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      Climbing the rusted contraption that had once been a telecom tower was no easy feat. The fucking thing clanked and groaned with each step I took, but I was determined to get to the top. I needed to see what the pointy-eared wankers had been up to. How far they’d come with their secret project.

      Once, a long time ago, this tower had been a tourist attraction. There’d even been a restaurant at the top, but after the war, it’d been stripped. The windows were smashed, the lift busted, and the emergency stairs were blocked with immovable debris, but I was one determined woman. I’d found a way past it all. Admittedly, it involved clinging to the outside of the tower and climbing up that way to get past the block, but it would be worth it.

      If I looked down now, I’d see tiny buildings and narrow roads, but only idiots looked down from this height.

      I was not an idiot.

      My thick leather gloves protected my hands from the ice clinging to the metal struts as I hauled my ass up the tower. My face stung from the bite of the icy wind that blew through the scarf wrapped around it. My goggles kept fogging up. Thank fuck I knew this route by heart.

      Almost there.

      Now, why had I gone and thought that, because everyone knew that kind of thinking was a jinx, and right on cue, my foot slipped. My stomach shot up into my throat to choke me, and then a hand grasped my butt to steady me.

      “Watch your footing, dammit,” Killion chided.

      I was too busy willing my ears to not catch fire because he was touching my ass.

      “I got it.” I found my footing, and he removed his hand. Thank goodness.

      I didn’t need to look down to know that his bright blue eyes would be blazing with annoyance. Those eyes spoke a thousand words, and they were literally all I could see of him. The man was a shadow who came and went as he pleased.

      My stomach bloomed with a warm feeling he seemed to elicit lately, and then annoyance stamped it out. How dare he piss off for three days and then show up out of the blue to boss me about?

      And save your arse.

      Fuck you, voice of reason. “Well, thanks so much for gracing me with your presence.”

      “Lucky for you I did,” he said. “I told you not to come here without me.” He bit out the words, letting me know how annoyed he was.

      “You’re not the boss of me.”

      He totally was.

      “You’re obviously too reckless to be the boss of yourself. I thought I trained you better than this.”

      He was right, but like fuck would I admit it. Thankfully, we were at the entrance I needed. Grabbing hold of a strut, I swung my body up and through the broken window, landing in a neat crouch.

      “You wouldn’t be able to do that if I hadn’t taught you,” Killion reminded me, his tone smug.

      Wait, how the hell had he gotten into the room ahead of me. I sighed and stood, brushing ice off my clothes. Why was I even surprised? Killion wasn’t human. I didn’t know what he was because he refused to tell me.

      Secrets, secrets, and more secrets.

      But he had saved my life, trained me to kick ass and do all sorts of nifty survival shit, so I paid him back by keeping my curiosity in check.

      Least I could do, considering I didn’t have actual spare coin to pay him with. Not that he’d ever asked for payment. He was either one of those magnanimous creatures who did shit for free, or he wanted something from me. It was probably the latter, or maybe I was being a cynical bitch. After all, it had been five years, and the other shoe had yet to drop.

      “Come on then, great mentor. Let’s take a look at what the pointy-eared wankers have been up to, eh?”

      His sigh followed me up the stairs to the top floor. There were no windowpanes up here to keep the elements at bay. The wind howled through the empty panes as if in mourning, and ice swirled across the floor in mini tornados.

      Fuck, it was cold. Winter cut through my layers to chill my skin.

      I walked as close to broken panes as was safe, stopping when the floor groaned. It was close enough to see across the vast snow-laden landscape and beyond the walls that bordered the city. Enough to look out at the world outside the shining ones’ domain. Machines were visible in the distance—huge metallic monsters that razed up the earth and spat it back out. Mini towers and walls had sprung up where there’d been nothing but wilderness. They’d started eight months ago, building, forever building, but no one knew what the fuck they were making.

      Another city?

      An expansion to Middale, our capital city?

      The shining ones weren’t saying. In fact, they acted like nothing was going on, not that any human would have the gall to question them. We were dependent on the Holonews, gathering weekly in town squares to be fed whatever propaganda the shining ones saw fit to spew.

      Shame I was the only one who saw them for what they were. Maybe I was insane, cynical, plain wrong. Maybe I was seeing monsters where there weren’t any. Hell, if not for Killion, I’d probably believe that rubbish. But Killion saw it too. He believed me. He agreed with me.

      The shining ones were bad news.

      Yet, they owned us.

      They owned fucking everything.

      I watched the machines work on their secret project. “What do you think it is?”

      “I don’t know,” Killion said. “But I have a feeling it won’t be long before we find out.”

      I felt pressure on my shoulder. His hand. He was touching me. He rarely, if ever, touched me. I froze, not wanting to breathe too heavily or too shallow. Not wanting him to take his hand away.

      Being touched by Killion was a gift. It was warmth and security, and something else I wasn’t ready to define.

      “Don’t you have a shift Southside Sector B today?” he asked.

      I smiled. “How is it you know my schedule better than me?”

      “Because I care,” he said softly.

      My stomach quivered. “Jeez, thanks.”

      “How about we take the quick route down?” he offered.

      Was he offering to transport me?

      Once.

      That’s how many times he’d done this. Once, six months ago, when we’d first come up here, and I’d run those five seconds through my mind again and again for weeks afterward.

      My heart did a badum badum of excitement, but I kept my expression neutral.  Darn it, I wish I could read his features, but his face was a shadow just like his body. If I looked hard, I could make out a generous wide mouth and slightly flared nostrils. He was tall, slender-hipped, and broad-shouldered, and he was wearing clothes. I could make out the odd seam of fabric here and there, but it was like looking through a filter that had blackened and muted all important details. Yes, I’d questioned my sanity a few times. I mean, how could something like him even be real?

      Maybe he was a figment of my broken mind.

      Maybe I’d died that day five years ago, and this was some kind of fucked up afterlife?

      Doubt would set in worst of all when he was gone, but when he held me…When he touched me, all the doubt melted.

      He was real.

      He was here.

      He was mine, and I was his, and that was the order of things.

      “Danika?” He canted his head as if trying to read me. “You have a shift.”

      I nodded, my mouth suddenly dry. “Let’s do this.”

      He bridged the gap between us and wrapped his arms around me, solid and warm. I touched his bicep, cursing the fact I was wearing gloves, and ran my hands up to link at his nape. He had no scent. He had no face. But he had the most expressive eyes I’d ever seen. Right now, they were looking at me with a strange intensity that made my neck hot.

      I rolled my eyes. “I know, captivating, right?”

      “Undoubtedly.” A flash of white, even teeth.

      And the flush crawled up to stain my cheeks. “Whatever.”

      His grip on me tightened, our torsos met, and my breath gushed out of my mouth. Shit, pull it together, Dani. But damn, he felt too fucking good.

      No.

      Mentor alert.

      Must not think freaky shit.

      And then my feet were no longer touching the ground because we were flying.

      Okay, so we weren’t actually flying, but Killion could move super-fast and fall really well. I closed my eyes, biting back my scream as we hurtled toward the earth, confident that Killion would never let me fall.
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        * * *

      

      A long time ago, like half a century or so, there was a war, and humanity almost wiped itself out. We were scrambling to survive—no law, no order. Our world was falling into the dark ages as cities crumbled and wildlands began to grow, and then, just as humanity thought it was buggered, the shining ones came. They took control. They rebuilt our capital city. They put up walls to keep us safe from the dangers of the wildlands. They restored order.

      I call bullshit.

      Okay, so I didn’t doubt they restored order or that they stopped us from descending into chaos, but the walls were there to keep us in.

      Ma often reminded me that all the shining ones asked in return was that we work for them. Why? So they could sit in their fancy towers and play power games with each other? Not that I would say this out loud, not often anyway. Speaking against our saviors was taboo.

      They had their own factions—Winter, Summer, Spring, and Autumn Courts. But Winter ruled the capital, relegating the other courts to settlements outside our walls, linked by roads that we, the capital guard, patrolled and kept safe.

      The shining ones themselves came in a variety of shapes and sizes. Some were tall, slender, gorgeous perfection with high brows, pointed chins, and flawless skin. They called these the ancients. The council members and the royal courts were all ancients. Then you had the muscular, hulking, shining ones with ember eyes who worked for the ancients, and finally, there were the night denizens, creatures of fang, claw, and tusk that came out after dark. The one thing they all had in common was their shine.  It wreathed the ancient ones, pooled in the hulking ones’ pores, and shimmered like stars beneath the night denizens’ skin. And the bleak—hideous monsters who lived in the wildlands—craved it. They craved it like a drowning man craved air. It was the guards’ job to keep the bleak at bay. My job.

      I hated it.

      Why should we keep them safe when all they did was play games with us, using us for entertainment in the name of hope and tradition? I shook my head to clear it of the negative thoughts. I couldn’t carry these views with me to Sector B. I couldn’t let my commander see how much I hated my job. No one could know the truth.

      Sector B was on the south side of Middale. Huge iron gates built into an iron wall rose up to meet me, but the guardhouse to the left of the gates looked empty. I was late. Not by much—thanks to Killion, who’d gotten me to the rail on time—but still.

      The barrier guard, Manny, raised a hand in greeting. “Magnus is pissed,” he said. “You’re late. Again.”

      Fuck. “How pissed? I’m-going-to-fire-Dani pissed, or I’ll-be-giving-her-a-stern-talking-to pissed?”

      “Somewhere in between,” he said with a grin.

      Manny was sunshine and rainbows. Always a smile, always a kind word, and he was also an excellent judge of someone’s mood.

      If he said Magnus was pissed, then he was pissed, and if I didn’t get out there stat, his mood might just slip to firing level.

