later by his fingers firmly on my arm, tugging me in close to him.

      Fuck no –

      I flick the broom out and smack it into his arm. My gaze follows the movement, watching as if I’m only a spectator as the wood slaps into his flesh. It doesn’t make him back down though, just forces him to dance to my left. I think I step too, but I’m too busy trying to get an apology out through frozen lips.

      The words are in my mind, but they won’t come out, like my lips aren’t mine anymore.

      He reaches for me, but I dodge, the broom going up to smack him hard under the armpit. He winces, and with my many years of broom handling skills, I flip the weapon over and smack him across the face with the bristles.

      I’m pretty confident the broom movements are all my own skill, but my low stance to match Pax’s, the way he rushes forward to try and tackle me while I shift then smack the broom into his ribs – none of that is in my control.

      He grabs his ribs, eyes alight with the challenge, and I prepare for whatever stupid move he’s going to make next. There’s a slow snarl rolling over my vocals, one that I can’t help making.

      Deep and primitive and full of heat. I love it, a sound I’ve wanted to make for weeks. So many times where he’s advanced on me and I’ve wanted to growl but repressed it because that would just be weird.

      It’s not weird, it’s empowering, and the second I look at its beauty, I’ve lost control again. Something else takes over with that growl of all-consuming dominance – and I headbutt him.

      My forehead to his nose.

      The minute we connect, pain rushes through my skull. Pain that puts me back in control, leaving me staggering and dazed.

      “What are you doing?” I demand – of myself! Pax grips his bleeding nose and smiles at me. “I wasn’t talking to you!” I shout. “I know what you’re doing. It’s crazy, and I don’t agree, and I won’t let you do it.”

      As I talk, I step forward and reach for his covered-in-blood face with caring hands. It’s blood that I put there, and I feel like such an asshole.

      “You don’t get a say,” he says, blood flowing over his lips and between his teeth, and for some reason, that riles me up all over again. That and the fact that he’s smiling.

      “Pax, you’re an asshole!”

      His eyes pulse gold, as they have intermittently through this whole crazy fight. Like Thane is peeking out then retreating.

      “And so are you, Thane! You can’t let him do this!”

      “It’s decided,” Pax answers, no sign of Thane. He’s not even trying to stop his bleeding nose. Just eyeing me, because getting his way is more important than not dripping on the floor.

      I swallow down my fear and the rumble of aggression that’s making me nauseous, battling to stay in control. “We need to talk about this.”

      He leans forward, so he can get his bloody face right in front of mine. “No.”

      And I hit him again, this time a punch to stomach, but equally as out of my control.

      “Stop that!” I growl under my breath.

      No – comes the reply in my mind as my fist flies for his jaw.

      He catches it, chuckling.

      I yank back out of his grip, part of me still angry, still wanting to fight, and another part just confused and wanting this to end. Can a person be two opposite things at once?

      I stagger out of his reach, but there is no floor behind me. The world tilts back, and with heart racing fear I start to fall down the steep stairs into the dark cellar. Pax’s golden eyes widen in surprise then grow wider into fear. Instantly, he’s around me, pulling me into his chest and twisting us both to take the full force of our fall. We hit the middle of the stairs with a booming crack, bounce, tumble, then crush to the ground.

      I roll from his arms across the floor, panting as I pull my hands and knees under me. The movements all my own with an almost empty-hollow feeling left in my moments-ago-angry chest.

      Arms shaking, I crawl forward to his side. “Pax?”

      “Why,” he groans, already standing. “Do you have to do everything the hard way?”

      “Me?” I snap.

      “Yes, you.”

      I can’t see much since there’s no light on, and the two narrow windows high on the wall barely manage to make silhouettes of the vast nothing down here. It is clear that there used to be several other staircases to other rooms and the street. They’ve been hastily knocked down and left in piles of timber, with the hatches boarded closed, securing our apartment as the only way in and out.

      It’s also clear that there are no amenities. A table. A tap. A bucket. A big four-poster bed in the corner, and chains.

      Glinting in the low, dusty light are chains.

      “No!” I snarl.

      No – the inner voice matches my own as I rush for the stairs.

      “Wait,” Pax calls, hurrying to block me.

      I can’t grab Allure. I can’t move faster than a half-human, and I can’t fight him. Even though he’s hugging his ribs and limping, he still out-Sabers me. But I’m not ready for this. I’m not ready to be locked in a cellar with the man I love chained up. I’m stuck on that one word. Pax – chained.

      My heart cracks, and the battle for control inside of me stills into the eye of the storm. This thing, whatever it is, happening in me doesn’t want to see him hurt either. Though apparently we have no problem with doing the hurting.

      Drag him … stairs – the broken voice demands.

      No, I think, forcing the insanity back.

      You’re making us look weak –

      “Us?” I ask, my own voice little more than a whisper.

      Pax twirls me, pulling my back hard into his chest but not releasing my fist. His other arm clamps around my stomach. Pinned.

      He rests his head on my shoulder. With a half smile laced in blood that is doing nothing to calm the rush of unease down my spine.

      “Us?” Pax echoes.

      “Not you,” I snap before realizing I sound like a crazy idiot – I’m acting like a crazy idiot!

      “You were talking to someone else?” he asks, his demeaning tone gone. The dominance, the attitude, all of it. There’s not even a hint of argument left. Just him holding me, like he’s afraid I might run away, afraid I might hurt someone else.

      “You were baiting me?” I realize, trying to struggle free.

      “No, I was baiting her. Who were you talking to?”

      “Me, Pax, I was talking to me.”

      “And were you talking to you too?”

      Yes, I think. But no other voice follows.

      Apparently, my silence is answer enough as Pax steps back, stripping his shirt off to pinch his bleeding nose. The shirt’s already covered in blood anyway.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, my hands fluttering uselessly. Trying to take over the job of holding the shirt and then giving up, because he has that covered, and instead, I end up resting my hands on his chest.

      “I let you hit me,” he says.

      “Bralls, you did! I kicked your ass. Why would you let me hit you? And why were you baiting me?!”

      “I wanted to see your eyes glow.”

      I suck in a sharp breath. “What?”

      “Silver,” he says, running his thumb down my cheek.

      He turns and tugs me back up the stairs, taking a long stride over the broken step about halfway down.

      I’m so lucky he caught me – I wouldn’t have broken the step under my weight. Nope, I probably would have broken a bone instead. Or several. Or my back. Or my back and several other bones.

      Which is scary as chuck. Not being in control of your life is one thing, not being in control of when and where your own legs carry you, that’s even worse.

      And that’s what Pax is facing, the Return Seal dragging his ass back in the direction he doesn’t want to go. I owe it to him to at least hear him out.

      I pull my fingers from his grip and sit. Three steps from the top, I turn and just sit. Drawing my knees up to my chest and looking down into the most terrifying room I’ve seen in a long time.

      “Okay, show me your plan. But I warn you, if it’s a stupid plan, I’m out of here,” I say, stabbing my thumb in the direction of the exit.

      I expect him to go down into the room, flick a light on, and freak me out again with the sight of those chains, but he doesn’t. He just sits down next to me, stretching one leg down the stairs, bending the other up, and propping back slightly on one elbow. His nose has stopped bleeding, and he’s wiped the blood away, but his chest is still distractingly bare and very, very close. Not that I care much right now.

      While my attention is on the room below, his is on me.

      “How long?” he asks.

      “How long am I going to put up with your stupid plan?”

      “No, how long has she been talking to you?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “I’d rather talk about the room.”

      He sighs, sitting up straighter. “I know, that was me too. Was it her in the inn bathroom?”

      I nod. “Yep, I’m not that… good.”

      “Has she claimed a name yet?” Thane asks, finally showing up.

      She? A wolf?!

      I look away from the room and search out the glow of his eyes. “Did you know this was going to happen?” I demand.

      Thane vanishes, and Pax throws his hands up in surrender, saying, “No, it’s not technically possible. Roarke assured me.”

      “Why did Roarke need to assure you, and when? And what’s Thane’s problem?” I demand.

      “Thane’s ah, shy. And we discussed it when you were out cold, at the Castle.”

      “Which time?” I drawl.

      With a soft smile he says, “After we pulled your memories.”

      “I still don’t understand. What exactly did you ask Roarke and why?”

      “I told him, actually, that he wasn’t to get attached to you.”

      I snort. “And how’s that working out?”

      “Perfectly, actually, just not how I planned.” I want so desperately to interrupt and tell him that his statement is proof that his plans are sometimes worth abandoning, but I don’t. “I asked him if there was any chance any of us could take you as a mate. I was trying to highlight to him the whole problem about any of us getting attached. His response was that there wasn’t a Seed alive who could be our mates.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We’re all the lasts, Rieka. Without our own kind out there in the world, we could love, yes, but not find that true connection. And in their cases, not keep that love. And in most of our cases, not turn that love into a family.”

      He moves like he’s suddenly remembered something, digs in his pocket, and holds the small vial out to me.

      Right, me knowing my cycle isn’t enough. He wants reassurances.

      I take the vial from him, conflicted by his trust issues.

      Again, as much as I want to interrupt and tell him that, I don’t. Instead, I weigh up the dangers. Knowing my cycle was easy when the days dragged on at the manor. But now, running and hiding and traveling and being freaking killed – more than once. I think I might err on the side of caution. I pop the cork, then pause. Neither Pax nor Thane say anything; they actually lower their gaze to the steps and wait in silence.

      With the potion still half-raised, I ask, “What if I refuse?”

      “Then I support you, but I may murder my brothers if they take the risk.”

      I roll my eyes. Of course he will. For half a beat, I consider re-corking the potion just to press all of their buttons, but my path of logic swings back around to the ultimate risk here. Not me or my guys, but a baby. That side of caution is growing bigger and bigger. What if I mess up, forget to note the days, lose track of time, get too busy to listen to my body?

      “Listen,” Pax says, not looking up. “I know I insisted on buying it, and I dragged you into the presence of a questionable mage without giving you much choice. But please understand I had to give you this. I couldn’t just suggest it or offer it. I needed to put it in your hands. I needed this option to be real for you – because the consequences are terrifyingly real for me.”

      Not just inconvenient, or risky, but terrifying. It’s there in that one word, so much pain, so much fear and raw emotion without a hint of his usual stern demeanor that the hairs down my arm stand on end.

      “I need you to understand, Pane, that I don’t object to the potion – I objected to being bossed around. I will always object to being bossed around.”

      His gaze finally lifts from the stairs, golden eyes settling carefully on mine as he says, “I know, Rieka.”

      Pretty sure that’s not an apology – but maybe a promise. Deep down, he will always be this way, always have these Alpha needs, but he accepts that I will always be me.

      I lift the potion and drink the flavorless contents then frown down at our next problem.

      “You should know that I’m not fond of this idea,” I say, pointing roughly down into the gloom. “I might even be feeling the need to hit you again right now.”

      Thane pushes to the surface. “You, or her?”

      I press my lips together, considering. “Me. Now tell me everything you know about this ‘her’ inside of me. Where the chuck did she come from, and how can I put her back there?” Thane retreats again. “And why the bralls is he running away again?”

      “He doesn’t want to get his heart broken.”

      All I manage for half a beat is, “Oh.” I swallow, gather my thoughts, and try again. “I’m not going to do that.”

      “He trusts you, but neither of us know her.”

      “She is me.”

      Pax shakes his head. “No, you’re going to have to get to know her like getting to know a new friend.”

      “But she’s going to like what I like,” I insist.

      “Is she there now?” Pax asks.

      I shake my head, no pause to think needed. My head is empty of anything but my own thoughts.

      “It took me years to realize Thane was his own being as he slowly became stronger. It takes energy to be in control and practice to communicate. As soon as he could do both, he used it to mess with my life.”

      “Mess with your life how?”

      “Do you want to tell her?” he asks himself.

      “Not really,” Thane says.

      Pax chuckles. “Is that because you’re worried someone else is also listening?”

      “I don’t want to give that someone else any ideas,” Thane rumbles, then he’s gone again.

      “Thane and I were not friends to begin with. Not until we met Jessamy.”

      Males – the voice says.

      Pax grabs my cheeks and turns my face so suddenly that I startle and throw myself back against the wall, heart pounding, demanding I run. Escape. Defend myself. I’m blocked in, and they’ve surrounded me.

      They’ve got me.

      Escape. Escape.

      I feel the power surge inside me, then fade. Used up. Worn out. Done.

      Pax’s hands stay on my cheeks, eyes searching mine, pure concern written in the creases on his brow.

      “Explain?” he asks softly.

      I shake my head, his hands moving with me.

      Pax. Just Pax. I don’t have to run, I tell myself, wrapping my hands around his and leaning into him, falling against his chest. His arms moving to wrap me in tight.

      “You’re shaking,” he insists.

      How can we have that whole fight, and everything else that’s happened since the inn, but then he just touches me, and I freak out like I’m back there in that bathroom?

      “An echo?” he asks.

      I nod. An echo.

      “I know you know, but I’m going to say it anyway. Rieka, you control me as much as I will ever control you. And I will never hurt you.”

      I have to chuckle at that, he is so lying to himself if he thinks I control him in any way.

      My heart settles back to normal, but with my cheek still pressed into his chest, I ask, “Why did you move like that?”

      “Your eyes glowed, and Thane got excited. Sorry he startled you.”

      I nod.

      “Rieka, you can talk to me about this,” Pax says.

      “I just don’t understand any of it. It’s like suddenly the world is a long way down a dark tunnel, and my body is moving completely independent of all my instructions. It’s happened twice, and both times to hurt people.”

      He nods. “She won’t do anything to hurt you; protecting you is a part of who they are.”

      “And scaring the shit out of me?” I ask.

      “It’s the control thing, isn’t it? I was pretty pissed at that for a few decades. Thane and I struggled constantly for who had control, but I didn’t know who or what Thane was. The last Alphas were long gone before I was even born, so it was just me and some crazy voice in my head.”

      “Can we be crazy together?” I ask.

      Thane chuckles.

      “Already with you,” Pax says. “It could take her days, or even months, to get that kind of strength again. Especially with you still healing.”

      Pax stands first, offering me a hand up from the steps then pulling me into a firm hug.

      “Let’s collect the rest of our things,” he says. His voice is calm, but I can feel the quiver through his torso.

      “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” I ask, because smashing the staircase would have hurt me.

      A lot.

      “No, Rieka,” he says, kissing the top of my head before turning to lead the way.