      I rushed into the guardhouse and quickly donned my arm, chest, and leg braces before grabbing my iron sword. For some reason, iron was the only thing that could kill a bleak, but the shining ones’ armory produced the most lightweight, durable swords. I strapped on my holster, slid the sword in, and headed toward the gate.

      Manny looked up to the tower and hit the intercom. “Status?”

      “Clear,” came the reply.

      He punched in a code to unlock the gates. “Be safe out there.”

      “Always.”

      The gates opened enough for me to slip out onto the road beyond. Several meters wide, it cut through the wildlands that had been beaten back and maintained by human labor. The road led to the Summer and Spring Courts that were situated fifteen miles either way from the intersection up ahead. An intersection where my troop was gathered.

      Magnus’s usually warm brown eyes were hard with annoyance as they settled on me. The man was a legend, responsible for having beaten back the hordes of bleak that had attacked the Winter Court procession eight years ago. He’d been nineteen years of age when he’d risked his life to protect the Winter King, the same age as I was now. Some would say I’d been lucky to be chosen as a guard for his troop, but luck had nothing to do with it. I was a damn good fighter. I was fast, strong, and light on my feet, thanks to Killion’s training.

      I deserved to be here, so why was my mouth super dry and my pulse racing with apprehension?

      I jogged up to the group, ignoring Vala’s snide smile and Timothy’s wince. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

      “And yet you keep repeating the same mistake,” Magnus said.

      I pressed my lips together. I had no argument. He was right.

      He studied me for a long beat, and my heart thumped harder in my chest. He knew I needed this job. He knew I needed this title. It was the only protection my family had.

      He relaxed his jaw and sighed. “You’re with Vala and Timothy. Take the Summer road. We meet back here in two hours. Radio in if you get into any trouble.”

      His gaze dropped to my waist, where my radio should be clipped. The radio I’d forgotten to pick up. I was a fucking dick.

      “I was in a rush. I’m sorry.”

      Magnus’s mouth tightened. “Vala and Timothy are equipped. Come see me after shift.”

      My stomach sank. Oh, God. He was so going to fire me later. No. Be positive. Magnus was a good guy. A fair guy.

      I swallowed to moisten my throat. “Yes, Commander.”

      Magnus strode off with the other two members of the troop, taking the road to Spring while I joined Vala and Timothy.

      “Yes, Commander,” Vala mimicked my tone. “Let me suck you off, Commander.”

      I flipped her off. “Fuck you, Val.”

      “Vala. My name is Vala.”

      “And I don’t give a shit.”

      Timothy chuckled. “Chill out, Dani. Vala’s only kidding, aren’t you, Vala?”

      Vala snorted.

      Forever the peacemaker, Timothy was able to defuse any explosion that Vala and I might create together. I hated the bitch, and the feeling was mutual. Our rivalry was as old as time. Fine, that was an exaggeration, but it felt true. I’d hated her from the moment she spat in my soup in lower school and I ate some before I found out. No, I hated her from when she accidentally-on-purpose dropped paint on my picture of a unicorn. No, no, that wasn’t it. I hated her from when she took my lolly in kindergarten and stuck it in my hair. Fuck, I had no idea why she was such a bitch. Hell, she was tough as nails and sarcastic, and if she’d just stop being so acerbic, we might have been friends, but nope. Vala liked to stick me with a metaphorical knife whenever she got the chance.

      “What Vala is trying to say is that Magnus likes you,” Timothy said.

      “Huh?”

      “He wants to bone you,” Vala snapped. “Bone you with his commander cock. Fuck, I bet you’re already giving him your cunny, aren’t you?”

      My neck heated, but I smiled thinly and met her gaze. “What’s the matter, Vala? Jealous?”

      Vala snorted. “Like fuck.”

      Magnus was handsome and tough, and he was almost thirty. No way did he want a young, inexperienced lover like me. Fuck Vala and her speculation. She was trying to get under my skin.

      “You’re bloody blind, Dani,” Vala said. “Most men want to bone you. You just don’t see it.” Her brows shot up. “Wait, are you gay?”

      “No, but if I was, you wouldn’t be my type. I don’t do bitches.”

      “Ladies, ladies,” Timothy said. “Eyes on the road. Watch your six, seven, and eights. Just because it’s been quiet the last few months doesn’t mean the bleak aren’t out there, waiting for their moment.”

      It was my turn to snort. “They don’t want us. We don’t shine.”

      “They can still infect us,” Timothy pointed out. “One bite, one scratch, and we’re fucked.”

      “Remember Bali and his family?” Vala said. “They were on this very road off to visit relatives at the Summer Court when they were attacked. They turned on each other and tore each other to shreds.”

      Ah, yes. That case. That poor family. “There’s no evidence to suggest they were infected by bleak.”

      “No evidence to say otherwise,” Timothy added.

      He had a point. There were no for-sures when it came to the bleak, but my gut told me there was more to the story, and it bugged me why no one else really questioned it.

      We crunched up the frozen road, our breath pluming in front of our faces. The sky was clear, crystal blue and free of clouds. It would snow in a few days. It always did. Winter had us in its grip. But the farther we got from the capital, the warmer it would get as summer took hold. Our world was governed by laws of nature we didn’t understand.

      A crack cut through the crisp silence, and all three of us froze. I scanned the wildlands to the left. The thick brush, the thorns, and the towering trees that leaned into the road. Another crack. A dark shape shot into the middle of the road. Three feet high, head too large for its body, center of gravity all off, it stood, swaying, huge dark eyes pinned on us, hairy body quivering.

      What the fuck. It looked bleak, but a quarter of the size. It looked bleak, but—

      It opened its mouth and squealed, high-pitched and piercing, before running toward us with its arms outstretched.

      A howl cut through the air from the right, and a scream followed.

      A plea? A warning.

      Instinctual comprehension sliced through me. The thing in the road. It wasn’t a threat, it was a— “It’s a ch—"

      Vala’s sword took off its head. It rolled across the frozen ground and came to a standstill, eyes staring up at the sky as if asking why.

      “Child.” I stared at the dead bleak infant.

      We’d never seen one before. Hadn’t thought bleak had offspring. But they did. This was one, and we’d just killed it.

      A dark shape shot into the road toward the dead bleak and hunched over the cleaved form. It began to rock, keening softly, and then it threw back its head and screamed.

      “Kill it!” Timothy cried. “It’s calling others.”

      Vala was staring at the dead bleak child, her mouth parted as she absorbed what she’d done. Oh, great, now the bitch decided to lose her shit.

      Distaste curdling my stomach, I drew my sword, strode over to the large bleak, and stabbed it in the heart, cutting off its cry. It fixed its eyes on me. Its mouth moved in a sibilant whisper, but there were words under that sound.

      Remove the veil and see.

      “What?” I took a step closer. “What did you say?”

      “Danika, we have incoming!” Timothy yelled.

      The forest shuddered and screeched, and then the road was filled with bleak.
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      The bleak rushed us, five, no, six. Fuck. This was not the time to count. I swung into action, sword cutting through the air, connecting with flesh, slicing and stabbing. I was peripherally aware of my team, Timothy to my left and Vala to my right, as they held their own. We worked well together, and Magnus knew that. It was why he often teamed us up.

      The bleak at the end of my sword screamed in my face, its eerie blue eyes pinned on mine.

      Murderer. You don’t see. You never see.

      What the fucking hell was happening? I was going insane.

      Bleak didn’t speak, and now it was dead. Shit, I pulled my sword from its chest and swung to block the attack of another bleak. This one was larger, its dark limbs corded with muscle. Bleak were bald, naked, but with no visible genitalia, they looked like living three-dimensional shadows with claws and teeth and blue eyes, and they hit hard.

      I went flying backward from a swipe to the chest. I hit the ground, jarring my tailbone, then rolled with a wince, let out a bellow, and ran back toward the huge bleak.

      It moved fast, avoiding the swipe of my sword, and then its hand was on my throat and I was hauled up, my face inches from his, my feet dangling off the ground.

      Look at me.

      Look.

      I was going insane. I was hearing things, but Killion had trained me to trust my senses, to rely on my instincts, and they were screaming at me that this was real. This thing was speaking to me.

      See me.

      Vala’s and Timothy’s cries faded as the bleak’s face grew large in my vision. The inky-black residue that coated its face melted back to reveal smooth nu-brown skin. It had features, features that were pleading with me. Darkness swirled on its back, clinging to it in a humanoid form, and sapphire eyes stared at me.

      An Umbra?

      It looked like a fucking Umbra—the shadow guards that served the shining ones.

      What the hell? “What are you?”

      The Umbra and its host’s eyes widened in shock. “You see. You see us.”

      “Get away from her!” An iron blade came down in front of my face, and I was free. My feet hit the ground, a cry frozen on my lips as Timothy took off the bleak’s head.

      My mind scrambled to hold on to what I’d just seen and make sense of it, but it was too crazy. Too impossible.

      “What the fuck, Dani?” Vala snapped. “Why didn’t you kill it? You had a shot while it was hissing at you, and you didn’t take it?”

      Hissing…All she’d heard was the usual hissing.

      “Back off!” Timothy planted himself between us. “She was terrified. It was right up in her face. She probably thought if she made any sudden moves, it’d bite and infect her.”

      Good excuse. Really good excuse because there was no way I was telling them I’d heard it speak. Insanity and guard duty did not go hand-in-hand, and there was no doubt in my mind that these two wouldn’t believe me. They hadn’t heard it.

      Timothy turned to me, his gaze raking over my face, lingering on my neck as he looked for breaks in my skin.

      I worked my mouth to moisten my tongue. “I’m good. No scratches. I’m sorry. You’re right, Vala. I froze. It won’t happen again.”

      She blinked at me in surprise and then nodded curtly. “Okay. Let’s get back to base.”
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      Magnus’s office was a small cozy room at the back of the guardhouse. There wasn’t much furniture in it, but he filled it with his powerful presence.

      He’d stripped off his armor and was dressed only in heavy cargo pants and a long-sleeved top that molded to his ripped, muscled torso like a second skin. Magnus wasn’t handsome in the classical sense. His nose was slightly crooked from having been broken and reset. His right eyebrow was bisected by a scar, and he seemed to have an aversion to razors, so his angular jaw was always covered in some level of stubble. But there was a charisma about him. An aura that made you stop and stare, and yes, several of the guards probably wanked off thinking about him on a regular basis.

      I’d never looked at him that way, though. Heck, I’d never looked at any guy like that.

      “You did well out there today,” Magnus said. “But you’ve been late four times this month alone. You’re an excellent guard, but I can’t keep letting your tardiness slide.”

      Oh, fuck. I could see it in his face, the I-have-to-let-you-go speech. He was about to fire me.

      My stomach clenched with fear. Losing this job meant putting my family back into the lottery for all events the shining ones saw fit to throw. Events that meant they could use us as playthings and props.

      They’d taken too much from us already. I couldn’t let them have more. I couldn’t lose this job. I had to do something.

      Vala’s taunts filled my head. He wants to bone you. My heart flipped. Oh, God. I had no choice.

      Magnus’s throat bobbed, and his warm brown eyes, dark with resolution, locked on mine. He opened his mouth to deliver his speech.

      “I have a crush on you.” I blurted out the words and dropped my gaze, unable to look at him as I lied. “I’m an idiot, I know, and I shouldn’t spend the extra time getting ready for work. It makes me late, and I know you don’t even care, but I do, and I get if you have to fire me. I just…If this is the last time that we speak, I wanted you to know how I feel.”

      I couldn’t breathe. The lie wrapped around my lungs and squeezed punishingly, leaving me lightheaded, and then his hand was on my upper arm, steadying me.

      When had I swayed?

      “Danika?” His tone was soft and searching.

      I raised my eyes to his, and nausea turned my stomach at the longing I saw in them. Nausea for what I was doing, and the lie that was giving him hope.

      “I’m sorry.” And I was.

      His smile was wry. “Don’t be. I was young once, too. But nothing can happen between us. I’m your commander, and I’m too old for you.”

      It wasn’t me he was convincing, though. Still, I nodded, looking contrite. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      He let out a heavy breath. “No more late arrivals. If you’re late again, I will have to let you go.”

      Oh, thank fuck. “I promise there won’t be.”

      He nodded and moved to stand behind his desk, putting the furniture between us. “Dismissed.”

      I headed for the door.

      “Oh, and Danika.”

      I looked over my shoulder.

      “You don’t need to make an effort to look good.”

      Our gazes locked for a long beat, and my pulse fluttered in confusion. “Thanks.”

      I let myself out and jogged to the changing room, wanting nothing more than to get the fuck out of this place and away from the lies I’d told.
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        * * *

      

      Alone in the changing room, I stripped off my armor and winced as the fabric of my thick tunic moved against my inner arm with the motion. I pulled up my sleeve and stared at the scratch.

      Tiny, almost not there, and yet it fucking burned.

      A scratch.

      A scratch from a bleak.

      My heart pounded faster in my chest, blood rushing to my ears.

      I was fucking infected.

      Fever, chills, and consuming rage that broke the mind. Those were the symptoms. Symptoms that were supposed to show up within minutes of being infected. It was why our orders were to kill an infected on sight. But…I felt fine.

      I felt normal.

      How could this be?

      I needed to see Killion. I needed to see him now.
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      I wandered the streets close to my house in the hope Killion would materialize. It fucked me off that I had no way to contact him, that he came and went as he pleased. We did have a rendezvous arranged tonight in an hour, but why couldn’t he show up a little earlier and find me like he usually did? He always seemed to know when I needed him as if my distress was a beacon to him.

      Was I not giving off distress vibes right now?

      The streets were emptying in time for the nine p.m. curfew. Yeah, we had a fucking curfew. But as a member of the guard, that didn’t apply to me.

      Another perk.

      A few guys were gathered up ahead under a store awning. I recognized Barnet and Ginger—kids I’d gone to school with.

      “Dani girl, been a while,” Barnet drawled, eyeing me up. “How you been?”

      Yeah, he thought he was sexy, but his hooded eyes and slouchy frame did nothing for my lady bits, probably because he’d been the school bully. He and Vala would have hit it off if they’d ever entered each other’s orbits.

      “Good. You?”

      “Hanging tough,” he said.

      Oh, yeah, Barnet was in a gang. Which meant he hung around with a bunch of other guys and went home by nine p.m. Sooo fucking cool.

      “You ready for the Hunt?” Ginger asked.

      “Why you asking her?” Barnet’s lip curled. “Guard families are exempt.”

      The Hunt, an annual event where the shining ones literally hunted teens through a chosen district of Middale. A red letter would arrive for those unfortunate enough to be picked to participate, and the ones who survived the night would be taken to central Middale and given new homes in noble families. The shining ones’ way of giving back, never mind the fact that these teens might not want to be separated from their families. Never mind the ones that never made it back at all. No one spoke about that—the fact that the Hunt killed our children.

      But like Barnet said, as a member of the guard, my family was exempt.

      “Fucking guards get off scot-free,” one of Barnet’s cronies said.

      I shrugged, refusing to rise to the bait. “Meh, we just keep the bleak at bay, risking our lives on a daily basis is all. I guess it’s only fair we get a few perks.”

      Ginger nodded. “Yeah, yeah, I’m going to try out for the guard again next month.”

      “What’ll that be?” Barnet said snidely. “Your fourth try?”

      Ginger flushed, so his face matched his hair. “I’ve been training.”

      My heart went out to the guy. He was a genuinely nice person, while Barnet was a wanker.

      I ignored Barnet and focused on Ginger. “Look, if you want, I can put in a good word for you with my commander. Ask if you can do a trial shift or two with us?”

      “You can?” Ginger’s face lit up with hope.

      The guilt from lying to Magnus ebbed a little. “Sure.”

      Good deed canceled out bad deed, right?

      “Ask him about me too,” Barnet said.

      “What, and take you away from your boys?” I put a hand to my chest in mock horror.

      “What the fuck, mate?” one of the other guys said.

      “You said the guard were all bleak fuckers,” another guy reminded him.

      Ginger ducked his head to hide a smile. Why he hung around with Barnet was a mystery to me. As far as I knew, he wasn’t part of the gang.

      As Barnet tried to save face with his crew, I slipped into the night, headed toward the rendezvous spot Killion and I used.
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        * * *

      

      I sat on the flat roof of Madeline’s Market. It was one of the only places in outer Middale where you could get decent perishables, and recently, more often than not, it had been out of stock. Yeah, food was scarce in the outer districts of Middale, but not for the reasons you’d think.

      Killion materialized beside me like a specter taking form. My body buzzed and fizzed in response to his presence.

      “How was shift?” he asked.

      “We were attacked by several bleak.”

      He tensed, as he always did when I told him about any altercations I’d been in. I opened my mouth to tell him about the scratch then snapped it closed again. Aside from the fact he’d be pissed I’d let my guard down enough to get scratched, there was no proof that the scratch was bleak. The scratch was doing no harm to me, and now, with a little distance between discovering the abrasion and the attack, I was beginning to wonder if I may have gotten the scratch earlier while climbing the tower. If it had been a bleak scratch, I’d be a foaming, raging mass by now.

      What about the bleak speaking to you?

      The inner voice of reason strikes again. “I think I might be going crazy.”

      “Explain,” he said.

      “I could have sworn the bleak that attacked me spoke to me.”

      The air crackled. “What did he say?”

      He, not it. “You believe me?”

      “Do you believe yourself?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He asked me to see him. And I…Damn, this is going to sound crazy. I swear I saw its face change to something else, and there was an Umbra on his back, riding him.” My cheeks burned. “Okay, that sounds crazy. He had his hand around my throat. Maybe lack of oxygen to my head caused a hallucination.”

      I turned my head to study his shadowy profile and noted the tick in his jaw. As if he was mulling something over. As if he was considering his response.

      He did this a lot.

      When I’d first seen him, when he’d saved my life, I’d thought he was an Umbra, one of the shadow guards that served the shining ones. But he was different. He had features and form, unlike the Umbra, who were more ethereal. Killion could change shape, and as far as I knew, the Umbra couldn’t.

      “So?” I blew out a breath. “What’s the verdict?”

      “You see and feel more than the others around you, Danika, you always have. You know what you saw and heard. Trust your instincts.”

      “Bleak are ravenous monsters that feed on shining.”

      “Yes, they do.”

      “But I saw a child bleak today. Vala killed it, and I think…I think we killed its mother. I think that’s why they attacked us, and I think…I fucking think they may have spoken to me.” I met Killion’s bright blue eyes. “I think the shining ones may be lying to us. Keeping more secrets.”

      His lips curled in a smile. “I think we should stick it to the man, as you like to call it.”

      Ah, the reason for our late-night rendezvous.

      My grin matched his. “Let’s do this.”
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      The night was a beast eager to devour the average human. But I was no average human, and the night was my bestie, cloaking me in darkness as I moved through the shadows. The streets were empty and—

      “You’re doing it again, aren’t you?” Killion’s voice was an amused rumble.

      “Dunno what you’re talking about.”