      “Then why are you shaking?” I ask as we step from the dim cellar into the well-lit apartment – where I suddenly get a very clear view of his back and the Return Seal burning hot against his skin.

      “We’ve been separated for five days, and the Release Seal began dissolving long before that. It’s not an exact science,” he explains, slipping into a fresh shirt.

      “Then why did you tell Killian you had three days?” I demand.

      “That was yesterday. Today, it’s two. Tomorrow it will be one.”

      “Pax, I can count! You meant three days before you die? Because I’m pretty sure his question was how many days before you’re in trouble! You’re in trouble now; we have to go back.”

      “We have to trust the plan. Returning now would be far more dangerous. Especially with a wolf fighting for dominance.”

      Fuck, he’s right. Put me in a room with Lithael and I have no idea what she’ll do. It won’t end well for any of us, that’s for sure. I growl, a completely human and very frustrated sound. But he can’t seriously expect me to wait here for him to die. My teeth still grinding, I watch the man vanish down the stairs with the crate of food, then the stable girl wanders past our window. Just a hint of her flashes between the curtains, leading the horses we borrowed from Drayden out for exercise. They’re both saddled, and just about everything I own is in the saddlebags hanging over the couch. The duffle went down the stairs, but this bag didn’t. I even shoved my spare underwear and pads into the packs. Seth’s quill, my notebook, Killian’s weapons, the last of the chocolate. I don’t think the lavender plant will travel well, and for half a beat, I worry I’m losing my mind, grieving for a plant I’ve only watered once.

      But Pax will always find his mate.

      Calmly, far, far too calmly, I walk up to the cellar door. Closing it with the softest click that he clearly misses because there’s no immediate swearing, I grab my pack and turn toward the magical hole in the wall.
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      I take the stairs into the cellar with Rieka growling at me or at something I said. I concentrate hard on the sound, listening for the chords of a wolf in there. This woman just became a hundred times more dangerous and a thousand more unpredictable. I’m putting that wolf at stage two in Thane’s cycle. She’ll be talking in half sentences with pure primitive desires. It takes time for them to develop the stamina for whole conversations, and if Rieka is fighting her, it’ll take longer.

      My feelings toward her haven’t changed, but somehow now they make more sense. What was her mother? An Alpha? And her father was gifted with glass?

      There are no answers here, but this one piece of the puzzle paints the clearest picture.

      An Alpha. The idea makes my power arc and coil. The same sensation I had when I first met her – did my power know then? Sense it? Was this why I couldn’t walk away from her?

      She’s like me, and she’s mine. For just a few moments, as the realization sets in, the air itself seems easier to breathe. My chest lighter. My world brighter.

      Then I set the box of food beside the bed and catch a glimpse of the chains, and reality falls on me like ice that freezes inside my veins with each step.

      Door just got locked – Thane says.

      I turn sharply. What the actual fuck?!

      “Why?” I snarl, dashing up the damaged staircase.

      Because she is Shade. Roarke’s dictionary will list the definition as ‘headstrong’ and ‘stubborn.’ Nothing to do with the absence of direct sunlight –

      I grip the handle to test if it’s locked but go way past ‘testing’ and snap the thing clean off. Doesn’t help that Thane is as impatient as I am.

      The apartment’s empty, but she’s still close. She has to be, the bond between us isn’t pulling in any one direction, yet… correction, she was close, but she’s getting further and further away, and she’s doing it fast.

      I burst through the magical door and into the street, lucky no one notices.

      Left – Thane says, confirming the tug on our bond with his keen smell. We start running. Damn, she must have started sprinting because she’s not down the next street or the next alley either.

      The textile market looms ahead.

      She’s heading for the highway –

      “I can see that,” I hiss before spotting her at the other end of the street – on a damn horse!

      I groan against the pressure in my chest, the one caused as I divert power from fighting the Return Seal to instead Allure time. The sting is like a snake slithering up the inside of my spine, but I don’t care. Can’t care. Can’t let her leave this town.

      I Allure the world into an almost stand still and rush through the frozen crowd. Words reduced to single sounds half spoken, a butterfly trying to escape a child’s capture sits motionless in midair, and a cart full of chickens jolted by a bump is raining white feathers up from the small wooden crates. And beyond it all, on a horse with all four hooves in the air – a true gallop – and the mane whipping into her stubborn face, is my mate.

      She doesn’t even see me coming, surprise painting her expression as I tackle her from the horse, roll both of us through the dirt, and manage to get us onto our feet and her back against the nearest building before time can properly click back into place. I plant one hand either side of her head. It’s impossible to stop the way I scan her features, the fact that I set one hand close enough to her neck that my wrist touches her skin and I can feel every shudder she makes. Killian would know instantly and declare ‘she’s fine,’ but I don’t.

      I need to be sure, and for a few beats my world is all about assessing her.

      Once I know she’s okay, I set my energy to getting Thane to put his canines away so I can shout at her. She has her saddlebag slung over one shoulder, the strap keeping it in place. She wasn’t playing around.

      “The horse,” she gasps as the animal thunders out of sight.

      “Forget about it,” I snarl. I don’t have time to try and catch it now – I’ll pay the stable girl to do it later.

      “Pax, you were supposed to get the other horse and follow me, not chase me on foot. Were you going to run all the way to the White Castle?”

      Thane chuckles, settling his hackles and letting me talk. He might be amused by her, but I’m not. The threat of passing out is beginning to hover on my mental horizon, and she wants us to bloody dash back to the White Castle.

      She cups my cheeks then says softly, “You’re in pain.”

      “It’s fine, but I need to get into that cellar. Rieka, I need you, or this plan doesn’t work.” Any minute now, I’ll lose this fight, lose my grip on the ability to make this choice at all.

      “Please don’t chain yourself up.” I can feel her pain in her words, her fear.

      She has no idea. “Those chains are Saber-forged. They should help contain my soul, help ease the pain,” I explain, but her fears don’t back down.

      No, neither do mine.

      The street has gone very quiet, and I look in time to meet the gaze of the stubbly-bald authority from the office, just as he announces, “I command you to stop and present your arms for inspection.”

      I turn slowly, my teeth grinding as I hold my arms wide and put Rieka into my shadow. Could this day get any worse? Now I have a woman with the shortest fuse in Saber history about to be tested on her own, personal, lose-her-shit threshold right here in the street. That cellar and my careful plans will become a distant memory in a flash.

      Four authorities stand before me, and all other traffic in this smaller side street has decided it would rather go the long way around. To my left is the main road, the one that leads straight out to Drayden, and on my right is another wide, busy street. Tall buildings frame either side of us… and more armed men in uniforms are sauntering up to join the fun.

      “No glass,” I growl. For half-a-second, I ignore the guard and look over my shoulder at Rieka. “Unless we’re going to die, no glass.”

      She nods, but she doesn’t look certain of anything. I lock my power inward, unleashing that heat from my spine into my veins, but I can’t do everything, and if this woman draws blood, if she turns that delicious challenge of hers onto these men before me, or against all odds she shifts this soon, Thane and I are going to lose control. And everyone here will be dead before common sense returns.

      “No glass,” she whispers, the sound of her voice settling calm inside my chest.

      “We’ve had a bet going,” the bald guy says, full of false confidence. “Some of us thought you’d left town; others thought you were too stupid to run away. I think I won that bet.”

      “I’m not sure I understand your accusations, but I’m quite sure we’re not the fight you want to pick,” I say to the authority with a heavy calm that is all practice and very little truth. If we get out of this, I’m locking those chains and throwing the damn key away.

      The authority lets out a weak mortal growl.

      The collar of his black and brown uniform is singed, stained with ash and smoke. So he helped put the fire out. He saw us there, and he remembers our faces, and he’s so full of self-righteous arrogance that he’s failing to properly fear the power before him. Which isn’t helped by this damn seal.

      More armed guards move in around us. Eight guards, ten, fifteen… they keep coming.

      “You’re wanted on charges of destruction of realm property, aiding known criminals, and threatening the welfare of an authority. The punishment is two weeks in the stocks and two fingers – each.”

      Thane snarls, but Rieka has started talking, and instead of attacking, the wolf moves into a defensive position. We step half a foot to the side, allowing her to address her audience – with us still between her and their weapons.

      Protect her – he orders. Sometimes I wish slapping him were possible.

      “Don’t you have better things to do? I heard there was a murder?” she asks.

      “Oh, we’ve already hanged the bastard responsible for that. We do not tolerate prostitution rings, and nothing escapes our attention.”

      As the last words leave the man’s mouth, a sharp whistle punctuates into the street, the sound echoing off the buildings as rocks begin to shower down from the rooftops. Hitting their marks before anyone realizes what’s happening. There’s no point drawing swords or fighting, not when it’s started raining rocks.

      I dodge, taking Rieka with me.

      “Hold on,” I say, and in the same second I slip into Allured time and we dodge around the angry authorities trying to shield their heads from the downfall. The pain is sharp, stretching into my arms and legs, but escape is more important than comfort.

      Anger pulses alongside it. Anger that we left the apartment in the first place, that I dropped my guard and she just walked right out. That I let those details slip and let her worry about things that can’t be avoided. Hell, I’m even angry right now that mortals exist!

      I let go of the Allure the second we step into our alley – where Jaxx is leaning up against the wall, a smug smile on his face. He meets my gaze and holds it, lifting his lips to flash a full-toothed smile.

      These people need to leave us alone. The authorities and this guy. We’re here to hide, not have a social life!

      Thane bursts to the surface, with about as little patience and as much pain as I currently have. My fingers release Rieka’s arm, instantly grabbing Jaxx by the throat.

      I try to slam him into the wall – except the wall is magic, and instead we fall right through it.
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        Forty-Six

        16th day of SnowMoon

        Back where we were yesterday

      

      

      

      Kyra scans her gaze over me, my blood boiling but my body pinned in place by the heavy MagnetSeed-controlled ropes binding my legs together.

      No light of recognition flicks on in her eyes before she turns her attention to the note, opening it with roughened fingers and clearing her throat.

      “Opaque Seal.

      Effective on all sigils and seals as a means to slow down and disrupt the flow of magic. When applied over a seal intended to cause a slow decay of bones, this should stall or even stop the magic long enough to allow the victim to survive. When applied to a seal intended to imprison or capture, this seal should disrupt the magic enough to allow escape. If applied before any other seal, the effect of secondary applications shall be void to the limit of the Saber’s power. This seal offers no guarantees. Effects depend on the power and ability of the Saber wearing it.

      Warning, seal equipped with safeguard against altering...

      It cuts off there, like someone was in a hurry,” she comments, her voice powerful and commanding.

      A deep aggression blooms inside me. Saying I want to wrap my fingers around this woman’s throat and squeeze until there’s no life left in those eyes is an understatement. I grit my teeth, watching, waiting, because there’s nothing else I can do.

      Loki lets out a long, low whistle, ruffling his fingers through his hair. It’s a mix of red and blue now, changing color as I watch. Quill walks around Kyra, snagging the letter from her fingers on the way past, then stopping next to Daegan so the two of them can reread it.

      Slowly.

      Too slowly.

      Analyzing and calculating and signing my execution. If I’m lucky, I’ll watch Lithael end these fools first. Maybe even watch him end Kyra for her betrayal.

      But no matter how hard my mind races I can’t find a way to explain to the Crown that I lost the most powerful seals in existence.

      I yawn, feigning boredom, and say, “It’s a clever ruse, and I make good money on them at the markets –”

      Loki snorts. “Don’t tell tales, princess. For one, you hid them then tried to wrestle them from us, and for another, he can smell a lie.” He points his thumb at Daegan, and the golden-skinned guy flares his nostrils as if to scent my words.

      “If applied before any other seal, the effect of secondary applications shall be void,” Quill rereads.

      My heart sinks. The Elorsins wouldn’t have cared about that detail; they wanted to avoid the limitations of an existing seal. It hadn’t even occurred to me that that one line would mean so much to someone else.

      “Any seal?” Loki asks, grinning broadly.

      Kyra snaps her fist closed around the tokens. “It doesn’t matter what it can do – we’re not going in. We discussed it, and it’s not worth it. We can do more damage from out here.”

      “Except –”

      “Except nothing, Onyx. It says, This seal offers no guarantees. Effects depend on the power and ability of the Saber wearing it. Which means we’re. Not. Going. In,” Kyra snarls.

      Onyx, the guy with red and black eyes, glares at her, his jaw ticking before he manages to repeat, “Except.”

      Just one word.

      She growls again. Hard.

      I chuckle, nope – I laugh. “You five believe the rumors, don’t you?” And I wait for every single one of them to be looking at me before going on. “The rumors that you’re the fabled Black Pentad. You’re the rebel Saber rejects stealing the Crown’s weapons, and you honestly think you’re a pentad.”

      Daegan doesn’t hesitate, smacking me across the face with the back of his hand. I plummet to the ground, consciousness fading in and out.

      Kyra ignores me, running a hand down her face in resignation as the five of them gather together.

      “I don’t care how important the trials are or how much they seal a pentad’s bonds. We’re not going into the belly of the beast. We’re not risking it. I’m not ready to face my uncle, or my brother, or even the fucking Elorsins. We find another way.”

      “Stealing shipments of weapons and armor in the hope that we’re actually making a difference in this battle?” one of the guys huffs, not exactly sure which through the ringing in my ears.

      “We are on the same side as the Elorsins,” Quill points out softly; Quill is soft, almost the opposite of Daegan and Onyx.

      “Perhaps,” Kyra says, looking at him like she actually values his opinion.

      “You can’t use them anyway,” I interrupt, relying on my acting skills to keep my features sure and my voice even as I have for all these years under Lithael’s eye. “The Crown wasn’t dumb enough to send the seals and the Sealer together. I’m to deliver the seals to the White Castle, and a Sealer is riding there separately. Only under the watchful eye of the dignitaries are the seals ever going to be in the hands of a Sealer.”

      Onyx growls then punches a tree, sending splinters of bark and wood flying. I get the impression he chose to punch the edge of the trunk, and if he’d chosen to punch the middle, he might actually have brought the thing down.

      “She’s right,” Quill says. “Seals are useless without a Sealer.”

      And they believe me. Because they’re idiots.
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      “Pax!” I shout, rushing after them.

      Chuck, how did getting us out of here end with losing the horse, being chased by authorities with issues, and a tavern brawl between the only two people that I know in this town?

      I burst through the wall and into the apartment, instantly feeling guilty that my first reaction is one of relief because we’re safe. The only way the authorities are going to track us here is if they start knocking on everyone’s doors and describing us – that would take time.

      So, first emotion – relief.

      Second emotion – oh, shit, Pax is punching Jaxx in the face.

      Followed closely by guilt – because I felt relief in the first place, then heart thumping fear – because there’s blood.

      I tackle Pax, hoping to push him off Jaxx, but the guy doesn’t budge and I find myself clinging to his back like some small creature. One arm is wrapped around his shoulders, both legs wrapped around his torso, and my free hand is reaching for Pax’s fist but failing to get any kind of grip on it.

      The glass on my wrist hums. Can you help? I ask it, not even sure why it suddenly wants to hum – or why it’s the glass and not the demon inside me who has come to this party.

      It moves like liquid, slipping out and wrapping around Pax’s wrist too. Solidifying and basically gluing us together. It happens so quickly, right as Pax pulls his arm back for another blow, and solidifies so suddenly, that when Pax throws that blow forward, he throws me with it.

      Which is going to chuckin’ hurt, I realize as I topple from his shoulders. Desperately, I grip his shirt, trying to keep some hold with my legs. I crash to the floor next to Jaxx, and Pax falls on top of me.

      Eyes glowing, teeth bared, hair coffee and ash… not just Pax, I realize, Pane.

      “Rieka,” Pane growls.

      “You’re squishing me,” I gasp.

      He moves, and we both stare at the glass joining our wrists.

      “Not amused,” Pax assures me.

      Jaxx groans, pinching his nose and rolling out of the way.

      “I am. How did you do that?” He waves toward the door that we crashed through. “And that?”

      “That was a mage,” I supply, also waving toward the wall, but my attention is more on the glass and Pax than anything else. “Bathroom’s that way,” I add, hoping Jaxx will go and clean himself up, so I can yell at Pax without the alpha attitude getting in the way.

      Yelling at him in front of the guy he currently, and stupidly, feels threatened by is not going to help.

      Jaxx takes the hint whilst I get to my feet and square my shoulders off. Pax isn’t much taller than me, but the whole commanding presence thing really alters that perception.

      “Why are you hitting him?” I hiss.

      “Because of that look he had on his face,” Thane growls back.

      My eyes go wide. “What?”

      “He –” Thane begins, but Pax cuts in. “I’m getting sick of the guy. He’s a threat, and it’s time we eliminate him.” As he talks, he raises our joined arms and gives them a little shake, hinting that I need to remove the glass.

      “Not until you calm down. You’re not killing a guy who isn’t doing anything wrong. In fact, despite you being a complete dick, Jaxx keeps saving my ass. Our asses, Pax, because they were his kids that threw rocks and got us out of the street.”

      “Call back your glass,” Pax growls.

      I sigh heavily. “No, not until you’ve calmed down.”

      “Right, well, you two can keep having your domestic –” Jaxx interrupts, but both Pax and I cut him off.

      “We’re not having a domestic,” we growl in unison.

      “I’m just going to go, out the normal door, like a normal person.”

      “Jaxx, wait,” I call, making him stop before he’s reached the exit. “Thank you for your help out there. I appreciate it, even if Pax doesn’t, and I’m really sorry about your, ah...” I wave my free hand to indicate his whole face. Split lip, bruised eye, and the fresh blood underneath his nose. “Everything. I’ll find a way to repay you.”

      He starts walking again before I’m even finished, waving a hand in my direction to indicate he’s not terribly interested in anything I’m saying.

      “I had a dream about you a few weeks ago. Pretty sure it was you, anyway. You, iron chains, and a dark cellar. It was weird, and clearly something I should have taken as a warning, not an invitation. I’m too curious for my own good…” He keeps muttering as he leaves, already halfway down the hall, not bothering to shut the door.

      Pax marches forward, slamming the door shut and locking it. I get towed along behind him.

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      “That he’s a crazy mortal,” Pax mutters.

      “Who shouldn’t have you in his dreams,” Thane adds.

      I’m shuffle-dragged to the couch, then Pax turns and sits, and I’m dragged down next to him. My saddlebag is still over my shoulder, something oddly shaped digging into my back, and my arm stretched across my body to meet Pax’s.

      “First, get rid of the glass,” Pax demands.

      “Sure,” I sigh, not really sure at all. Can you let go of him so I can slap him? I ask, not sure if I’m doing it right until the glass melts away, reforming to my wrist and settling into place. It leaves me feeling drained and too weak to bother with the slapping part.

      Pax sighs, closing his eyes for a long moment. When he opens them again, they’re glazed, almost washed out. Without saying a thing, he stands and heads for the door.

      “You’re not going to chase him, are you?” I demand, jumping to my feet.

      Pax tilts his head a little, like a confused puppy, then looks down at his hand on the door knob. He shuts the thing with a loud bang and relatches it.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Hadn’t realized I was leaving,” he says, storming through the room then taking the stairs down into the cellar two at a time.

      Three over the broken part.

      “Pax, explain,” I say, almost beg, as I follow him.

      As soon as I’m on the bottom step, he races back up, slams around a bit, then blocks the doorway before I can even think of following him. The heavy cellar door gets shut… and locked. Not with a lock on the handle, because the handle has been crushed to dust. No, he goes all out with three separate bolts and latches.

      I’m just standing at the bottom of the stairs. Dumbfounded.

      One second, we’re being chased through the street, the next, he’s beating up a defenseless King of Thieves, and now we’re locked in a cellar.

      He marches past me, over to the wall, and, with me still dumbfounded and struggling for comprehension, locks the manacle around his ankle then tosses the key at me.

      I don’t even bother catching it, hearing the thing crash and ting on the stone floor.

      Words. Lots of angry and possibly mean words are about to burst from my lips when the way he’s sitting, knees drawn up, arms wrapped around them, with his back to me, translates… He’s scared.

      The words tumble back down my throat, and I move to sink to the mattress beside him, speechless.

      I run my fingers up his back, feeling the quiver and a growing heat radiating from him.

      “The Seal will draw me back. I have no choice. Seth sleepwalked for hours once. I can’t risk it.”

      His whole body is tense as he looks down at the chain around his ankle like the thing is crawling with maggots.

      Maybe even maggots with teeth.

      It’s not. It’s just iron, rusted and old-looking.

      “Can’t you just break that? You broke my chain at the manor.”

      He shakes his head. “Silvari-forged iron can’t be broken so easily. It’s infused with Silvari glass.”

      “Like the stuff in the enforcers’ office in Lackshir?”

      He nods. “Probably. A StrengthSeed could do it. I won’t be able to.” Thane offers a growl, then Pax adds, “Neither will you, dickhead.”

      Silence.

      “Chew my foot off and as soon as we’re back at the castle I’ll get a Power Blocking Potion and pour it down our throat. You may be your own beast, but our connection is all magic,” Pax rumbles.

      I look at him, horrified. “Would he do that?”

      He shakes his head. “I hope not. We’ve never pushed things past this point. Maybe a day from now, but only if we were already traveling back. The pressure would ease if we began to move in the right direction.”

      “Then we have to move.” I turn his face to mine with gentle fingers. “Clearly, we’re making a mess of things here, and we’re leaving a bit of a trail of destruction. I’m healed, so riding back isn’t a problem. Plus, we have to weigh that against how long the others are going to take to get here and how long it will take to ride back.”

      “Roughly four days – I’m too weak to access any more of Roarke’s Allure.”

      My breath catches in my throat. Four days? He can’t survive four days!

      Why didn’t I realize it would take that long? Dammit.

      I grab the bag off my shoulder and yank open one side, then the other, until I’ve got my quill and notebook in my hands. Then I shove them both at Pax. “Ask your brothers, find out how far away they are.”

      He takes the quill in one hand, the book in the other, flipping it open and resting it against his knee as he writes. “Update.”

      “Update?” I demand. I want to scream at him, but I manage not to sound like I’m ready to kill him as I add, “Write more than update!”

      “Update now,” he says as he writes. I’m inches from slapping him when he lifts his gaze and I spot the smile on his lips. He’s pissing me off deliberately. The guy chuckles then holds the quill and book out to me. “I can’t write more than that; it’s too dangerous. What if Lithael is holding this book right now? If they reply, and it’s safe, we can ask them more questions.”

      I prop the book open with an apple from the crate, making sure we’ll be able to see if writing starts to appear.

      His gaze searches mine, then he looks past me at the key on the floor.

      “Get me the key,” Thane rumbles, and Pax nods his head in agreement.

      I scuttle across the floor, collect the key, and hand the thing over, my chest already feeling lighter. Then Pax closes his fist around it and hands back a twisted and broken piece of metal. Apparently no StrengthSeed is required to break the key.

      “Now what?” I gasp before my mouth tries to make light of the situation. “You’re going to need to piss at some point.”

      “There’s a bucket,” he says, nodding to the corner.

      My teeth clench so hard it makes my jaw ache. There is no way I’m peeing in a bucket when there’s a fully functioning toilet upstairs!

      I run the ruffled but still soft-as-silk feather through my fingers. I need to talk to the others, tell them what’s happening, but I won’t risk all of our safety by saying the wrong thing. And I chuckin’ hate that a conversation this complex, this important, is going to have to be in pictures. How do I even draw any of it?!

      Inside, I’m screaming, Screw this. You’re my mate, and I’ll be making the next move for your stupid ass. But on the outside I just sit numbly.

      Pax uncurls his arms from around his knees and wraps one around my shoulders, pulling us both back to lay flat. There’s no mistaking his wince and the way he stiffens to the sound of the chain clinking.

      “Does it hurt bad?” I ask.

      “The Return Seal does, in a way. It’s annoying, but not incapacitating. Not yet.”

      “Then what will happen?”

      “My muscles will cease to function and begin seizing.”

      “Then what?” I ask, laying against him. I press into his side and find a comfortable spot on his chest for my head.

      I close my eyes, but his words paint the most awful pictures, so I open them again.

      “Death is not quick,” he whispers.

      “Then why chain yourself? I know that chain is hurting you too.”

      “I won’t risk taking you back until I know what you are going back to. Don’t entertain fantasies that you’ll just walk into the White Castle and be treated like a Saber. You’re a threat, and Lithael will have a high price on your head.”

      “So you think you’re sacrificing your life for mine?”

      “No, I think I can survive this. We just need to hold out for the others. Jada may still return. If not, another Sealer will.”

      I bite the inside of my lip, throwing bralls and chuck out the window as I mentally let loose. Fuck Jada. I’m going to find an apple small enough to permanently wedge up her nose.

      Pax adjusts his leg, with a grimace. The chain clinks ever so softly, but it’s enough for his whole body to go rigid.

      “Did they, the grimm, keep you in chains?” I ask.

      “To the grimm, our parents are just ‘breeders’ and the children are put to work.”

      “Work doing what? Hunting, you mentioned hunting yesterday. What other jobs exist on the other side of the Veil? Do you farm food?”

      He shakes his head, very slowly.

      “Rieka, you don’t want to hear this,” Thane answers.

      “Yes, I do,” I whisper. “I want to know everything about you.”

      “When you’re on the other side of the Veil, within that first ring, pain and fear are all your body craves and all it needs to live on – the last wisps of energy torn from Silvari souls. Either you hunt the souls and harvest their pain or, in the end, you are harvested.”

      “They tortured…” I don’t add the word ‘you.’ That feels like going too far.

      Pax nods.

      The dread in the pit of my stomach builds and bubbles, but I ask the next question anyway. “And you tortured…”

      He sucks in a long breath. “They made me enjoy it.”

      I slide my hand across his stomach and thread my fingers between his. Our power sparks, sending a sharp current rushing through me. His whole body relaxes, the shudders ceasing, and his breathing deepens. I tilt my head back just to confirm. I just gave him some of my energy. Enough to stall his pain and put him to sleep – or knock him out. I could have just knocked the guy out.

      I’ll do it again, and again, if I can.

      Pax doesn’t stir as I carefully sit up. There’s no new writing in the notebook either – and ‘update now’ isn’t going to cut it, but neither is a frowny face. The feather brushes lightly across my chin as I think, think, think, then finally settle on drawing a chain, iron cuff, and an angry face with fangs.

      Surely that screams ‘help’ loud and clear.

      I hope.

      I set the book down with the piece of wood to hold it open and the quill on top then lay down beside Pax. My eyes droop closed, and sleep slips over me.

      They’ll see it. They’ll come.

      They have to.

      What other choice do we have?
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      There’s an excited calm in the room. Four guards, Logan, and Lithael, plus in the far corner the TruthSeed who looks ready to piss himself. All in the delightful backdrop of a dungeon full of torture devices.

      I’m blessed with an extensive knowledge of the chosen decor, by name and use. You could blame a dark phase I went through about two-hundred-and-fifty years ago, or the TrickerySeed I went through it with. Though I’m confident this is not going to end in hot sex and watching the sun rise.

      Rather fortunate, really, given my present company.

      “Let me do it,” Logan grovels. The man looks like he’s never washed his hair in his life, large strands framing the piercing gaze that he rakes over me.

      “You can’t touch them outside of tournament,” Lithael says, getting in before any of us can point out that fact. “But you can watch and learn.”

      Lithael points at the guard I’m going to humiliate, giving him permission to take down a reed whip. And the guy’s going to have an axe to grind, given I broke his pretty nose and he’s only just pulled the last bee stinger from his palm.

      I name thee Humiliate, I decide as the man does a lap around the wheel, sneering and slapping the reed against his palm. He stops beside my feet, eyeballing my soles.

      Bastinado – the art of foot whipping.

      Sir Humiliate has a foot fetish. I do appreciate getting right to the kinky stuff.

      “Get on with it,” Lithael barks, so apparently he does too. “I want answers.”

      The guard draws the whip back with a cruel grin.

      I like my whips in a lover’s grip, I Chaos. It’s a little risky since the thing could transform into leather, but what hits my feet is a red satin sash. The man pulls his arm back, holding the fabric high, with his cheeks bright red and his anger so intense that there’s a good chance the man’s eyes might actually pop out of his head.

      “Oh, you devil, not on the first date,” I giggle like a teenager, my words not hinting at exactly how relieved I am not to be hit with the reed or some leather.

      Killian snorts, and Roarke lets out an exasperated sigh from somewhere outside my field of view.

      Which just makes Humiliate turn redder. He growls, snatching another reed whip from the wall and cutting it toward my face.