      “Your venture-forth-into-the-night monologue.”

      Busted.

      He chuckled. “Your face takes on a specific intensity.”

      “Maybe I just need the loo.”

      I pulled my hood up to cover my head. And now he couldn’t see the blush on my cheeks. Darn him and his observation skills.

      “I know you, Danika. Internal monologues are your vice.”

      “What if they are?”

      I strode ahead, moving sinuously and easily from pocket of darkness to pocket of darkness through the icy streets while the moon played peekaboo behind a cluster of fluffy clouds. I had permission to be out after curfew, but what I was about to do broke all the laws.

      Killion jumped onto the roof of a nearby home, morphing into a big cat and bounding ahead. “You do what you must to prepare yourself for the night ahead.”

      I watched him balance easily, running like the wind across the shingled roofs. Gah, I wish I could do that, not the running across the roofs because I could totally do that. No. I wanted to do the whole morph thing, but it was a skill that couldn’t be taught, according to Killion.  To shift like that, I’d need to be what he was, and who the hell knew what that was? I could blend easily into the darkness, though. Killion had taught me that much. Pretty useful when it came to hiding from the night denizens. The hobbs and imps that prowled the streets after nine. This was their time, and any human caught outside after hours was fair game. It was the main reason for the curfew.

      The night belonged to them. They might be smaller and less humanoid, but they were nasty, evil little buggers who dressed up their games in the guise of mischief. Mischief didn’t mean losing an eye or your intestines. Mischief shouldn’t leave you dying in a ditch. But that was how the fuckers played. Not with me, though. My guard status provided me protection, not that I’d be using that tonight.

      Tonight, I couldn’t be seen.

      Killion leaped off the building and landed beside me, morphing into his humanoid form: broad-shouldered, tapered waist, and an ass that begged to be squeezed. God, I was a degenerate.

      He glanced over his shoulder at me, as if sensing me ogling him. I tore my gaze from his butt to his startling blue eyes. It was the only part of him that never changed. Piercing and knowing, those eyes could be as cold as the winter frost or as warm as a summer sea. Right now, I could swear they were tinged with amusement.

      Oh, shit, did he know I was checking him out?

      I couldn’t be checking him out. He was Killion. Mentor Killion. The man who’d taught me how to survive. I had no idea how old he was either; I mean the guy didn’t seem to age.

      It was on the tip of my tongue to ask before I swallowed the words. If I asked questions, he invariably left.

      I needed him to stay.

      Especially tonight.

      We were starving to death out here on the outskirts of Middale. The shining ones claimed to be our saviors, but over the last decade, food had become scarce in the outer districts, something to do with trade disputes with the other courts. Winter might have a grip on the capital, but Summer and Autumn had the fruit and the harvest. From what I’d picked up, they were cutting shipments. No idea why. In the inner city, heat and food were taken for granted. In the outer districts, they were a luxury.

      Reminding myself of this fact made what I was about to do less taboo.

      “Are you sure about this?” Killion asked.

      “Am I sure I want to steal food from a wanker who doesn’t give a shit about anyone but himself? Yeah, I’m sure.”

      Killion’s chuckle warmed my heart, and a thrill shot through me. We were about to raid, and I was a sick bitch because it gave me all the flutters. It excited me more than a man’s breath on my cheek or his hand down my pants.

      Yeah, I needed help.

      And here we were at the location. Ooh, be still my beating heart.

      Ned Lander’s three-story townhouse sat staring back at us from behind carefully constructed iron gates. No idea why he wanted iron gates. The only thing iron did was keep bleak at bay; it had no effect on the lesser shining ones or anyone else, for that matter. They were impressive gates, though, all swirly metal and tall pikes. Ned was obviously a showman. Still, it wasn’t keeping me out.

      Scaling the fence took less than two seconds, and then I was running across the neatly clipped lawn bordered by fancy bushes. Killion beat me to the side of the house. Staking that he was in charge.

      Show-off.

      Hell, if I could do that blur move thing he did, then we’d see who was boss.

      I ran up the side of the house and around back. The lawn here was wild. Ha, Ned was obviously all about what people could see. Looked like he hadn’t bothered introducing the grass here to a mower in a long while.

      “Over there,” Killion said, and shot off through the swaying grass like an arrow.

      I followed him onto a roughly hewn path. The grass here was flattened by regular traversing. Ned and his heavy boots, no doubt.

      There it was. The thing I’d come for. A shelter door rose out of the ground. A neat bolt hung from the lock. Pfft. Yeah, that wouldn’t keep me, the lock pick extraordinaire, out.

      “Wait,” Killion warned.

      His shadow form brushed my leather-clad arm as he passed, and a zing skimmed up my neck.

      Two lots of physical contact in one day. Be still my heart.

      I cleared my throat and repressed a shiver of pleasure. “What is it?”

      “An alarm. The padlock is simply for show.”

      I saw it now. The slender black wire that almost blended into the dark wood of the shelter door. I followed it across the door and up until it connected to a small black box. The box looked like a hinge, but it wasn’t.

      Sneaky fucker.

      Oh, Ned, Ned, Ned, you think you can outsmart me, eh? I’m the mistress of deception, the master of disguise, the—

      “Um, Danika, I’d prefer it if we completed this mission tonight.”

      “Spoilsport.”

      I grabbed my tiny pocketknife, loaded with itsy-bitsy tools, and set to work on the alarm. Cheap make. He probably hadn’t expected anyone to notice it.

      Killion moved closer, and his warm breath fanned across my nape.

      My pulse did a jig. “Personal space, mister.”

      “Spoilsport.” Amusement laced his melodic tone, and my hand almost slipped.

      Focus, Dani. It’s Killion. Just Killion. I so needed to get myself a guy so I could target my fantasies elsewhere. I couldn’t risk losing him, and getting too close always sent him running.

      The blinking red light inside the box died.

      I stepped back. “Clear.”

      The padlock snapped easily beneath my fingers. I pushed open the door and dove into darkness.

      Killion flipped on the lights, and the chamber was illuminated. Shelves and shelves of goods. Sacks of flour and rice. Tins of food, packets of biscuits, and instant mash, bars of chocolate, and packets of tea. Anger wrestled with triumph.

      Ned had been skimming from the central district deliveries for weeks now. Food that was meant to stock the market shelves was stocking his. Fucker. Well, he was about to get owned. This shit was now mine.

      Now, for the piece de resistance.

      I pulled a folded square of fabric from my pocket and unfurled it with a flick of my wrist. My trusty magic sack. When Killion gifted it to me a year ago, I’d asked him if he’d robbed Santa Claus. Not that we were permitted to celebrate the ancient tradition any longer, but I’d read about it.

      The sack could hold a helluva lot of shit. “Let’s load her up.”

      We set to work, filling the sack, but no matter how much we put inside, the bag remained empty. Where did the food go? Who knew? But it was there. Ready for unloading later.

      We moved fast, working until the shelves were almost bare. Once we’d cleaned out Ned’s shelter, I gathered the sack and folded it back into a square before popping it into my pocket. Damn, it was a cool piece of equipment. The word magic popped into my head, but I brushed it aside because even though the shining ones brought enchantments and magic with them, there was nothing magical about my life. Still, I literally had a mini-warehouse in my pocket, which was all kinds of cool.

      “Someone’s coming,” Killion said.

      I pulled my hood low and yanked up the scarf tied around my neck to cover the lower half of my face. Killion melted into darkness, but I stood my ground, drawing my twin daggers from the holsters at my slender hips.

      “What the fuck!” Ned’s muscular form ambled through the door into the room. He stopped and stared at me, and then his eyes lit up like he couldn’t believe his luck, like heck, his birthday had come early. “Well…Black Raven?” He raked me up and down with beady eyes. “I’ve heard all about you. I’ve been waiting for you to try your luck with me.” His gaze flicked to the empty shelves, and his brow furrowed. “Where?”

      Yeah, fucker, where’d it all go, huh? How did I do it? I didn’t speak. Not yet. Killion and I had a drill. I sensed my mentor to my left, hidden in the shadows by the exit. His sapphire eyes would be pinned on me, ready, waiting for me to make my move.

      Ned stomped into the room. “You think your little knives will stop me?”

      Duh, yes. I could gut him like a pig if I wanted to, but that wasn’t the plan. Rule number one. No killing humans, unless absolutely necessary.

      He rolled his shoulders and made huge fists out of his massive hands. “Nah. I’m about to break you.” He licked his lips. “Maybe I’ll take a look at what’s under that coat of yours, taste your goods a little.”

      Killion’s tension was a palpable pressure at the base of my neck. He was ready to act, to reveal himself in order to protect me. I shook my head slightly, and Ned caught the movement.

      He let out a bark of laughter. “No? Scared, little raven?” He hitched up his pants and advanced slowly, his filthy intentions written all over his gruff face. “I wager you’ll enjoy it.”

      For the first time since Killion made the rules, my palms itched to break them. I’d heard about Ned’s appetites and about the bairns he’d sired on unwilling women.

      My blades ached to sink into his flesh. Maybe just a slice. Maybe just a little blood.

      No.

      Killion’s warning filled my mind.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and grit my teeth. Fucking hated it when he did that.

      Ned lunged for me but caught only air because I was already at the door. I paused and looked back at him, reveling in the shock written all over his stupid face.

      My wicked smile was hidden by my scarf. “Consider yourself owned, bitch.”

      It was Killion’s voice, undeniably masculine, and Ned’s brows came together in confusion. Female body, male voice. What the fuck?

      But I was already gone, running into the night with my cargo and my mentor loping at my side in wolf form. Another haul. Another night of gifts to deliver.