      Lovers, I tell the ether, and a soft swish of purple fabric drapes across my face. I put on my best bashful lover performance, complete with lusty gasping. All the while keeping my gaze locked on his, the whites of his eyes growing bloodshot as fury builds inside him.

      “I want to hear him scream, not moan!” Lithael snaps.

      Another guard grabs Humiliate by the shirt and throws him back against the wall, growling, “Let me at him.”

      I cheer internally. One down.

      Humiliate – check.

      Now for frustration. This guy’s already growling, so he’s going to make my job easy for me. I’d love to see him tear his knuckles against the wall. Draw his own blood and take himself out of this fun little game we’re playing.

      A little churn in the pit of my stomach reminds me that there’s a part of me not having fun. A part of me worried and more than a little keen for this to end. A part of me that I smother with a pillow and move on to what actually matters right now.

      The things about to unfold and what I can do about them.

      Lord Frustration walks with a limp, making him a Saber removed from assignment and put into alternative service because he hadn’t wanted to give up this lifestyle even though it’s clear he’s not fit to fight anymore.

      Usually that breeds two types of men, the drinkers and gamblers that make light of their free time, and the angry ones who hate the world and everyone in it because their life isn’t living up to expectation.

      He lifts his device of choice into the air as if the sight of it is going to make me fear him.

      “Ah, the comb,” I announce, mimicking a good auctioneer heralding the next item for sale. “That particular number is over a thousand years old. Crafted from iron and bone, with exquisite craftsmanship. One of a kind, really.” I tease, “Come on, your Crown is getting impatient.”

      “Hold his tongue,” Frustration growls.

      Logan jumps forward to the task, pressing his hand over my mouth. I shake him off twice then let him succeed since I have to give them the impression that they’re slowly getting to me. His hands feel like sandpaper against my lips and smell like tobacco. Not something you can buy on this side of the border unless you have connections in the black market – or he didn’t buy it on this side of the border. Neither should be possible because Logan isn’t supposed to leave the White Castle until he’s passed his trials.

      Isn’t supposed to, but clearly does.

      The comb’s sharp prongs slip into my flesh with ease. Fuck. I’d forgotten about that. Too busy smelling Logan’s hands like an idiot.

      “We answered your questions,” Roarke shouts.

      Killian, I’m pretty sure, punches the wall.

      Lithael ignores them, smiling down at me as Frustration cackles, pushing the comb in further. The skin, muscle, and cartilage of my knee offer just enough resistance for the guy to enjoy it. I let myself cry out in genuine pain, a gargled sound through clenched teeth and the press of Logan’s hand, as Frustration forces the comb down, deep. Until he hits bone.

      The idea of the device is to embed just the tip of the nail-like bristles then brush through a person’s skin – but this is also very effective.

      Combs… I try, but the thought and its connection with Chaos slip through my grip.

      Logan finally lifts his hand, leaning forward to mutter softly, “Are you still enjoying this?”

      It takes everything in me to relax, let my body go limp, and feign serenity. Each breath is a struggle, my whole body quivering with the effort, but I draw the air and the Chaos down deep into my lungs. And when I open my mouth, I’m sure even the TruthSeed could be fooled. “Yes.”

      This comb was originally made to brush out wool. Wool is so much softer.

      The pain isn’t instantly gone, but the comb is turned to soft… cotton. Seriously, Chaos, why not just take the hint and turn to wool?

      But I’m not about to waste energy getting specific and forcing the magic. The guard tosses the blood-covered wad down onto the floor, seething with resentment. His teeth are bared, his shoulders tense, and he might actually be contemplating drawing his sword and killing me right now. Unlike Humiliate, though, he’s not looking to the other guards or Lithael for acceptance. No, this guy doesn’t care what the others think; he just wants to do damage – to me. Lovely chap. He must make his mother so proud.

      He kicks the wad of cotton across the floor then kicks the chair. His boot connects hard, but the chairs are screwed into the floor, making pain and regret fill the man’s face.

      Now he’s just making my job too easy.

      “Try again,” Lithael growls, taking measured, menacing steps toward me. He stops beside my head, stealing all my attention, and looks down at me with his arms crossed behind his back. “I know you, young Elorsin. Your strength lies in your joy, and once I strip that from you, put you in a state of mind you don’t enjoy, all of your strength will ebb away, and your mind will be mine. What you know, I will know, and your rebels will fall.”

      I laugh. “We don’t have any rebels. I don’t even know a thing about how to rebel.” Honestly, I might know two, or three, things about how to rebel, but he doesn’t need those details. Not when I can feel my own warm blood trickling over my shin and down my calf. And, if I concentrate hard enough, hear the sickening drip of it falling to the floor .

      Lithael smiles at me. “It would have been to your advantage if you did. Seems they might have waylaid your Sealer friend – Jada.”

      Fresh pain presses through my leg, a new comb shoved into my flesh. I can’t twist or fight, so I don’t bother. I might groan in pain since I’m not Killian and I don’t rule my emotions.

      My emotions rule me.

      And right now, I’m feeling like a warm hug and maybe a tissue are in my future.

      The combing ceases, and Frustration holds up a now bloody tissue.

      “How do we stop him?” Humiliation growls, but he stays back, lingering at the edge of my vision.

      “We break him,” Lithael says, his tone sweet, but his gaze is locked onto my expression, and I’d rather be in a cave with rabid wolves than be staring back at this man. “Why do you think I brought four of you? I expected this to take time. Next.”

      Torturer number three steps forward – Pain.

      “Wait, but I wasn’t finished with the other one,” I argue.

      Which makes the guy backhand the nearest object, a support beam, his knuckles cracking loudly. Then turn and throw a fist at the wall.

      Bingo.

      Frustration – check.

      “Okay, I’m good now.” So, whose go is it? Pain. That’s right; this time it’s my turn. “Next.”

      “Seth, you’re crazy,” Roarke murmurs.

      I can’t see either of my brothers, but I can imagine them both standing at the bars with their arms crossed and scowls on their faces. Actually, no, Roarke is definitely scowling, but Killian, I bet he’s smiling right now.

      “Brother, Darkness, are you enjoying the show?” I ask.

      “It’s okay,” he says.

      “Don’t lie, I can hear the smile in your tone.”

      “Could be better.”

      “Really? Is that a challenge?” I wail in exaggerated pain and writhe in my bindings. Like a toddler not getting what they want. Which hurts, because there are several open gashes just under my right knee, but it’s worth the chuckle that I get out of Killian.

      “Better,” he grunts.

      “Okay, we can continue now,” I tell guard number three.

      “He’s mocking us, Uncle,” Logan growls.

      It’s weird hearing him call the worst tyrant in the known world something endearing like ‘Uncle,’ isn’t it?

      “He’s not mocking me. He’s playing my tune. I like it when they try to survive – it’s so, so much sweeter when they begin to scream. Like a part of them is dying inside.”

      “We should question the skinny one,” Logan says.

      Killian grunts. “Who are you calling skinny?”

      “Not you, brother, I think he’s talking about Roarke,” I call out.

      “I know who I’m talking about,” Logan spits. “I just don’t need to say his name.”

      “No, I have the right Elorsin exactly where I want him. You know, little Elorsin, if you three hadn’t decided to put holes in the walls, I wouldn’t have had a right to press you for information with any means necessary.”

      Killian growls – translation ‘fuck.’

      Yeah, but I kind of already knew that this was all our own fault. I also have to trust that there is a reason, an end goal. With a power like mine, a guy gets to form a close bond with trust.

      “Brothers, there’s something I want,” I call, trying to look behind me at them, but giving up since they’re in my blind spot. “Actually, it’s more like something you owe me. If I’m going to play center stage, then you have to do the thing you said you can’t. I want a song and a dance to go along with this meal.”

      “Man’s lost his mind,” Roarke says, though I know he understands – because his response was way too quick.

      Guard number three, the man I’ve already granted the pleasure of bringing the pain, picks something up off the wall, not sure what exactly, and scrapes it along the stone. He walks around the room with the noise grinding at my ears. It’s almost as bad as the wound below my knee, almost.

      As he approaches the selection of whips, still making that gods-awful noise, I get a glimpse of the eye conversation going on between Lithael and this guy. They look like they’re enjoying this despite everything I’ve done. And since I know they haven’t enjoyed my amazing jokes, I can only assume they’re enjoying the anticipation of what’s going to come next.

      Goody.

      At some point Lithael has to think he’s won. He has to get what he wants, so he can leave us alone. It’s very simple. If Lithael thinks he needs to dig harder for information and that I’m impossible to crack, he’s going to dig it out of Vexy, and there’s not a star in the sky that could make me let that happen.

      So, Lithael has to win.

      But not yet, he’s not that easily satisfied. I was in the room when he sucked the life from that servant right in front of Vexy. Riveted in place, I watched his twisted smile focus on the emotions washing off my woman. He enjoyed making her afraid, and when she cracked and ran from the room, he laughed wickedly. Fun over, he dismissed us.

      That is what Lithael wants, but he doesn’t want to just be handed over fear and pain; he wants to earn it.

      Guard number three scrapes along the last wall. A tall man with heavy brow and dark eyes that make him look a little like he should be living in a cave somewhere. I’m going to dub him Breaker because I couldn’t give a shit what his real name is, and I have a strong feeling he’s about to break parts of me.

      Breaker reaches the tangle of whips hanging limply from the wall and tries to brush past them, still making an awful noise with whatever is in his hand. No one else seems to notice. Frustration is massaging his sore knuckles, and the other two guards are comparing the marks on the selection of clubs. Lithael is just grinning down at me, and lord knows what Logan’s doing.

      But that damn noise! I release some more Chaos, suggesting that the whips might be snakes that coil and lash and hold.

      The leather likes the idea, animating, grabbing the guard, and pulling him back against the wall. Whilst the others rush to help him, I smile with amusement, making sure Lithael reads my expression as being cocky and self-absorbed.

      They battle the whips off their comrade and toss the animated leather across the room.

      Growling, Breaker snatches a war hammer from the wall and swings it down on my kneecap. There’s no time to react or prepare. The bone crunches, and the pain rips a guttural scream from deep within me.

      The guards laugh, one of my brothers punches the bars, and Roarke shouts, “Just ask your questions.”

      I grit my teeth and try to breathe through the agony. Breaker just keeps passing the hammer from hand to hand with a big grin on his face.

      And behind him, Lithael begins to laugh.

      “Again,” Lithael orders.

      Logan chuckles, mirroring his uncle.

      “Eat shit, Lithael, I don’t know anything,” I growl. “And there are no rebels.”

      Breaker’s eyes are partly shaded by scruffy hair, but there’s no missing the joy he’s getting from this as he swings the hammer side long and smacks it into the bone at my ankle.

      I scream, because who wouldn’t, right?

      And I pull at my bindings.

      “That’s Crown Lithael,” Breaker growls, running the sharpened end of the hammer up my shin then stopping to slowly dig it into one of the holes left by the comb.

      I hiss, but Lithael talks over me. “My first question is simple. Where are your comrades?”

      I damn near choke on my inhale for no real reason but – pain. Then manage to gasp out, “We were separated,” by choice, “when your CataclysmSeed ambushed us.” I shift my attention to the guard with the pointy end of the hammer inside my flesh. “Did you know he’s emptied Tanakan prison?”

      The guard just smiles back, either knowing or enjoying the idea, or both.

      “You’re a ray of sunshine, aren’t you,” I mutter before stretching my head back to lock eyes on Roarke.

      “Tell them we were separated. Tell them why,” he pleads in a very good rendition of the distressed brother.

      The guard applies more pressure, snapping my attention back to him. Pain, so much fucking pain. Lithael leans in close to my face and breathes in my screams. Drawing in one long inhale with his eyes closed and pleasure on his lips.

      “Brother,” I call, twisting again and wishing, not for the first time, that this damn contraption was better set up for making eye contact with the cells. I do manage to meet Roarke’s gaze, holding it for a short moment. “That thing you said you couldn’t do?”

      I collapse back into my restrained position as he says, almost too low to hear over the jeering of the guards, “I can’t.”

      Lithael paces along the length of the wheel, leaning in to inspect my leg. I have no idea how bad the thing looks, but I laugh at the man despite it feeling like the vomit of a wieldron.

      “Now tell me about the rebels,” he demands, waving the guard with the hammer closer.

      “You know more about this than we do,” Roarke interrupts. “How about, you tell us why we were ambushed.”

      Fuck yes, Roarke!

      His power, familiar to me, ebbs through the dungeon. Just a little tickle of what he tries to use slipping between the Saber-proof bars. I almost laugh with joy – the bars do feel different. Almost like the glass in them likes us. Which sounds ridiculous, but I suppose we have Vexy to thank.

      “Because you’re traitors,” Breaker snarls.

      At the same time, Logan explains, “My uncle will avenge his fallen family. He’ll reclaim their prophesied glory.”

      Not Lithael, unfortunately. But before I can get too disappointed in the results, Breaker smashes the hammer down on my other shin, and everything is lost in my scream.

      Between the laughter from the guards, the growls and curses from my brothers, and the way Lithael is breathing in my pain, I’m not even sure Lithael realizes that Logan replied to Roarke or that Roarke’s Allure can make it out of the cell.

      “He killed them,” I growl at Logan. “Your uncle killed your father, and he killed his own son. He’s the one responsible for their deaths and your fallen glory.”

      I pretty much have three things within my field of vision. Lithael real close to my head on my right, Logan giving me an evil smile on my left, and Breaker slapping the hammer into his hand as he positions himself near my feet.

      Lithael lifts just one finger and signals the guard – which brings the hammer down on the top of my foot.

      I scream – of course. This is a very well-choreographed dance. He swings, I scream.

      “He’s right, Logan. You have to know that!” Roarke shouts.

      Logan turns, snarling toward the cells. “Kuornos killed your mother – I would think you’d be grateful that your Crown sought justice in your name even though it was his own son. And my father died in a hunting accident.”

      “Yes, exactly one week after you were born. He gave birth to an heir – then lost every opportunity to raise you himself,” Roarke says. “After he met your mother, he never even left the Black Castle.”

      Of course, none of this has occurred to the dumb prince. Lithael forced Logan’s mother, his own sister, to remain locked inside the Black Castle like a prisoner, and now he’s raising both Logan and Kyra as ruthless DeathSeeds. Except Logan lacks the brain cells to be effective, and Kyra has apparently vanished.

      “We’d love to hear your story, Logan. What do you think of your mother?” Roarke asks.

      “She was a filthy whore,” Logan answers without hesitation.