      Ned got lucky I didn’t take his balls along with the cargo.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We took the alley routes to avoid being spotted by the night denizens and were about to take to the roofs when I heard the screams.

      “No.” Killion grabbed my arm.

      Ah, shit. “Maybe we can help?”

      “No,” he said again.

      “Please, let me go!” The voice was male. Young.

      I broke away from Killion and ran toward the mouth of the alley, but Killion snagged me around the waist, hauling me against his chest before I could break cover.

      His hand came down over my mouth, cutting off my cry of horror, just as the man in the street screamed, a blood-curdling sound that froze my blood and brought tears to my eyes.

      Redcaps surrounded him as he lay on the ground clutching his torso. These night denizens were small, barely two feet high, with wide mouths filled with too many teeth and beady black eyes that shone silver in the moonlight. They didn’t wear clothes, didn’t need them because their skinny, pale limbs were resistant to the cold. They hopped about in excitement, their genitals shrunken walnuts bobbing between their legs. But the part of their anatomy that chilled my bones were their freakishly long fingers topped with razor nails that they used to slice and gouge, and from the looks of it, they’d exercised this skill on the poor man.

      His face was bloody, his mouth bleeding, and wet slimy entrails trailed across the ground.

      Chop it up, gather it good. Feasting tonight.

      Oh, fuck, I could hear them. I could understand them.

      The eyes, we takes the eyes.

      The tongue be good.

      The toes, we likes the toes.

      They descended on his writhing, screaming form, ready to tear him apart.

      No. I struggled in Killion’s arms. We had to help the guy. But Killion’s grip was unrelenting. I caught the flash of a blade raised by one of the ugly little redcaps, and then we were flying back into the alley and up into the air with the man’s scream echoing behind us.
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        * * *

      

      “We could have saved him, we should have.” I sobbed into my elbow, squeezing my eyes shut to try and eradicate the image of the dying man and his butchered body. “They were chopping him up alive like he was an animal. Fuck, even animals are killed before being butchered.”

      We were a block away, on the rooftop of an abandoned bookstore. Icy cold seeped through my clothes and kissed my butt, but I didn’t care.

      “He is an animal to them,” Killion said. “He’s meat, nothing more, and he broke curfew.”

      “We let him die.” I glared at Killion, anger and impotence a band around my chest.

      “He was already dead.”

      “We could have put him out of his misery.”

      “And then what?” Killion glared back at me, his blue eyes glowing in his shadowy face. “They would have gone for you.”

      “I’m a guard.”

      “That doesn’t allow you to interfere with their activities. He was theirs by law to do with as they pleased. They would have been in their rights to defend their haul.”

      “We could have taken them.”

      “All twenty of them? They’re small, but they’re fast, powerful. I wasn’t prepared to take the risk, especially considering the cargo you’re carrying. If we failed and left even one alive, if they overpowered us and searched you…”

      Oh, fuck. I dried my tears with my sleeve. “I hate this. I fucking hate them.”

      “I know.” He sounded sad, and my anger toward him melted like the snow leading up to the Spring Court.

      I took a shuddering breath, aware how late it was, and how much we still had to get done tonight. There were people depending on me.

      I lifted my chin and met his gaze. “Okay, let’s finish up.”
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      We started at the outer edge of the district and delivered packages to all the homes. The night denizens didn’t usually venture this far out, and I was thankful for that. I needed to forget what I’d seen. I needed to scrub the images from my mind, but the only thing to do was to push them into the dark place where the painful, horrific shit was stored.

      Instead, I focused on making the deliveries. Each time I put my hand in the sack, it gave me what I needed. Flour, rice, chocolate, tins of beans, and peas. We left gifts on all the doorsteps. While we worked, the chill didn’t matter. The cold fogging my breath in the air was insignificant, and the numbness tingling in my fingers was a minor discomfort. Providing for all the homes that were starving felt amazing. Killion was right. If we’d exposed ourselves to the redcaps, it would have been for nothing. There was no saving that man, no putting him back together. We’d probably have been caught, and then all these people would have gone hungry.

      Two hours later, sack almost empty, we headed home.

      Home was the mid-section of the outer district. The houses here leaned close together as if huddling for warmth against the icy air, smoggy from chimney smoke blocking out the twinkling stars above. The streets were narrow and cluttered with debris. The rubbish collectors only ventured this far once a month, and sometimes not at all.

      There was no missing my house, though. It was the one with a blue door decorated with pretty red symbols, courtesy of Auntiji. She wasn’t an actual blood relative, but an older lady my parents adopted a few years back when she became too frail to live alone. Auntiji said the symbols warded away evil.

      When I reminded her that the iron around Middale did that just fine and that the bleak couldn’t get to us here, she merely smiled as if to say there were more evil things right here in the city.

      She felt it, too.

      I know she did.

      She felt the wrongness of the shining ones. I’d been tempted to just blurt it out, to ask her straight up, but if I was wrong, then I risked arrest. Speaking out against the shining ones was an offense. I’d done it as a child and earned a slap from my mother for my efforts.

      I’d realized that day that not everyone saw the shining ones like I did. Not everyone felt the façade, the malice, and the conviction they were using us. The general population was content to plod along. If only I could live like that.

      Thank goodness for Killion.

      I could be myself with him.

      I climbed the steps quickly, eager to get into the warmth. Papa would be nursing his pipe by the hearth and feeding twigs to the fire to keep it burning all night long. Ma would probably be in the kitchen preparing the evening meal, the brats would be causing havoc, running around, arguing, or if Ma had exercised the sharp side of her tongue, they’d be sitting neatly at the table finishing up their homework, and Rav…Rav would be locked in his room as usual.

      My stomach cramped at the thought of my older brother. My best friend, my confidant until…I shoved the memory away. No point dwelling on the things that couldn’t be changed.

      Killion hovered on the doorstep as I inserted the key into the lock.

      It was time to say goodbye.

      Urgh, I hated this time of day. I tipped my head to the side coquettishly. “You wanna sneak up to my room?”

      “Your room?”

      Heat flooded my veins as he took a step closer. “I mean, no one has to see you. I mean… Where do you go, anyway?”

      Oh, fuck. No questions, remember, Dani.

      His eyes narrowed.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He sighed and backed away. “Until tomorrow night, little raven.”

      And then he was gone.

      Damn, I hated that I missed him already. I stepped into the heat of the house, closed the door, and leaned against it.

      We did good tonight. Real good.

      A screech ripped the air, and then something whizzed past my ear and embedded itself in the wood behind me with a metallic twang.
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      A fork handle vibrated at eye level, the prongs embedded firmly in the wood. Two thoughts skimmed through my mind: the first, that Ma really needed to stop buying forks this sharp, and the second that only one person threw cutlery with such lethal force.

      “Ha, you missed!” Joti, my twelve-year-old sister, taunted her younger sibling.

      But Nina was frozen, her eyes wide as she stared down the hall at me. The cutlery flinger knew she’d been busted. Yeah, you’d better be afraid, you little rascal.

      Joti glanced over her shoulder and then grinned at the sight of me. “Oh, hell, you’re in trouble now, Nina.”

      I plucked the fork from the wood and pointed it at Nina. “How many fecking times have I warned you?”

      “You said not to throw knives,” Nina said.

      Oh, she was pushing her luck.

      She winced at my expression. “Sorry?”

      “You don’t sound so sure.”

      She sighed. “I’m sorry, okay. I won’t do it again.”

      “She will, Didi. She so will,” Joti said.  “She always does it.” The tattletale of the family finished with a smug smile.

      Ah, didi, the respectful term to address an older sister. Joti was buttering me up so I’d take her side. And, of course, I should. Nina just threw a fork at her, after all, but I knew that if Nina had meant to hit her, she would have.

      My youngest sibling had excellent aim for a ten-year-old. And yes, there was pride in that thought. But Joti… Urgh, she was an annoying brat who needed to learn to stop goading everyone.

      “She could have hurt me,” Joti said with evident glee.

      “I suppose she could have.” I shrugged. “If she’d meant to.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Nina and I locked gazes, and an unspoken communication passed between us.

      I smiled sweetly at Joti. “Darling, if Nina meant to hurt you, that fork would be sticking out of your face right now.”

      Joti’s mouth popped open in surprise, and then she threw back her head and wailed “Ma!” before brushing past Nina and running for the kitchen.

      Nina’s shoulders sagged in resignation, her face pinched, and she tucked in her chin, allowing her long, dark hair to fall forward and hide her face. “I better go get my tongue lashing now.”

      “No. Go upstairs and wash up for dinner. I’ll talk to Ma.”

      She looked up, hope shining out of her chestnut eyes. “You will?”

      I smoothed a hand over her head. Okay, so you’re not supposed to have a favorite sibling, but fuck that. “Yeah. I will. But Nina, no more cutlery throwing, okay?”

      She nodded, looking miserable again. “I’m sorry. She just makes me so…So mad.”

      “What did she say this time?”

      Nina shook her head.

      “Come on, Nina.”

      “There’s a party at school after break to celebrate the Hunt, and Bethany said that Tim said he wanted to ask me to go with him.”

      Bethany was Nina’s best friend. “That’s great.”

      Nina’s mouth trembled. “But Joti said he’d only ask me as a joke because who wants to go to a disco with a girl who can’t dance.”

      My gaze fell to her legs, to the clumpy boot that leveled out her limbs and allowed her to walk, albeit with a rolling gait. Nina was born with one limb shorter than the other and a mind as sharp as a tack. Joti was born with a vindictive streak that needed a good smack from Ma.

      I crouched and pulled Nina into a hug. “Next time you throw a fork at her, aim for her thigh.”