      “The boy speaks the truth,” Lithael taunts. “What about your other knee cap? Shall I break that just to shut you and your brothers up? Or would you like to continue asking questions?”

      As Lithael speaks, Logan moves closer, leaning in to inspect the damage. I want to kick the guy in the face – but we’re getting close to the end of this dance. Retaliation isn’t my next step – breaking is.

      He straightens, poking his finger into one of the comb holes. Forcing it into a space made for something much thinner and ratcheting my pain from ten to a hundred. His smile grows as I gasp, and he twists and scrapes before pulling his finger out and licking the blood off it.

      The one guard I can see blanches and looks like he might actually throw up.

      “Why are you doing this?” I gasp.

      “Answer him and cleanse your soul. What does it matter now if you tell us the truth?” Roarke adds.

      I don’t know if he’s trying to allure Logan or Lithael – maybe he’s right, and the power still doesn’t work on the Crown – but right now I really don’t care.

      “All of it matters because of what the mortals did to my grandfather,” Logan says, sticking his finger back into my leg.

      I groan and growl before giving in and screaming, the sound echoing into every haunted crack in these walls.

      His grandfather. Lithael’s father.

      Lucif.

      Lucif started all of this. He began killing the Seedlines and insinuating his way into the council, into our mother’s life. She thought she could save him – before she found Pax and the rest of us… hundreds of years before that. He was the one who systematically took out every other AllureSeed and tried again and again to take out Roarke too.

      Until the day he killed Mother, and someone killed him.

      It’s all a fucking mess.

      Maybe Lucif knew stuff about the future and tried to change it, which means he used Mother to his advantage at some stage. I’m hoping a piece of the puzzle just clicked into place for Roarke because I know there’s a link here somewhere. But I’m in too much pain to unravel it all as guard number three shakes his hair from his face, revealing blood spatters across his cheek, and raises the hammer for another strike.

      “No, no, no,” I shout, trying to pull away. Which, of course, is useless.

      I can’t control Silvari glass, and the stuff is woven through the ropes in tiny fibers as well as between the layers of the wooden cart wheel. Otherwise just about any Seed could break out of this.

      But if I were Vexy, how would I make the stuff move?

      Move?

      Untie me?

      I sigh heavily. Probably a good thing it didn’t work. If it were possible, we wouldn’t want Lithael to know about it.

      So, since I can’t move, I get hammered.

      Not the right kind of hammered either.

      Which really pisses me off, but I bottle that and search for some fear instead. I’m not all that great at closing off emotions, not like the others. I feel what I feel, and I’m usually okay with that. But not right now. Right now, I need to be afraid. Really afraid. That’s what Lithael is waiting for, and he’ll know when he’s won – because that’s what he tastes on me.

      And it’s time.

      Letting Lithael break me is proving harder than I thought.

      This is the true meaning of taking one for the team.

      “Darkness, help me out, brother,” I call over my shoulder.

      “I can’t get through the bars,” Killian growls, followed by the sound of him genuinely trying yet failing since the bars are immune to his strength.

      But I feel his real reaction, a thread of fear that unfurls in my chest.

      Killian is playing with my threads. Amplifying the fear that was already inside me. It’s one of the worst feelings in the universe, and it’s not going to go away when all of this stops. I hold few illusions as to which will heal faster – my body or my soul. And that added dread is like a rising tide in my veins, too hot and too cold at exactly the same time.

      “They can’t help you,” Lithael says, his smile growing at the same rate as my fear. “Only you, and only if you tell me the truth. Who are your rebels, and where are you keeping them?” But he doesn’t give me time to answer, waving the final guard forward.

      Guard number four, with dirty blond hair and lips that are a little too full, prowls forward.

      The Finisher.

      I’m going all out with this one, not just Finisher, but The Finisher.

      Yep, that’s the perfect name.

      “Seth,” Killian growls, tugging at another thread. “Focus.”

      I gasp as the fear intensifies and spreads. Lithael smiles down at me. Darkness is feeding my fear, my fear is feeding Lithael, and I’m pretty sure Lithael is none the wiser, but I can’t really think straight.

      “The other leg,” Lithael orders.

      “Can’t have a man with an uneven limp,” I jest.

      Which makes Killian growl. I’d apologize for not being a very good torturee, but my whole body is suddenly incapacitated as fear stabs through me harder and sharper than before. Like a long thread from my soul hauling something up from the darkness of my past.

      The dungeon goes black, and when I blink, it’s replaced by the inside walls of a barn in the middle of the night. Nothing but a single spot out of the whole scene is lit up and clear, surrounded by shadows and slivers of light between the panels of timber. Somewhere outside the moon is trying to peek through. Is it still a half? Maybe full? I haven’t been outside in days, or weeks. The details are like knives, too intense to touch, but I only need one frozen moment to rip my soul into shreds.

      And I’m already living it.

      My broken form, sixteen years of powerless mischief and carefree childhood, is beaten and battered but still breathing. The hanging bodies of my parents above my head, not just strung up but with their throats slit. I gave up trying to reach them or get them down days ago, the perfectly positioned slits draining them slowly enough that the blood still drips.

      And me underneath them with my fingers dipped in vibrant strawberry custard – so hungry that I devoured it by the fistful. Unable to leave, unable to think straight, and my power unable to let me die but too weak to help me escape. Nonexistent.

      Until this moment it was nonexistent.

      The black and white scene flashes, like a nightmare blinking.

      One second, the custard is strawberry, and the next, blood red. Fed by the final drip from my mother.

      If I’d fought harder, known how to use a weapon, been paying attention… If I’d unlocked my powers sooner. If I could take it all back.

      I fall into true agony. Pain so deep and so raw sunlight will never shine here.

      Lithael leans in closer, his hair brushing my cheek. When he’s so close no one else would see, he licks his lips. Devouring my emotions as I lay here gasping. Struggling. Crying. I try to find my sanity. Try to hold on. I don’t want to feel him breathing my air or be close enough to hear every little thing I gasp at this distance.

      The fear grips my chest, squeezes hard, and threatens to break me in two. No matter what happens I can’t let him connect the clues between us and Vexy. Can’t fuck this up.

      Can’t let Vexy’s name slip from my lips onto his – and I know it’s coming.

      He closes his eyes and consumes my agony.

      The memory takes control in flashes, distorting what I see, how I feel.

      Lithael.

      The barn.

      Lithael.

      My mother.

      Lithael.

      Me, with blood on my hands.

      “I’m sorry,” Killian murmurs.

      “No,” I manage, my teeth gritted. “Not… your… fault.”

      Lithael clicks his fingers, drawing my gaze to them between moments where my eyes drift up under my eyelids. “Now that you are where you should be, like a good little lamb, tell me where your comrades are. What are they doing, and what are their plans for the rebels?”

      “I don’t know where they are right now. They’re struggling to survive,” I gasp, aware that The Finisher is hovering, waiting for the order to shatter my other knee. “Their plan is to wait for us. It’s not safe to travel alone out there. They are not with the rebels,” I say, but as the last words leave my mouth, the memory smashes back into me. Demanding attention. Demanding I bow to it.

      The sight of fingers covered in blood blends with the fear of ever seeing red on Vexy’s fingers. I press my eyes closed and gasp, “We have nothing to do with your rebels.”

      “Truth,” I barely hear the forgotten TruthSeed saying from the very back of the room.

      “I wonder, is it us, or something else you fear?” Roarke asks, his voice shaking.

      I hate that they’re seeing me like this.

      “He fears the mortal warrior. Is she a warrior?” Logan asks.

      I open my eyes again because that sounds a lot like a line from a prophecy – just not a prophecy I’ve ever heard.

      Lithael turns faster than a snake striking. He slaps Logan across the face, sending the guy staggering backward. “Hold your tongue. Dimwitted fool.”

      “It wasn’t my intention, Uncle,” Logan says, retreating to stand near the exit.

      “She can’t even fight,” I manage. “She’s a pawn to make the arena tournaments mixed gender. Darkness was getting bored.”

      Lithael clearly is too. He waves sharply, and the hammer wielder obeys, swinging the heavy tool into my left shin. It cracks loudly, louder even than my gargled scream.

      I pant, “Why?”

      “Yes, we’re all ears for your brilliant plan,” Roarke says.

      “Your mother,” Logan whispers, his tone hollow with Allure and muffled by the hand that cups his slapped cheek. “Gave my grandfather his prophecy when he was ten. The day they met, she said he would bring this realm to greatness unknown. That he alone could save this Kingdom from annihilation, and that the greatest danger to his family would be a warrior with a mortal soul.”

      Lithael throws his arm out then twists his wrist, and Logan drops to the ground. Roarke gasps, which means something pretty awesome just happened, and I can’t see it. I can’t even muster the energy required to look. Nor the energy required to pull apart all the problems in Logan’s words. But I don’t know for sure. I wasn’t there, and maybe that is exactly what Mother told him over a thousand years ago.

      “What’s happening?” I croak.

      Lithael returns, leaning heavily against the wheel. “He can cool his mouth off inside the Veil.”

      “The grimm will eat him alive,” Killian mutters, and I rather like the sound of that.

      “Not a person who shares my blood, they won’t. Answer. Me. Is she a warrior?”

      The hammer hits my left shin again. I scream before releasing long, chest-squeezing sobs. Tears stream down my cheeks, running past my ears, because this fucking hurts. On the outside and on the inside. It’s like my power has packed up and run off, hiding its head in shame. I can’t stop it, and Vexy will walk right into this mess if I can’t give Lithael what he wants and get him the hell out of here.

      Guard number four chuckles with satisfaction, and I open the door to my past. Letting it all flood back in.

      All of it.

      The attack. The men who murdered my birth parents. The ropes they tied around my neck that chafed and rubbed and wouldn’t come off. Ropes woven into each other so that the knots were far out of reach. One was tied to the barn doors, another to a beam. If someone came for me, if they opened those doors, they’d break my neck.

      But no one came.

      Not for days. The blood was dry by the time Vidarr called out. The window closest to me shattered, letting in a blast of cold VeilMoon air – my seedling power’s attempt at drawing the man away from the door and to an exit point that wouldn’t kill me.

      I cut my memories off there, so I can keep myself in the darkness, keep myself from thinking of all the good feelings that came with being rescued. Those aren’t the feelings Lithael wants. So I steel myself, inhale as deeply as I can, and fall back into the moment I realized that what coated my hands, my cheeks, and my chin was not custard.

      What happens to a person when they rely on others to keep them safe. When they trust too easily, let others through their door and don’t keep a weapon within reach. What happens when family can’t protect each other.

      For Vexy.

      For Vexy, I watch the darkest moment of my life and let Lithael revel in the scent of fear and death on me. The way I still remember the exact taste, exact texture, exact smell – so identical to the real thing that the idea alone fills my mouth with bile.

      Lithael laughs at me, running his tongue over his teeth as if he can taste it too. He can’t possibly want more than this – so I let the words tumble from my lips. “She’s my plaything. She’s Roarke’s pet. Darkness likes to mess with her too. We don’t want her to fight.”

      “Truth,” the TruthSeed deadpans.

      Lithael straightens, a blank look on his face. I hope that means he has an undeniable answer, that he’s satisfied even if it isn’t what he was expecting.

      I hope, but moans are still slipping from my lips, and a large part of my consciousness is struggling to exist. I can feel myself about to pass out, which would be very bad at this point.

      Lithael takes a few steps back and waves a hand to indicate he’s done with me. With one guard on each lashing, they start to work me free.

      “Then I will enjoy watching the trials destroy her – if she makes it back here. I’m denying your request for a Sealer.”

      “Why? What do you hope to gain?” Roarke bursts, the words tasting of Allure, but the fear in them, the force behind them, none of that is how his power is supposed to work. He’s desperate.

      Lithael looks at him dead on then smiles real slow. “I don’t have to answer any of your questions. Even if you weren’t in that cage, your Allure doesn’t work on me.”

      Roarke takes a deep breath, his own fake smile playing on his lips as I roll to my side and watch. “Oh, but you still want to share, and I really, really, want to listen,” he coos, and magic, somehow unfiltered by the bars, washes over the entire room.

      “I want you to know that there’s nothing you can do to change what’s coming. I will finish my father’s plans, bring this kingdom to greatness, and make him proud.”

      But I have no idea if he’s just talking, or being Allured to share that. It’s too vague, and I’m too exhausted.

      “Truth,” the TruthSeed says, looking me in the eyes like his word should mean something.

      It doesn’t, because at the same time the four guards lift me from the wheel and begin carrying me to the vacant cell between Roarke and Killian – and it hurts like all fuck.

      “There will be no accessing healers in the White Castle for the next phase,” Lithael announces.

      The cell door snaps shut, and Lithael sweeps from the room, disappearing up the stairs with his guards in tow.

      “I changed my mind. No healers, no Sealers, and no assignments. This Castle is on lock down. Enjoy your time off, princes.”

      Then he’s gone. The guards too. I even catch a glimpse of the TruthSeed rushing out of here. Just the cold, dead stones, the slow drip of my blood from the wheel into the puddles on the floor, and the moans that I’m unable to stop making.

      “You have to straighten those bones,” Killian growls at me, thumping on the stone wall between us. “Don’t pass out.”

      “Seth, you need to stay conscious.”

      “We need to get to Vexy,” I groan, dragging myself across the floor.

      Every bump. Every uneven stone. Every inch of movement. All of it hurts like crazy. I make it to the bars and manage to get my foot through them, preparing to use them as leverage to pull the bones straight.

      It’ll be dark soon, and I have no idea what we’re going to do. No healers. No Sealers. No assignments.

      All I know is that I hurt, and a guy can’t be blamed for wanting to pass out.

      “Seth,” Killian begins, and I know what he’s about to say.

      “Don’t,” I snap, using his own technique back at him.

      “Sorry.”
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      The chain makes a metal on metal rustling sound, and instantly, we’re on our feet, crouched and ready to attack.

      Attack, I order. But I’m too weak. Defend, I try, but the words don’t pass from me to Pax.

      His teeth are bared, but they’re not mine, and his eyes are wild and angry, but they’re not glowing. I’m too far back, watching the world through the light that is his eyes. Searching. Fear. Anger.

      Threat. Threat. Threat.

      I want to draw blood, to eliminate the danger before it gets the chance to eliminate us. But everything is hazy, swirling and shifting and threatening to suck me down into the darkness again. My soul is beginning to lose its tether to my body. I force focus into my gaze, searching the dark corners of the cellar.

      Something touches my leg, and together, the man and I attack. Pinning the threat down, leaning over the person, snarling and snapping.

      Our palms press to her wrists, and our hips press hard down against hers. Angling our legs to stop them from kicking or wriggling.

      They don’t fight.

      They… Rieka. Not a threat. Not a threat! –

      Our gazes focus in on the woman beneath us, Rieka, and she can barely keep her eyes open. Pax collapses forward and rests his forehead on her shoulder. Cutting off my view.

      Check her, I snarl. Something’s not right. She shouldn’t just be laying there, looking just as weak as I feel.

      “Pax, what’s wrong?” she whispers, her voice cracked and muffled.

      “I felt the chain first,” he explains, and I can sense the pain inside of him, the memories he must be staring down even though I can’t share them.

      He nuzzles into her, not moving anything else but his face as he seeks skin and breathes her scent in. Our woman. Our Rieka. Calming us, until a trail of sparks light up between us.

      Check her – I snarl, shaking off the comfort in the face of the very real threat. Damn not being able to think straight, and damn this seal burning into our flesh that requires everything I have to fight against it.

      There’s nothing left, nothing to spare. Just the fight and the need.

      “Rieka,” Pax rumbles as he straightens and finally lets me rake my gaze over the woman.

      Her eyes roll up under her eyelids, and her body goes limp.

      Move – I roar. The man’s already up, chain hitting the stone floor hard as we lean over her and slap her cheek.

      Soft, with no reply. Then hard. She rolls into my hand, trying to nuzzle it. Her eyes still closed.

      He grabs her shoulders and snarls, “Rieka, look at me.” I snarl too. Forcing a connection so I can be present, eyes glowing, teeth showing, desperation in our racing hearts.

      She opens her eyes and moans, “No one is here. Go back to sleep.”

      We move to the head of the bed, press our palms to the timber, and start pushing the thing across the room. She doesn’t seem to care, her eyes closed again, until we reach the end of the chain and shove the thing hard, propelling it across the room. It thumps into the far wall, and she startles, finally sitting up and pinning us with her gaze.

      “What are you doing?” she demands.

      “Go back to sleep,” Pax orders, crouching, perching on his heels, and glaring at her.

      He doesn’t need to tell her twice. Without argument, her body goes limp. I fall back into his mind, letting him have the complete form and shoving some pure energy at the seal and its insatiable need to pull at our souls.

      What did we do? – I demand.

      “We’ve been taking some of her power to fight off the Return Seal,” Pax snaps, not angry at me, just angry at this.

      This corner that we’ve backed ourselves into.

      Then undo it, give it back –

      “It’s not that easy. We needed it.”

      We need to return. I know you said it was too dangerous, but we’re hurting her –

      “Then we keep our distance. We can last longer if we’re careful. We can’t ride back now; we have no idea what we’d be riding into. I don’t even know how many dangers are lurking just on the other side of that border. What other Seeds were in that prison.”

      We’re not going to stop for a picnic, man! We’re riding straight through. Wonder if we can use Allure? Wonder if we’d be strong enough to carry her – I’m bigger than that pony she had.

      “You can’t carry her. You’re not a horse.”

      But I’m faster than one, and we’ve never tried! –

      “It’s not happening,” he snaps, grabbing the chain and giving it a jingle.

      We have to get back to the White Castle –

      “You have no idea!” he thunders, but Rieka doesn’t stir. “You weren’t there, and you haven’t seen the dangers in that castle now, so you don’t get to make this call.”

      A weight slams into my guts, heavy enough to drag me under the flood of exhaustion.

      He’s right. I haven’t been there in a very long time, and we may have repaired much of our bond, come a long way from where we were even before we lost Tali and Jessamy, but he’s still right.

      We have to do what’s right – I argue, my tone low and the words soft, but an argument nonetheless.

      “We will. We hold out as long as we can, then we take the Null. We need our brothers here before we can decide what to do next because we cannot risk Lithael getting his hands on her. Ever.”

      And he’s right. It would be the end of us both.

      And every living thing around us.

      Agreed –

      “Agreed.”

      I’m still faster than a horse though –
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      It’s light outside, but it’s the very early morning kind, when I next force my eyes open. Pax is pacing on the other side of the room, his chain scraping along the stone floor and his fist clenching and releasing again and again. His knuckles are bloody, and a section of the stone wall has fist-sized chunks of damage going on.

      How did I sleep through that? I ask myself.

      Then I wait for my inner demon, or wolf, or whoever it is to answer. But she doesn’t.

      Pax looks over at me before I’ve moved a muscle. Raking his gaze down my body in inspection.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, stretching out limbs that feel like they’ve been running a marathon.

      He walks to the end of his chain then crouches down, elbows on knees and deadly gaze on me.

      “This Return Seal is draining me, so I started to siphon power off you,” he says.

      “Good, you don’t look like death anymore.”

      “Not good,” Thane rumbles.

      “I’m not taking your energy,” Pax says in an equally pissed off tone.

      “I feel fine now, Pax.” I yawn. “Even my mortal soul could handle some siphoning.”

      “This seal won’t stop. If we had both passed out a second time, we would both be dead now.”

      I yawn again, stretch, and climb to my feet. “Then we will be careful, but if I can balance out this seal and stop you from dying until the others get here, then you’d better get used to the idea. Either that or we leave, now.”

      “No,” Thane growls.

      “What’s your plan then? Slowly grow weaker and weaker until you’re unconscious, then dead?” I don’t wait for an answer, snatching the book and quill off the ground. But my image is exactly as I left it, Pax’s words too. I flip through the pages to check and stumble over half a page of Silvari scribble. Turning the book around, I ask, “What’s this?”

      He squints, so I move closer. “It’s Seth.”

      “What’s it say?”

      “Report.”

      I turn the book to squint at it, picking up on the pattern in the swirls and lines. “Again and again?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that weird?”

      “Probably not. Probably just Seth getting impatient.”

      “Also probably means they’re nowhere near us,” I murmur, walking back to the bags. I tap the quill on the page a few times then decide fuck it and draw a face under Seth’s scribble. One looking confused with its tongue sticking out and its eyes crossed – which is exactly how I feel right now. It’s also the best I can do with limited skills.

      Then I snap the thing shut and am about to shove it into my saddlebags when a second thought occurs to me and I open the thing again, balancing it on top of my bag. Pages open, still hopeful.

      “How long do you think you have before you pass out again?” I ask.

      He looks like shit, and whilst I wait for him to answer, I dig through the crate of food, get the bread out for him, then change my mind, put it back, and start dragging the whole damn crate over. The closer I get, the more subtle static I feel in the air. Like walking step by step up out of a cave into the warm spring air.

      Into Pax’s power.

      His arms wrap around me, molding his chest to my back, and he breathes me in in a way that makes me think he feels exactly the same as I do. Like my soul is stronger and the air is sweeter with his presence in it.

      “We can’t play this game with you. We have no idea how strong you are, and there is no one else here to save you,” he grumbles.

      My eyes droop closed. I want to say something about not being willing to watch him die, or even about being busting for the toilet right now, but I can’t.

      Thane rumbles, and Pax leans over me, snatches an apple out of the crate, and backs up so quickly that I don’t even get a chance to find my balance and end up toppling to the floor.

      “You’re too close.”

      “You’re not close enough,” I snap.

      He waves toward the bed. “No, I’m serious, Rieka. You need to go back over there.”

      Smothering my own growl, a completely human growl because I can’t feel another voice inside me anywhere, I climb to my feet and search around for my clothes. I need a shower. A very hot shower.

      “How long before you pass out again?” I demand.

      “I’ve got a few hours of energy in me,” he answers, watching me with a mixture of apprehension and curiosity written across his golden gaze.

      I finally locate my clothes and toss them on the bottom step before going to the edge of the bed and gripping the thing in both hands. Timber and feathers, I’m assuming, not straw. But feathers are a whole chuckin’ lot heavier than straw.

      “Then maybe,” I begin, stopping to get momentum on the bed before continuing, “you need to just sleep and keep a hold of that bit of energy you stole.”

      “Maybe,” Thane says when I’m almost in reach, “if we tie her to the mattress, we can –”

      I cut him off sharply, launching myself over the bed, across the room, and well out of reach before turning to look him in the eyes.

      “No,” I growl, and point. Pointing really takes this argument up another level.

      I wait for my inner demon/wolf/thing to raise her head and get pissed at the idea too – but nothing.

      Maybe she needs a certain amount of energy to be heard?

      I push the bed one more time to make sure Pax can reach it before stalking toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” Thane asks, mixed emotions coming off the two of them.

      Sure, there’s aggression and all that alpha-controlling-demanding-annoying stuff, but there’s also worry in his voice and fear in his eyes.

      I grab my clothes off the step and hold them in the air.

      “Shower,” I say, waving at them then jogging up the stairs. “Pax, you chained yourself to a wall, so there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      I haven’t even made it to the top step when he punches the stonework right beside where the chain is embedded and makes the whole building shake. I grip the railing for dear life, and my jaw falls open.

      “I told you not to chain yourself. If you bring the whole building down, you’ll kill us both – and every other mortal in here.”

      His knuckles are bleeding, but he doesn’t care.

      “Thane wanted to chain you too,” he explains.

      Right, so he’s not pissed I’m leaving the dungeon – he’s pissed because Thane was right, and the wolf inside is probably laughing at him right now.

      “I’m going to have a shower. I’m sure you can hear me,” I say, waving at where the piping protrudes from the ceiling under the bathroom.

      But I wait to see his reaction anyway, worried that maybe he will bring the building down – or worse, he’ll start chewing his own leg off.

      He nods and just watches me as I leave.

      First job – shower. Then – make sure I have enough clean monthlies pads because running out is the worst kind of embarrassing. By the time I’ve done that and started to make my way back down the stairs, he’s pulled the bed into its original position and gone back to sleep.

      Good, because I can’t deal with his tantrums and his moods right now. I sit on the top step and try to think things through, try to come up with a plan. Something better than Pax stubbornly sacrificing himself to keep me safe when he isn’t even sure what the dangers are anymore.

      I really wish I’d known him for longer. Is this how he normally behaves? Does he always do things the hardest possible way? I hope he realizes that he can’t stop me from climbing into that bed with him and topping up his energy. If that’s what it takes to keep him alive, then there’s no way I’m not doing it.

      Knuckles rapping on the thin glass of the alley window make me jump. The glass is frosted, but a smear of blood still shows up clear as day.

      I launch to my feet then stupidly just stare at the glass for another long moment.

      The hand knocks harder, blood streaking down the pane this time.

      “Shade,” a voice calls – Jaxx’s voice.

      Thane literally growls, crouched low with his teeth out, but half of his crouch looks like it’s because of a lack of energy and not just pure aggression.

      “Stay,” he orders, looking at the window but clearly talking to me.

      “Someone’s hurt,” I gasp.

      Jaxx and another shadow move down the lane, far away from the window, tapping and slapping the wall. By the sounds of it they’re looking for our magical door.

      “He can stay hurt,” Thane rumbles.

      “What if it’s a kid?”

      “Don’t leave my sight,” Pane orders, equal parts Thane and Pax and all parts dripping with power.

      For a split second my insides get ripped in two directions – the Alpha order warring with my need to make sure no one is dying in the alleyway. But Pax’s power washes over me and drips down through the stairs, failing to take hold. A desperate cry steals all of my attention, and I rush up the stairs toward it.

      “Rieka, I forbid you,” Pax shouts.

      I can feel all of the force that comes with it, making it hard for me to move, hard to breathe, but it doesn’t stop me from bursting into the apartment and running for the hidden doorway. Even with the key around my neck I still have to feel for the fake section of the wall, and then I’m in the alleyway and looking down on Jaxx, two kids, and a very bloody Ben.

      The guy is lean, with black hair and a way too pale complexion.

      Jaxx is growling, both hands pressed over the top right of the other man’s chest and tears running down his face. Blood soaks his hands, shirt, the dirt of the alleyway, and even the walls in desperate prints left behind as they looked for the doorway. Two more kids race around the corner.

      “They ain’t comin’ yet,” one says, looking wide-eyed at the blood – everywhere.

      “What?” I gasp.

      Ben opens his mouth as if to speak, but all he does is make a gurgling noise.

      “Help,” Jaxx growls, his wild brown eyes meeting mine.

      Right, Shade, this is no worse than a flour fight. Give me the evidence, and I’ll take the fall.

      Only, the evidence is blood and it’s chuckin’ everywhere.

      “Tomatoes,” I gasp, locking gazes with the nearest kid. “Get as many as you can and have the biggest tomato fight that you can right here. Then get inside, last door down the hall, but don’t let them see you go in.” I wave my arms around as I throw orders, pointing to the apartment’s proper street entrance and then waving them off.

      The three in the alley run, and others join them to dash down the street.

      Tomatoes should work.

      Well, except for the almost dead guy on the ground. I put off trying to process that until last because looking at him makes my chest want to implode.

      He looks chuckin’ awful, gasping and struggling then going limp for a long moment before gasping again.

      Killian, where the crap are you when I need someone who knows this shit?

      But even as all of this is going through my mind, I keep moving. It feels like things are in slow motion, but I’m pretty sure I haven’t paused since I got out here.

      Grabbing Ben’s ankles, I order, “Pick him up. Get him inside.”

      Jaxx obeys, which involves taking his hands off the chest wound. The second he does, blood starts to seep out. I shuffle backward through the wall, holding Ben’s legs, and Jaxx hurries forward with his arms wrapped around Ben’s chest.

      As soon as my body is inside the apartment, the angry growls of a wolf, possibly trying to chew his own leg off, almost make my heart stop beating.

      Jaxx’s eyes go wide, and he struggles not to lose his grip.

      “Thane?” I call into the apartment.

      The growling goes silent. Everything goes silent.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, still walking and forcing Jaxx to follow, deciding right here and now that I don’t have time to deal with both of these problems right now.

      “What the fuck is that?” Jaxx demands, his voice raspy and his tone mirroring my own.

      “Ignore that, what happened to Ben?” I ask, reaching the top of the cellar stairs and starting a rushed shuffle down them.

      “Pissed off merchant. Put the sword right through his back,” Jaxx says, leveling a loving gaze on his dying partner… mate?

      This is his mate. Dying, basically in my arms. The guy has light gray eyes, and they stare back into my own with the last flickers of life.

      “Don’t let him die, Shade,” Jaxx pleads. “I’m calling in that favor you owe me.”