      Nina gave me a watery smile and sniffed. “I love you, Dani.”

      “I love you too.”

      “Nina!” Ma shouted from the kitchen.

      Nina tensed. “Oh, crap.”

      “Let me handle this.”

      Ma glared at me as I entered the kitchen. Flour smudges kissed her cheeks, and a pile of fresh chapattis sat in a plate to her left. Her dark hair, threaded with silver, was pulled back in a messy bun.

      “What time you call this, huh?” She waved the rolling pin in my direction. “You should have been home hours ago. Not right, a young girl out so late at night. Nina!” she called again.

      Joti stood by the fridge, arms crossed, looking smug.

      “I sent Nina to get washed up for dinner.”

      “She’s not getting any dinner,” Ma said. “You know what she did? She threw a fork at your sister. She could have taken out her eye.”

      “Yeah, Ma, she could have.” I raised both brows. “You know how good Nina’s aim is.”

      Ma faltered for a moment. “Tut, still, she can’t do this. She needs to learn.”

      “And Joti needs to learn to stop making fun of Nina’s leg.”

      Joti’s eyes widened in an oh, shit, I’m busted look. Yeah, you little shit. I narrowed my eyes at her.

      Ma frowned. “Nina’s leg? Joti, what did you say, huh? What did you say to your sister?”

      Joti bolted from the room, and Ma shook her head in resignation. “Danika, I don’t know what to do with these girls. You know, they’re getting so big. They’re fighting all the time.”

      I pulled her into a hug, getting flour all over myself. “It’ll be fine. Look how well I turned out.” I gave her my best dimpled smile.

      She laughed. “Away with you. Go get washed up. Tell your Baba to come set the table. Dinner is ready.”
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      Dinner was a silent affair. The girls ate quickly and then retired to their rooms. It was late, and even though there was no school tomorrow, Ma would have a list of chores for them to do. She didn’t believe in idle hands. Auntiji dozed in her seat, a bit of chapatti clutched in her hand.

      Ma gently took the food from her fingers and laid a blanket over the older woman. She’d nap for at least an hour now.

      Baba sat back in his seat. “David from next door called round, said there’s been another delivery.”

      Ma perked up. “The Black Raven?”

      Baba nodded. “He covered the outer district this time.”

      “Bless him.” Ma put her hands together in a prayer gesture and looked up at the ceiling as if expecting to see the Black Raven hovering.

      Hey, over here. I bit the inside of my cheek. I didn’t do what I did for recognition.

      Baba looked worried. “It’s only a matter of time before he’s caught.”

      “Hush,” Ma said. “Don’t say such things. May the hand of God be on his head. May he prosper and live long.”

      Baba sighed. “David says the intercity deliveries will be diverted to the main warehouse at the edge of the district from now on. The warehouses in the outer districts are being shut down. Food will be delivered directly to the markets every week.”

      Shit. Without the warehouses to pilfer from, my good deeds would have to come to an end. Stealing from the market was impossible. The shining ones posted Umbra guards everywhere, and those shadow fuckers maimed first and asked questions later.

      It meant that people would be forced to pay the atrocious prices set by the market owners. Those bastards lived in the inner districts, venturing forth only to bleed us dry.

      My enterprise began so I could feed my family, but I’d ended up feeding the whole district. They’d come to rely on me. What now? What did I do now?

      “…Hunt, eh?” Ma was looking at me with an expectant expression.

      Shit, pay attention, Dani. “Um… Sorry, I zoned out.”

      Baba frowned. “You look tired, sweetheart.”

      His English was much better than Ma’s, who preferred to cling to her Hindi mother tongue. She was born and raised in the Summer Iron City in the district of Mithra, filled with culture and a variety of languages. But Mithra was a smaller, shittier version of the outer district of Middale, and poverty forced them to brave the trade routes and find asylum on the outskirts of Middale where Winter ruled and had done so for five decades.

      “Doesn’t she look tired?” Baba asked Ma.

      “Bah.” Ma waved a dismissive hand. “How hard is it to shelve books?” She widened her eyes. “Wait, don’t tell me. Did you have customers today?”

      “Ha-ha, very funny, Ma. No, I didn’t have work today. I had guard duty.”

      Her amusement vanished. She hated that I’d joined the guard, that I had to leave the walls and put myself in danger two to three times a week.

      But I’d do it every day to keep them safe.

      The library, on the other hand, was my government allocated job, even though everyone knew it was a joke. The library was a government-funded operation stocking books approved by the Winter Court. It served to educate humanity on the glorious nature of our benefactors, but in reality, it was the hub of propaganda.

      I took a sip of my water. “What about the Hunt? It doesn’t affect us. Isn’t it one of the mid-districts turns to be hunted?”

      “A notice came this morning,” Baba said. “The Hunt will be reaping from the outer districts.”

      “What? They can’t do that. The Hunt ran here last year.”

      “And it will run again this year. Politics,” Baba said. “Greasing of palms.”

      “It’s good for our district,” Ma said, nodding eagerly. “The children need food, good homes. The shining ones can provide that.”

      Was she listening to the words coming out of her mouth? “Children need their families. And if the shining ones care so much, why not just come to the door and offer to take in some of our starving children. Why do they have to make a fucking spectacle of it and hunt them in the streets like animals? Oh, here’s a thought, why not just give us more fucking food?”

      Baba tucked in his chin, but Ma stared at me in horror.

      “Danika, you will not use that language in this house. You will not speak bad words against our saviors.” Her chin quivered.

      I forced myself to draw a calming breath. Dammit, Danika, calm down. This didn’t affect us, not anymore. “I’m sorry for cursing, but I’m not sorry our household is exempt.”

      Baba and Ma exchanged glances.

      Foreboding tightened my scalp. “What?”

      “You didn’t hear?” Baba said. “I would have thought your commander would have informed you all.”

      “Informed us all of what?”

      “The exemption has been lifted,” he said. “Every household has been entered into the lottery.”

      Ma smiled. “It will be fine. If one of the girls is chosen, they will be fine. They’re strong. If they survive the Hunt, they’ll have a good home in central Middale. Food and clothes and luxury.” Her mouth moved with the words, her head bobbed, but her eyes were dull.

      If they survived.

      If.

      If they didn’t get butchered.

      She wasn’t stupid, she knew the score, but she was saying all the right things, and then a sob caught in her throat. She pushed back her chair and ran to the sink, where she proceeded to bang pots and pans together.

      I stared at the tabletop. Joti and Nina were both of age to be entered. Joti was fast and strong, but Nina… Nina wouldn’t get far with her leg. Nausea rolled in my stomach, churning up the lentils and chapati I’d just consumed and threatening to bring them back up my throat.

      I took a sip of water. “Do the girls know?”

      Baba shook his head. “We thought it best not to say anything. It’s the term break. They won’t see anyone who can let it slip for another week.”

      He wanted them to have a week free of the threat looming over them. He wanted them to be children for a few more days before they went back to school and heard that our district was the Hunt’s target this year.

      Baba let out a deep sigh. “This is our world, Danika. The shining ones protect us, and we give what we can for that privilege. There is nothing outside those walls for us except death. Yes, times are hard, and politics of the capital can take their toll on the outer districts, but the shining ones aren’t to blame for that. They saved our lives. They saved us from extinction. Remember that when you’re tempted to think ill of them. Now, I think you should get some rest.”

      I headed out of the room, my stomach in knots.

      They’d changed the rules.

      They’d changed the rules, and my family was no longer safe.
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      I climbed the steps to the top of our townhouse and knocked on Rav’s door. He didn’t like visitors, and more often than not, he wouldn’t open the door. Ma would bring his food up and leave it on the unit outside his room. He had a bathroom to himself up here. We’d been close when we were younger.

      He’d been my idol, and then he’d been chosen for the Hunt.

      The red letter had arrived in the morning of that fateful day. He’d been two days off his fifteenth birthday, which would have exempted him from the lottery.

      Two days.

      I remembered feeling relief that it wasn’t me and then guilt immediately after at the look on my mother’s face.

      But Rav was confident. He was fast, strong, young, and optimistic, and the idea of winning, of surviving till dawn and being whisked off to central Middale, had appealed to him. And so, he’d infected us with excitement instead of fear.

      We’d been so wrong.

      He’d survived. Barely. He’d come back broken. Unchosen. I’d been thirteen at the time, and luckily for us, the Hunt had moved on to the other districts for the next three years, and by the time it came back to us, I’d joined the guard and gained exemption for my family.

      But Rav…Rav had never been the same. I’d given up trying to engage him and reignite our bond. I’d let him be. But not tonight.

      I knocked again. “Rav, it’s Dani. We need to talk. It’s urgent. The Hunt runs in a week, and I’ve lost my exemption.”

      There was a thud then the sound of something being dragged, followed by another thud. The scrape of a key turning in the lock was loud in the silence before the door was pulled open to reveal the large room beyond—gloomy and lit only by a single lamp.

      Rav glared at me with his good eye. The other one was scarred over. Gone. Torn out by the minions of the Hunt. He limped back to his desk, using his walking stick to brace himself. His left leg was missing from the knee down.

      Not missing.

      Eaten.

      They’d eaten it.

      They’d almost killed him.

      He hobbled to his desk and sat on the wooden chair. “How old are they now?” His voice sounded rusty from lack of use, but it still had a melodic edge that I’d loved as a child.

      I’d made him read to me all the time. My heart squeezed painfully around the poignant memory.

      “Nina is eleven, and Joti is twelve.”

      He closed his eye. “I’m sorry.”

      I sat on the edge of his neatly made bed. “I need your help, Rav. I need you to tell me what it was like. Tell me what you remember. Anything that we can use to help the girls.”