      Which is exactly the moment my foot catches on the broken step and I tumble backward. Jaxx is pulled forward, Ben slipping from both our grips and sailing right over my head. Everything blurs as I smash then roll down the stairs, getting tangled up with the other two and hitting the solid stone floor of the cellar hard enough to knock the wind out of me.

      But on the inside I just have the one thought screaming through me. Not ‘ouch, that’s going to bruise,’ but ‘don’t let him die.’

      Don’t let him die.

      Jaxx scoops up Ben and grabs me by the arm, yanking us both back and away from the giant snarling wolf who has, in fact, drawn his own blood and might have been trying to do the kind of damage required to get free from a shackle.

      I count paws, checking he still has all four as the beast charges forward.

      “Thane!” I shout.

      He doesn’t stop, teeth bared, dripping blood, and muzzle stained red.

      My heart is hammering hard in my ears, then the chain pulls taut with a snap of bone, and he falls to the concrete floor, whimpering.

      Fuck!

      Jaxx is gasping through his own pain after falling down a flight of stairs, and Ben’s lips mouth the word ‘Jaxx’ but fail to make any sound.

      This was never supposed to happen. Meeting Jaxx wasn’t part of the plan, I’m damn sure Ben being stabbed wasn’t part of the plan, and Pane being chained to a wall was never part of my plan.

      If I had a say in any of this, it would be simple – Jaxx gets to keep Ben, I get to keep Pane, and no one would be dying or bleeding or chained up.

      None of this would be happening!

      Everything inside of me freezes in agony, like a fist clamping around my whole body. Can’t breathe. Can’t swallow. Can’t think. Can’t move.

      Can’t even see as light bursts from my chest and fills the room, followed by a long glowing white thread that shimmers from my soul and stretches out of my body. Energy.

      Pure power.

      It gently unfurls, like a kitten waking up. No, not a kitten, a seedling reaching forward then delicately producing its very first leaf.

      Whatever the chuck I am doing right now is stronger than that.

      Jaxx throws himself over Ben, trying to be his human shield. But the power isn’t reaching for Ben – it’s reaching for Jaxx.

      All I can do is watch as the plant spreads another gentle leaf then curls at the very top to reveal a tiny Seed. Tiny, like a sunflower or something. Unable to inhale, unable to even blink. My whole existence is locked into this moment.

      I reach my hands up underneath the Seed, cupping them to catch the thing if it falls, and meet Jaxx’s gaze.

      I hope my gaze is saying, ‘take it before I pass out’ because whilst this power is spilling out of me. I can’t breathe, and that’s a very temporary activity. Let’s not mention the fact that green veins are spreading underneath my skin, like mother nature is claiming me as a sacrifice in return for giving this gift.

      Take it!

      He holds his blood soaked hands out, eyes wide with too many emotions to catalogue. The Seed slips from my control, floats into his hands, then instantly sinks beneath his skin.

      The little plant that grew from me turns to dust and vanishes, releasing my chest. In a rush of blood and air, my world goes black, and I fall backward – on the brink of passing out.

      I gasp and wait until light, color, and finally sound return to the world.

      When the bralls did the sound go missing?

      Pax is back in his man skin, but he’s naked and unconscious on the ground, blood steadily seeping from his leg – but not a massive amount. He’s not about to die.

      Thane did some damage. Not sure if he used his teeth or a claw though, because the skin is just shredded. I move to rush to him, then realize Jaxx is on the other side of me, with Ben in his arms. Ben is dying.

      Or… he… was…

      The blood on Ben’s clothing is slowly flowing backward.

      From his clothes, from the floor, back into the wound.

      Jaxx’s hands are glowing, and his whole body is shaking, his eyes rolled up into his head almost like the power is operating without him.

      I crawl across the floor and wrap my fingers over his, steadying them.

      “You’re healing him,” I manage. But I have no real clue if he’s even conscious now.

      Ben’s pale and clammy skin begins to warm into a shade of pink, and his breathing settles into a regular pattern. Then the torn threads of his shirt weave back together, and a missing button magically shimmers into existence.

      Which is not healing.

      So very not healing.

      And I should care, but before I can even process, both Jaxx and I crumple. Unconsciousness deciding to take the reins right here and right now.
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      When my eyes open, there is still light in the room, plus a good deal more people down here. I roll over suddenly, making a kid of about six squeak and run up the stairs.

      I topple off the edge of the bed and stagger to my feet – then give up because the world is spinning, and just sit on the floor.

      Pane. That’s all I can think. Pax and Thane. They were bleeding. Where are they?

      I grip the edge of the bed and struggle up to my feet. He’s on the bed, asleep. I breathe my first true inhale then flick back the blanket and inspect his leg – which someone bandaged. It looks straight, but I know I heard bones crunch. I poke his thigh, no response, then the actual bandage, hard. Still no response. That can’t be good.

      “Where’s Jaxx?” I ask the room, because he’s not down here anymore. There are two girls balancing on each other’s shoulders to look out the window, and older boys, maybe thirteen, going through the box of food, but no Jaxx.

      “Take the food,” I tell them, and they don’t need any other encouragement.

      Ben stands up a little stiffly on the bottom step and lets the kids past. I hadn’t noticed him there. The girls look to him, and he only has to nod toward the door before they’ve left the room too. And we’re alone.

      He walks across the room, rubbing his chest with a little grimace, then squats down in front of me. First, I’m expecting to be yelled at. I’m pretty sure none of that was a pleasant experience. Then maybe he’ll demand answers. I might even be blamed for him being hurt in the first place.

      “Someone’s been looking for you,” Ben says.

      “Ah…” That’s all I’ve got – because that was completely not what I was expecting.

      “Before the merchant ran me through, his brother shared the rumor that a mage is in town looking for a girl of about your height, and your age, and your hair color too – with gray eyes.”

      “Is that what got you killed?” I ask.

      “No, I relocated a crate from one brother’s possession to another's – it was a risky job to begin with.”

      “What crate? And why’d you take the job if it was so risky?” I ask, though I’m pretty damn sure these are the least important details in the world right now.

      “I don’t know what was in the crate, but the fee was enough to take the authorities’ attention away from us for a year.” So the job was worth it, at least now that it’s clear he’s going to live. “The kids bandaged him up and dragged him onto the bed. You too. I woke in time to help them carry Jaxx up to the other bed.”

      He points in the direction of the apartment upstairs, but his gaze settles on Pax and doesn’t shift. The bed is decorated in slashes, chunks taken from the timber. Two big gashes have left feathers peeking through, and I can’t tell if the blankets are in one piece or just a tangled mess. Pax must have had the mage seal the chains into the wall because despite all of this, his clear attempts to bring the building down, he’s still locked solidly in place. It leaves a crack in my heart, knowing he’s gone to these lengths to keep me safe. A task which, apparently, is impossible.

      “What is he?” Ben asks.

      “It’s a long story,” I say, heading toward the stairs to check on Jaxx – and the rest of my house.

      I pause by the saddlebags, picking the quill and notebook up. The pages are exactly as they were last time. No new message, no hint that they have received or understood my drawing. I sigh heavily and slip the quill into my… crap, I can’t put it in my pocket because the ink will run, and these pants don’t have the same loops that my last pair did. Since life just keeps getting crazier and crazier, I have the instinctive need to keep at least the quill on me. If the quill’s on me and they try to send a message, in theory, the message should turn up on my skin, like when I put my hand in Pax’s way.

      So I thread the quill into the tight curve of my bun and drag my aching body up and into the apartment, assuring Ben that “There’s no mage looking for me.”

      “Are you sure? This guy’s name was Leon.”

      I choke on my breath, every option and theory rushing through my mind in one long stream. So there is a mage looking for me, a guy I didn’t particularly mind but that I am ninety-nine percent sure Pax, or Thane, or any of my Elorsins will try to kill. And the rumor from the market is true. Seriously, I should be more surprised that we haven’t run into each other yet, given how disastrous the last few days have been.

      I turn sharply and ‘shhh’ Ben, pulling the door closed behind us then scrubbing both of my hands down my face.

      If Leon is looking for me, does that mean the border has failed?

      This is just too much. We can’t stay here, we can’t deal with Leon, we can’t wait for a Sealer, and I sure can’t draw any of this in little pictures with any hope of my guys understanding them. A frowning face with x’s for eyes, a horse that really could be any creature with four legs, then an arrow pointing to a castle.

      Screw the dangers.

      We’re going back to the Castle.

      There are six kids in the apartment, all of them currently staring at me from the couch, or by the window, or playing a game of ball against one of the walls. Most of them are in the process of devouring what was in the crate and sitting around the living space having hushed conversations punctuated with carefree giggles.

      Jaxx is in the bed across the room, and I make a beeline for it. The guy must sense me coming because he sits up suddenly before groaning and falling back down.

      Ben overtakes me, whispering sweetly into his mate’s ear.

      “I’m fine,” Jaxx groans, then he spots me and adds, “What did you do to me?”

      I rub the back of my neck awkwardly. “Sorry about that, I think I might have given you a Seed.”

      Which is insane. And not even possible. And… more words that mean insane that I can’t think of right now.

      “I saw that. I took it!”

      His brown eyes flare, and from where he is laying, on my pillow – in my bed – mind you, he looks both weak and angry-as-bralls at the same time.

      “You had a choice,” I tell him. “You could take the Seed, or you could let Ben die. I didn’t force you to take the Seed.”

      I leave out the part where I couldn’t breathe and the world was going dark. Would I have stayed frozen and died if he didn’t take it? I’m not so sure about that detail just yet. Not even sure how I gifted the damn thing in the first place. Can Sabers just do that if they’re freaking out badly enough?

      Not likely.

      The room sways, and I fall to the floor. Without a single one of my Elorsins to catch me.

      I may have let out a whimper, not sure, but my vocal cords constrict, and I don’t let a second sound slip from them.

      Ben just looks down at me, his head a little to the side, waiting for me to get up. None of the kids even move. I stay on the damn floor, pressing the tips of each finger with my thumb, one at a time, in a pattern, and considering the strange numbness and tingly feeling in them. Not good. Possibly related to the fact that I feel weak. Either from the Seed, or sleeping next to Pax while the Return Seal drains him, or both.

      Curling up and sleeping off my newfound power would be a fantastic idea – but if I do that, Pax will die. My plan to keep him alive by letting him drain me every time he passes out has now expired, and I have no idea if his body is trying to heal. It seems that the time he spent as a wolf has sped up his inevitable soul sucking.

      And I’m not about to sit around here and wait to find out.

      “Okay, this is what’s going to happen. Kids, grab me all the bags and personal stuff you can find. There should be two duffles and two saddlebags.” Before I’ve even finished talking, stuff begins to pile beside me. “How long was I unconscious for?”

      “A few hours,” one of the kids whispers, carefully putting Pax’s blade beside my foot.

      “Don’t suppose you guys could use an apartment whilst I’m gone?” I ask.

      Jaxx levels menacing eyes on me.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” he growls.

      “If I stay here, he’ll die,” I counter, waving toward the cellar door. “But you can use the apartment, and food will be delivered to the door every few days. You can have that too.”

      “No, you need to tell me what you did to me. I can feel it.”

      Jaxx pushes himself up, swinging his legs out from under the covers, and climbs to his feet. No one helps him either.

      I’m beginning to think I might get special treatment from the Elorsins.

      Suck it up, Shade. No time to feel weak.

      “Okay, let me give you the condensed version. The Enchanted Forest is actually a kingdom of assholes called Silva, and it’s inhabited by the Silvari. Some of which are Sabers who are extra special assholes with magical powers called Seeds.” There, that wasn’t that hard. Why didn’t someone give me the condensed version when I first woke up in the White Castle instead of confusing the crap out of me? “But, you don’t look surprised by that?” I realize.

      “We’ve heard rumors,” Ben says.

      “Oh.” That’s about all I’ve got. “Okay, well, in that case, what exactly do you want to know?” I ask, grabbing things off the ground and trying to sort it all out.

      Pax travels neatly, most of the time, but me… I’ve got freshly tailored clothes in a heap, and I know there’s still stuff in the bathroom I need to grab.

      “You’re telling me Seeds are real? What about the monster from under my bed?” Jaxx demands.

      “Seeds are very real, not sure about monsters or any creatures that live under beds, though at this point I wouldn’t bet against them.”

      Jaxx is seriously scowling now. “If I have a Seed, does that mean I have powers?”

      I nod slowly, beelining toward the bathroom. “Yes, looks that way, but I’m not entirely sure because I didn’t even think it was possible. Logically, if I had done the healing, the magic should have just targeted Ben. It didn’t. Instead, it went to you, and whatever happened after that was in your control. He was unconscious, and there’s no way whatever power I have could have saved him from those wounds. Even if I had tried to heal him, there’s no guarantee I wouldn’t have just sucked Ben’s soul dry. Apparently, that’s a possibility.” One which I’d forgotten until now because I’m not used to considering myself a Saber. Sabers drain energy from mortals.

      Sabers… drain… energy… from… mortals.

      I stop sharply and turn back around to face the two men. The kids in the room pause their conversations again, and everyone is silent for a long second whilst I consider if this is something that should be said out loud.

      But I really don’t have time to mess around with protecting people’s feelings right now.

      “So, side effect of now being a Saber – your power will begin to suck at their souls,” I say, then turn and lock myself in the bathroom.

      A girl needs privacy for her last bathroom visit before riding solo through Desayer Realm and into the Enchanted Forest. Crap, I’m not even sure if I can get through the border without being knocked unconscious.

      But I have to try.

      Someone pounds on the bathroom door.

      “Am I going to kill them?” Jaxx asks, still pounding as he talks.

      I wait until I’m finished in the bathroom, which takes a long moment – girl stuff – and open the door before answering. “I don’t think so. Just keep your distance.”

      Ben hovering in the background catches my attention – because intimacy is going to be damn near impossible.

      Soot find themselves on the other side of the border all the time, expected to survive working in the White Castle – but intimacy is impossible.

      I just saved his mate’s life, so they can live side by side and never be intimate again. I groan deeply and sag against the doorframe.

      “Don’t suppose you want to ride toward the border with me? Maybe once I get closer, I’ll have the strength to finish what I’ve started.” Because the only solution that I can see is to gift Ben a Seed too.

      If I can. Is it something I can control, or like a one-time person-dying-right-in-front-of-me type deal?

      I can’t worry about that part now. Can’t risk trying now either, not here, not with Pax unconscious and slowly dying downstairs. With those thoughts going through my mind, I stack everything by the secret wall-that-is-actually-a-door then head back down the stairs.

      To Pax.

      Who’s still sleeping, or unconscious, on the bed. Kneeling beside him, I cup my palm to his cheek.

      “Pax?” I call. “Thane?”

      Nothing.

      Ben stomps down the stairs behind me, moving heavily for someone so small. Which makes me think this is his version of a silent protest.

      “You need to travel, and we need answers, so we’ll ride with you for a time – until we get what we need.”

      I exhale some pent up tension.

      “We’ve got two horses in a private stable around the back. Crap, wait, ask the stable girl to fetch the other – it ran off.”

      “I’ve sent Stink to get a cart. We know a merchant who owes us a favor,” Jaxx says.

      Okay, a cart is a much better idea than trying to keep an unconscious man on a horse.

      The chain from the wall to Pax’s ankle is laying in loose coils. I thought it looked rusty, but now that I’m up close I can see that the look comes from dark threads of Silvari glass amongst the metal.

      Can you break? I ask it.

      The glass along my wrist hums, but only the chain responds. Shattering and showering glass across the bed, leaving little nicks on Pax’s arms and legs.

      “Bralls,” I mutter, concentrating a little harder. Can you reform?

      The glass obeys, turning to liquid and slipping across the covers and Pax without leaving a mark, then molding back into the chain.

      Perhaps I should have asked it if it could turn to liquid rather than break. I’ll file that information away for next time.

      “Okay, Pax, wake up,” I tell him, shaking his shoulder and patting his cheek.

      “Rieka,” he whispers, cracking one eye open and trying to focus on me before it slides shut again.

      “Yeah, well, this Rieka is ordering your ass to get up,” I tell him, gulping back air from the force of my own words.

      Pax moans, opens his eyes, and struggles up onto all fours. Ben takes several large steps backward.

      “I liked it better down here when he was on the chain,” the guy says, his tone even, which means he’s actually coping pretty well right now.

      “Help me? He won’t hurt you,” I say, hooking one of Pax’s arms over my shoulder and hoping Ben will step in on the other side.

      I am pretty sure I just gave an Alpha order, on top of the glass manipulation, on top of still being weak from gifting a Seed. Which means if these guys want me to turn Ben’s ass into a Saber, they’re going to have to pull some weight.

      Reluctantly, Ben takes Pax’s other side and we struggle up the stairs, Pax moaning and barely able to keep his eyes open.

      “I can’t touch you, Rieka.”

      “Just. Walk,” I manage to grumble through clenched teeth.

      “They have the cart,” one of the kids declares from the front door, where Jaxx is already standing.

      He’s holding the bags and has all of the kids huddled around him. It looks like he just finished giving out orders.

      “Will they be okay?” I ask.

      Jaxx nods. “We just paid for the authorities’ blind eye.”

      But as Jaxx talks, every single short person in the room turns evil looks on me. There are six kids at the moment, all of them looking scruffy and a few with smears of tomatoes in their hair. The youngest looks maybe six, and the oldest is Jaxx or Ben. But not a single one of them looks like they can’t fend for themselves.

      “Except you’ve all been in nothing but trouble since I met you,” I point out.

      One of the girls giggles, but it’s the youngest of the kids that responds. “That’s our job, missus. We get paid good coin to make this merchant fight with that one. Or to steal one merchant’s profits so another gets all the business.”

      “I like spreading the rumors – ‘did you hear Mr. Grenager’s fish made the Lady Marmalade sick?’,” the giggling girl says.

      “You guys get paid to meddle in the merchants’ businesses?”

      Jaxx laughs at me. “Of course, how else would we amuse ourselves? This might not be the capital of Desayer Realm, but it is the merchant capital for half the known world. And if we keep the authorities happy and the kids’ names off their warrant papers,” he says, pointing down at the kids before adding, “then life is good.”

      Was good. Until Ben almost died and I cursed them with a Seed.

      Pax shifts his weight, and I almost buckle at the knees.

      “Time to go,” I manage. “Look after my apartment. I expect to see it in one piece.”

      The kids chorus promises, and as an afterthought I fumble the keys from around my neck, motioning for Jaxx to get Pax’s off.

      “Someone take care of the horses. We have to go through Drayden and get our mounts, but the ones in the stables are yours to use or sell. Just take care of them, whatever you do,” I say. “Then find this Leon mage and tell him to meet us at the crossroads.”

      And that’s it. We’ve got the bags, I have Pax, and I have no idea what kind of trouble we’re heading into, but it feels a whole lot more promising than sitting around here and waiting for trouble to find us.

      I’m not riding away, or running, or hiding. Not this time.

      This time I’m in control, and I will move mountains to get my Elorsins together again.

      Whatever it takes.
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      The five Sabers who have me hostage continue their hushed conversation, standing between me, tied up and kneeling in the dirt, and the one and only horse that they appear to have.

      But they’re not far enough away to be out of earshot, and their entire argument has been an attempt to get Kyra to agree on one crazy but very interesting move – walking into the White Castle and claiming themselves as an actual pentad.

      As if these five could possibly fool the magic into linking them together.

      The idea makes me almost laugh every single time, but I keep my composure as a simple messenger named Symantha who just happened to be carrying precious cargo and is now exhausted and desperate just to live. I’m very good at my job.

      Lithael has never seen through me. Logan damn sure hasn’t. And the Elorsins never would have raised an eyebrow if it weren’t for that mortal mistakenly being territorial. Even still, they may have drawn lines about my proximity to their pet, but I’m confident they’ve never seen me as a threat to them, just their weak toy.

      So, I am going to survive this. More than survive, I’m going to rule this, ride out of here on their only horse, then forewarn Lithael of his niece’s plans and make sure any remaining Elorsins are out of my way. My only loose end will be Logan, but I can deal with him later.

      A single stray thought crosses my mind, sending a shiver down my spine. A seat beside the Crown will always come with the promise of how the Te’Ras treat their women.

      I’ve seen the evidence of their brutality, even if I can’t confirm nor deny rumor that they will do anything to ensure the bloodline stays as pure as possible. Rumors squashed by missing servants and public beatings. But I have every reason to fear it, and even more reason to bury the thought under ambition.

      The day will come when there is a woman wearing the crown once more – and I will drink in their subservience like fine wine.

      Hang my head, play the part of the messenger, ride out of here, then rule the world.

      “This is the next step. We can run around out here, stalling him and making his life hard, or we can get in there and become a real threat,” Quill is saying.

      Kyra runs a hand through the black roots then down to the blonde tips of her hair, looking torn before she turns to glare at me.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she snaps. “It doesn’t matter what you want, or what I want, or what these seals can do. They’re useless without a Sealer. I might know every Sealer by name, but I damn sure can’t pick them out in a crowd, and we’re not going within bow range of Lithael or his supporters and offering ourselves up to be branded with Return Seals without some kind of protection.” As she talks, she holds one of the tokens up to the light, turning it this way and that.

      Out of nowhere, something soft and slightly crumpled flies in and smacks me on the side of the head. It bounces off and lands almost out of reach. It’s an off-white, scrunched then flattened, scratched and dirty, folded paper plane.

      My first reaction is to rub my head. What the fuck is someone throwing paper planes for?

      My second reaction is to launch for it, my fingers grazing the edge of the paper before gripping nothing but mud as Loki beats me to it. He smiles and bounces back on the balls of his feet, enjoying this game way too much. Whilst my heart threatens to hammer its last beats and just stop working.

      Please don’t be from Seth. Please don’t be from Seth. Because who else would fuck my life up like this?

      Loki unfolds the paper, the thing looking like it was collected from the trash, then squints at it while I pull myself back up into my kneeling position and dust the wet dirt from the front of my filthy shirt. Onyx has already run into the trees, searching for the paper plane thrower. But I suspect there’s only one person in this world who would hit me in the head with a children’s toy, and he doesn’t have to be anywhere near me to do it.

      “Why are you throwing paper at me?” I demand, like I didn’t see where it came from and haven’t been paying any attention all this time.

      They ignore me. Completely. Not a single one of them looks in my direction, which ramps up the tension in my stomach as well as my desire to hit one of them.

      Loki clears his throat with far too much drama then starts to read, “Uoy tuoba s’ti.”

      “What?” Kyra asks.

      “Didn’t you learn to read?” Quill chuckles in the background.

      “It’s not my fault! The thing has been written in mud and scratched on with a weildron’s tooth.”

      “And it’s upside down,” Quill chides.

      Loki makes an ‘oh, you’re right’ kind of noise, flips the page, then clears his throat, and in a far too enthusiastic rendition of a gay tournament announcer, he reads, “Jada – come to the White Castle urgently. We have another lost prophecy, and it’s about Sealers – it’s about you.”

      Kyra and Daegan both snap their attention to me, but it’s Kyra who advances like a wolf spotting prey. All the way to crouch before me and press a finger under my chin. Loki has his sword drawn and resting against my neck before I can even think of telling her to fuck off – or headbutting her. Not that headbutting would be my idea of fun in the least.

      “Jada, hey? My uncle’s prized Sealer. I’ve seen you from a distance, with peacock feathers in your hair and satin shoes on your feet. Dirt looks much better on you though. But what are you doing riding around on your own? I’d think he’d have you wining and dining in his balls, hanging off his arm so the world knows who you serve. Who you fuck.”

      I swallow heavily, clinging with desperation to the last tendrils of hope inside of me. Clinging, but losing my grip. “I’m just a messenger –”

      “You know he can smell lies, right?” Loki reminds me, pointing back at Daegan. “Just because he lets you think you’re winning, doesn’t mean he hasn’t scented every single one you’ve said.”

      Onyx storms back out of the trees. “No one there. No tracks. Nothing.”

      “We just discovered she’s a Sealer,” Daegan updates.

      I would scowl at him, but with Kyra before me and Loki’s sword at my neck, I don’t dare shift my attention for one second.

      “Does that mean…?” Loki half asks, trailing off.

      “Yes, I think fate wants us in the White Castle,” Kyra says, one side of her lip raised in a dangerous smile.

      “I’ll never apply those seals,” I snarl.

      “Someone hold her still,” she demands.

      Onyx is suddenly beside me. He grabs my hair and yanks back to the side to expose my neck and left cheek.

      “Right here,” he says, tapping on my cheek. At least it’s not my throat.

      Kyra draws a very thin, needle-pointed blade from a sheath inside her belt and moves in closer.

      “I won’t lie; this is going to hurt like a bitch,” Loki says.

      “You have no mercy, do you, Blue?” Kyra asks, like now is the time for conversation or cutesy nicknames. Now is the time for someone to rescue me. What good is having Lithael and the Elorsins on my side if none of them are here when I need them?!

      Hope snaps inside me, and my heart gives way to fear and resignation.

      “What are you doing?” I demand.

      “Last time we used ink,” Quill says.

      I almost squeal. “Yes, use ink!”

      “I’m not taking any chances,” Kyra says, pressing the needle-pointed blade into my skin then beginning to carve a line, a pattern, maybe even a damn sigil.

      I scream against the burning pain, but Onyx has me pinned, and a few moments later, it’s done. By done, I mean the carving has stopped, but my cheek is on fire and my whole body is shaking with adrenaline that has nowhere to go and nothing to do.

      Kyra closes her eyes. In a deep, powerful tone, she says, “Quenya-Vala,” and ignites a deeper burn into the wound.

      She steps back, wiping the blade off then sheathing it. Onyx doesn’t move, but Loki puts his blade away too. Then holds his hand up and catches one of the seals from Daegan. I’m still gasping and shaking from having fuck knows what carved into my face – so I have a good excuse for almost missing their conversation.

      “It has to be somewhere they won’t see. The tournaments are naked,” Quill is saying.

      “But they wear cups, right?” Loki asks.

      “Yes,” Daegan answers, then suddenly, Loki has dropped his pants, a seal is shoved into my hand, and my hand is on his gods damned dick.

      I screech and try to pull away, because I don’t care how impressive his dick is, I really don’t need to be touching it! But escaping is impossible because Loki has a good grip on my hand and Onyx has a good grip on my head.

      “Of course, Loki would go first,” Quill teases.

      Teases! This is not the time for banter. Crap, I can’t bloody move.

      “That’s because he makes such a good test rat,” Daegan says. “If someone is going to lose their dick, it might as well be him.”

      Loki snorts, like he’s correcting a younger brother. “This is what true bravery looks like.”

      “Nope,” Quill corrects. “Daegan is right; this is evolution in motion. Removing the least viable sperm from circulation.”

      “Shut up, he’s not going to lose his dick,” Kyra says over the top of all the noise. Adding in an almost inaudible tone, “I happen to like his dick. Quenya-Vala.”

      My magic flares of its own accord, setting the seal before I can stop it.

      He steps back, letting my hand go and bending to check his jewels are still in place. “Don’t worry, princess, it wasn’t fun for me either.”

      “You’d better wash that,” Quill jests, pointing at Loki’s crotch.

      My eyes are wide with anger and frustration and the need to draw blood – and these people are still telling jokes!

      This is crazy. They’re crazy!

      “One down,” Daegan says, stepping into Loki’s place.

      “No!” I shout. “You can’t make me!”

      Kyra taps my raw cheek, and I hiss. “This means we can. Until this skin heals, and then if it scars, perhaps forever, I can control you with just one word, and your power will do what I want it to.”

      “Within reason,” Loki says, still inspecting the design on his dick as he adds, “You couldn’t make that BlaiseSeed set fire to himself.” And he’s really inspecting that design, pulling this way and that to the point where he’s half hard before he finally tugs his pants back up.

      “True, within reason,” Kyra amends. Even she thinks this is some joke! Quill certainly does. He’s laughing and pointing to the beginnings of a bulge in Loki’s pants.

      “What kind of monster are you?” I demand, ignoring the guys and focusing on Kyra because magic like this shouldn’t exist! Even mortal mages can’t do this.

      Kyra leans forwards, whispering in my ear. “The kind that was reborn in the Veil and will bring your whole world to kneel. Not you, though. You’re going some place no one will ever find you again.”

      “Not even your bones,” Loki whispers so low I almost miss the words. I don’t miss their meaning though.

      I try to suck in air, try to fill my lungs, but simply can’t. Fear so pure it has no smell has taken up all available space inside me as the solid truth slips into place.

      This is the Black Pentad – whether Saber magic wants to agree or not. They’re going to lay claim to the White Castle.

      And we’re all fucked.
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