      “They might not be chosen.”

      “We need to be prepared in case they are.”

      His chest began to rise and fall rapidly. “I can’t.”

      “Rav, please.”

      He clenched his teeth and growled at me. “I can’t. Don’t you get it? I literally fucking can’t.” A raw sob broke from his lips.

      Oh, shit. “They silenced you…”

      He looked at me through a sheen of tears.

      All this time, I’d thought that he was just too traumatized to talk about it. We’d had to surmise what had happened based on the injuries, the bite marks on his leg, the claw marks around his missing eye.

      Too traumatized to talk about it, that’s what the doctor who’d treated him said, but it was more than that. He couldn’t talk about it. He couldn’t vent and cleanse and share his pain. They’d spelled him to be unable to speak of that night.

      Those bastards.

      Anger bloomed white-hot in my chest. “Do Ma and Baba know?”

      He nodded.

      That’s why they’d told me to back off. To leave him be. But they’d been wrong. We should have surrounded him with love. Drawn him closer to us and given him our understanding even if he couldn’t explain to us what had happened to him to need it.

      He drew deep breaths through his nose. “If one of them is chosen, you better hope they die quickly. Now, please. Go.”

      I wanted to reach out and hug him, but Rav no longer did physical contact.

      I stopped at the door, my back to him. “I love you, Rav. I miss you.”

      He didn’t reply.
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        * * *

      

      I huddled into my fleece blanket as I sat on the roof and watched the snow fall lightly around me. It would last a day and be gone, only to return in a few more days. I fucking hated it.

      I sensed Killion’s presence a moment before he lowered himself beside me, his shadow form radiating heat that cocooned me. What choice was there but to lean closer?

      “Shouldn’t you be asleep?” he asked.

      “How do you always know where to find me?”

      “You know the answer to that, even though you may not believe it.”

      I believed it all right, fantastical as it was. I believed that we were bound because I recalled death’s icy kiss, and I recalled the warm breath that brought me back.

      It was after Rav. I’d been full of rage. Reckless. I’d ventured out after curfew, defiant and destructive. No idea what the fuck I’d been thinking. I’d fallen prey to the denizens of the night. I couldn’t remember the pain or the fear, even though I knew it had been there. I did remember the warehouse they dragged me to, and I remembered my rage and the silent cry that had shattered my mind as I called out for help, and then he’d been there, and the denizens were gone.

      Killion had pulled me out of the darkness and away from the bone-numbing chill by pushing his breath into my lungs. He’d dragged me back to life, to those beautiful blue eyes staring at me in wonder, and I’d known with a preternatural certainty that he would never let anything hurt me again.

      “You saved my life.” My voice cracked with the memories.

      “And you saved mine,” he said.

      I wanted to ask him what he meant but held my tongue, not wanting to ruin this moment of closeness with questions.

      I missed the heat of his form pressed to my back as we slept. There’d been a time when he’d stayed with me night after night. Watching over me, soothing away the nightmares, but there was a distance between us now. One I didn’t understand or like.

      I closed my eyes with a ragged sigh. “My family is no longer exempt from the Hunt.”

      “I heard.”

      “Is that why you came?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      “There is nothing you can do. You must let events play out. You can’t interfere. You mustn’t risk yourself.”

      “But if one of the girls is chosen…”

      “Then you let them go.”

      I turned to him in anger. “How can you say that? They’re my sisters.”

      “What choice do you have?”

      I hated that he was right. I fucking hated it. I was weak. I was nothing, we were nothing against them.

      “Your brother made it home,” he reminded me.

      “Only because he lost a leg. He survived, and they rejected him. If Joti gets the red letter, she has a good chance of making it through the night and being chosen. But Nina…she won’t make it with her leg.”

      “But if she does, then they’ll reject her,” Killion pointed out.

      But the odds weren’t in her favor. “And what about the stories of the chosen? How come no one ever sees them again? They just disappear.”

      Killion was silent, but it was a pregnant silence filled with possibility, as if he was pondering revealing something.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Nothing. Get some rest. Spend quality time with your siblings. Lend them your strength. That is all you can do.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded. “They probably won’t even get picked.”

      I had to believe that. In the meantime, I needed a distraction. I needed a mission that I had control over.

      “I’m going to hit the warehouse next week. They’ve changed shipments, and it could be the last haul we get before they tighten security. Will you come with me?”

      I waited for the objection. For him to tell me just how ridiculous my idea was.

      “When?” he asked.

      The breath rushed out of my lungs in relief. “At the end of the week, when the new shipment arrives.”

      “I’ll be there.”
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        * * *

      

      I spent the weekend with my family, not expecting to see Killion, but when he didn’t show on the Monday or the Tuesday, anxiety began to nibble at my confidence. There were no guard or library shifts, so I took time with the girls. Showing them maps and pointing out cool hidey-holes in the district. We even went for a few walks and jogged a little. I told them it was to stretch our legs, but I needed to test their stamina. I wish I hadn’t. My sisters were sorely out of shape, and my nerves about the Hunt grew worse.

      Thirteen children were picked each year. Thirteen out of hundreds. The chances my home got hit were minuscule. But there was no harm in being prepared.

      Killion didn’t show all week. It was the longest I’d ever gone without seeing him. My stomach was in knots as I made my way to work on the day of the heist.

      What if Killion didn’t show up?

      Fuck it. I’d do the job solo.

      It was the last chance to stock up.

      The last chance to make sure my family’s stores were stocked up to last through the price hikes to come.

      The streets were filled with people headed to the daily grind. The factory at the edge of the district was the main employer where weapons and armor were forged for the guard. Iron wasn’t the toughest of metals in its natural form, and even when bonded with other metals, it didn’t last too long up against the bleak. Same with the armor. The factory made sure the guard was kept supplied.

      The market was the second-largest source of employment. Baba said the inner districts were run by night denizens. He said creatures called baku roamed the streets at night to keep the peace.

      I’d seen pictures of the huge beasts; they looked like a cross between a hyena and a wolf, but three times larger. The shining ones loved them, kept them as pets, and used them to hunt. Guards in Sector A were allocated baku when on duty because they kept the trade routes clear, and we, in Sector B, kept the tourist routes safe.

      I passed the bakery, inhaling the delicious aroma of freshly baked bread, and then cut down an alley and onto the street beyond. Streets that were squished together, giving the district a sense of claustrophobia.

      My boots splashed in icy pools of water. The snow had already melted, but there’d be a fresh shower tonight, no doubt.

      My stomach rumbled. Breakfast was never enough. No meal ever completely filled me. The library appeared up ahead, gray, dull, and forbidding. No wonder no one ever visited. That and the fact that we didn’t stock any decent books, just the drivel the council allowed.

      I pushed open the door and entered the chilly interior of the building. Heating this place fully was impossible, so I kept a mini heater at reception and spent all my time behind the desk chatting to Gwen, the other lowly paid librarian who’d been allocated this position.

      Speaking of which. “Hey!” I raised a gloved hand in greeting.

      Gwen looked up from her book, her frown of concentration melting at the sight of me. “Hey!” She grinned. “Guess what I got a hold of?”

      The smell hit me, and my stomach clenched in anticipation. “Oh, God. You didn’t?”

      She caught her bottom lip between her teeth and nodded. “I so did.”

      The aromatic scent of coffee hit me again. I shrugged off my coat and followed Gwen into the tiny kitchenette. The coffee pot she’d grabbed in a garage sale was bubbling away, filled with dark, fragrant coffee. Coffee was impossible to get hold of. Stupidly priced and a luxury reserved for the inner districts, coffee was…well, like gold.

      She poured two cups and added sugar before handing me one.

      “Gwen, I think I love you.” I took a sip and almost died. “Oh, God. So fucking good.”

      “Right?” She slurped hers and then opened the drawer and pulled out…a packet of chocolate biscuits.

      My eyes almost fell out of their sockets. Even Ned hadn’t had any chocolate biscuits in his haul.  How the heck… “Gwen?”

      She tore open the packet, avoiding my eyes. “Hmmm…”

      “How did you get these?”

      She shrugged. “Oh, they were a gift.”

      “A gift? From who?”

      She placed the packet of biscuits on the counter. “My fiancé.”

      “Your fiancé? Since when? Who?”

      She swallowed and met my gaze. “Ned.”

      “Ned? As in creepy, rapey Ned?”

      Her expression hardened. “Don’t call him that. He’s not so bad. The new shipment of goods arrived from the inner city, and he came around this morning with loads of stuff for the family. He’s been asking me to marry him for months now.”

      “You didn’t say anything…”

      “Because I know what people say about him. I know what you think about him.”

      “Yeah, it’s all true.”

      “I said yes, okay. I’m marrying him, and…And my family will never go hungry again.”

      She was sacrificing herself to the wanker for her family. How could I be mad at her about that? Everything was changing, and soon, I wouldn’t be able to help anyone. Ned was a creep, and Gwen was the sweetest, kindest woman I knew. Beautiful too. She deserved so much better. Telling her that right now wouldn’t help her. We all made sacrifices for the people we loved.

      “Gwen…” I placed my mug on the counter and held out my arms to her.

      With a strangled sob, she fell into my embrace. Damn it. Fucking damn it to hell.
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        * * *

      

      It was almost closing time when the shining one walked into the library. There was no mistaking what he was even with his shine muted, cos, yeah, the fuckers could do that.

      But no human male had hair as golden as his, and who the fuck had amethyst eyes? Shining ones, that’s who. His ears were hidden by a beanie hat and long hair, but there was no hiding the ethereal glow of his alabaster skin. No muting the cliff edge peaks of his cheekbones or the inky black sweep of his thick lashes. He’d dressed in jeans, a leather jacket, and biker boots. Trying to blend in, no doubt, except those clothes were clearly designer, and even though I despised his kind, the sight of him made my heart lurch with longing.

      Beside me, Gwen stiffened, and a small squeak fell from her lips. I shot her a sharp look that said pull it together even as my heart hammered too fast in my ribcage.

      The shining one stopped at the entrance and looked around at the stacks of books. I said stacks, but the shelves were pretty light. The council decided which books made it to circulation, and many classic texts were banned, particularly ones with supernatural themes.

      He spotted us and strode over, his gaze skimming over Gwen to settle on me. His smile was so dazzling it almost took my eyes out.

      I returned it with a polite, restrained one of my own. “How can we help you?”

      “I’m looking for a book,” he said.

      “Then you’re in the right place.”

      Gwen made that strange squeak again, but the shining one kept his attention on me. Weird. Gwen was gorgeous with creamy skin and hair so blond it was almost white. Everyone knew shining ones loved beautiful things, so why was he staring at me as if I were an exhibit in an art display?

      I tucked my dark hair behind my ear and cleared my throat as a prompt.

      He grinned, and yeah, it was a disarming grin that made my stomach go all gooey. Fuck him and his even white teeth.

      “So, what’s the book?” I logged into the computer and typed in my password. Anything to not have to look at his perfect face. “Author name, title?”

      He leaned in conspiratorially. “Bram Stoker’s Dracula.”

      My brows shot up, and my stomach clenched. “Is this some kind of test?”

      He blinked at me in surprise. “I’m sorry?”

      It was a question, but I took it as a statement. “You should be. Coming in here and requesting a banned book. And you’re not fooling anyone with your disguise.”

      He looked down at himself. “Disguise?”

      “The hat to hide your ears, the jeans, and jacket, not typical clothing for a shining one, is it?”

      He bit the corners of his mouth. “And what do you think a shining one wears?”

      I grabbed a book from the shelf under the counter on court fashion and opened it at a random page. “This.”

      He studied the outfit of tightly fitted slacks and embroidered tunic, then nodded, his mouth turned down. “Yes, very nice. And yes, those are court fashion, but they’re reserved for formal events, not everyday wear. We happen to enjoy human fashion very much. Jeans are extremely comfortable, particularly the low-rise ones.”

      Damn my outer district ignorance.

      He opened his jacket and lifted the hem of his shirt to showcase toned abs, a delicious V, and yep, low-rise jeans.

      Gwen squeaked again.

      I swear, she’d lost it.

      I tore my gaze from his six-pack and fixed it on his face. “Are we done?”

      He dropped his shirt and sighed. “I really did want a copy of that book, you know.”

      “Yeah? And we really don’t stock it.”

      “Really?” He looked genuinely surprised.

      I rolled my eyes. “What did you think? You’d come to the outer district where all the rule breakers and riff-raff live and find a forbidden text?”

      He winced, telling me that was exactly what he’d been thinking.

      “Yeah, figured. Sorry we couldn’t help. Now, if there’s nothing else, we’re about to close up.”

      His smile faltered, and he nodded. “Of course. It was nice meeting you…”

      He was waiting for my name, and part of me wanted to leave him hanging, but this was work, and customer service and all that, plus, he was one of them.

      “Danika.”

      “Danika.” The smile was back, and my heart flipped. “It was nice to meet you, Danika.” With a final smile in Gwen’s direction, he turned and strode out of the building.

      I sagged in relief. “What the fuck is a shining one doing so far from the inner city? A book? No way did he come all this way for a fucking banned book.”

      Gwen blinked as if snapping out of a trance, and then rushed off.

      “Hey? Where are you going?”

      She returned a moment later clutching a magazine, which she slapped onto the desk and flipped open. A face stared back at me. Alabaster glowing skin, golden tresses, and amethyst eyes.

      “It’s him. What? Is he famous? One of the celebrity shining ones?”

      Gwen made a strangled sound. “Dammit, Dani, that wasn’t just any shining one.” She tapped the headline, and the words jumped out at me. “That was the bloody crown prince.”
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      “The crown bloody prince,” Ma said for what seemed like the hundredth time. “What is he doing here, huh? He come to see how the other half live, huh?”

      She was pissed. It was evident in the flare of her delicate nostrils and the frenetic manner in which she scrubbed the pots and pans.

      I swear that sink just produced dirty dishes for her to take out her anger and frustration on.

      Baba puffed on his pipe by the back door, allowing the smoke to curl out into the night air. The girls were in the lounge doing homework in preparation for their return to school in a few days.

      The Hunt.

      No, don’t think about it.

      My stomach churned.

      Focus on the heist.

      Only a few hours before my biggest heist, and my mentor was nowhere to be seen.

      “Maybe he’s come to monitor the shipment?” Baba said. “Maybe he’s part of an escort?”

      “They send a prince with food?” Ma said incredulously. “Pah, like they’d do that. No, he’s here for something else. He must be here for the Hunt.”

      I was going to be sick.

      Baba caught my eye, and his expression was somber. “You intend to go out tonight?”

      I nodded. “Gwen invited me over to watch movies.”

      The lie sat heavily on my tongue, and the sickness in my stomach intensified.

      Baba simply nodded. “Come with me.” He shut the back door and padded out of the kitchen.

      I followed him into his study to find him prodding the fire in the grate. “Shut the door, sweetheart.”

      I did as told and stood uncertainly by his small writing desk. A closed notebook and a fountain pen sat on the surface of the wood alongside several of Baba’s favorite books. But I was distracting myself from the unease that bubbled inside me, from the slowly growing conviction that Baba was about to impart some wisdom that would change my life.

      He faced me. “I know where you’re going,” he said with a sad smile. “I know what you’ve been doing for some time now.”

      Blood hammered at my eardrums, but I affected an air of confusion. “What? I’m headed to Gwen’s house.”

      He sighed. “You’re the Black Raven.”

      My heart tried to punch its way out of my chest.

      I let out a sharp bark of laughter. “Very funny, Baba.”

      He stared at me flatly. “I’m proud of you. I don’t know how you pull it off, but I’m proud of you every time, and I’ve kept my peace because you’re helping a lot of people. But I have to speak up tonight. I have to ask you not to steal from the main warehouse.”

      He knew. He knew the truth. I was done lying. I met his gaze and raised my chin, neither confirming nor denying.

      “It’s too dangerous, sweetheart. The greedy men and women you took from have been nothing compared to stealing directly from the shining ones. If you go, you’ll be caught.”

      He didn’t know what I was capable of. Not really. “I can handle myself.”

      “I know you can. Trust me, sweetheart, I’ve known you were special for a long time. When we found you out on the trade route, mere miles from the wildlands, barely alive, your Ma and I knew you were special. So small, so frail, yet fierce. How had you stayed alive? How had you evaded the bleak and the wulven that roam the fringes of the trade routes? We debated this for days and concluded that you were blessed. That a force we couldn’t understand was watching over you. I am so very proud of everything you’ve done for the district, but it’s time to take a step back.”

      My gut quivered in warning. Maybe he was right. Maybe I shouldn’t go. Killion had been AWOL for days. Maybe that was a sign? But if I didn’t do this, if I didn’t take what I could now, then the food would be shipped to the market, and it would be too late for us. Even with Baba’s and my income combined, we struggled to pay rent and put food on the table. This haul would set us up for months.

      “I have to do this, Baba. We need this.”

      “The shining ones will be adding security to the warehouse soon. Umbra will be patrolling in a few weeks,” he warned.

      Security on the warehouse would only get tighter. The heist had to go ahead. “I’ll only take a few things.”

      Baba closed his eyes and shook his head. “Danika, please.”

      “You know I’m right. You know we need to do this. You said yourself that prices are going up, and security is increasing, and it’s my fault. They’re doing this because of the Black Raven, so let the Black Raven do one more sweep. Flour and rice. That’s all. One final gift for the district.” I approached him and took his hands in mine. “I can do this, Baba.”

      He nodded and placed a hand on my head. “My blessings go with you. Be safe, and come home to us.”
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      The warehouse was a monolith structure on the edge of the district, surrounded by a huge floodlit carpark and electrified fencing.

      Nice.

      I should have been inside already, but I’d loitered, waiting for my mentor to show. Killion had said he’d be here. He’d never let me down.

      Long minutes ticked by as I crouched behind bushes and watched the deserted parking lot for signs of activity.

      He’d never let me down, but I guess there was a first time for everything.

      Okay, time to do my thing. I ran down the slope toward the fence, drawing darkness to me as I went—a trick Killion had taught me, one that utilized the shining ones’ magic that saturated our air. It stung my nostrils and clung to the back of my throat. I breathed it in, ignoring the burn as the magic separated and coated me, doing my will by attracting the darkness to me. To the outside eye, I was invisible, nothing more than a patch of darkness. I was a shadow with free will, a ninja hurtling toward an electrified fucking fence. Time to leap. I used the darkness as a stepping stool, allowing it to solidify for me and fling me upward and over the barrier.

      Pretty nifty for a human, huh? Took months to learn, though. Killion almost despaired that I’d never master the skill. I recalled the fight we’d had over it. What had he expected? I was a measly human after all, but Killion was adamant that the magic was there to be used by all, if only we knew how.

      I was totally going to teach Nina how to do this when she was older. Okay, so I’d have to convince Killion to allow me to pass on the skill, but if I fluttered my lashes just right, I could—

      Whoa, what was that movement across the parking lot?

      No, just my imagination. I made it to the building and scanned the windows for an opening.

      Warehouse windows were high up, and people didn’t usually bother checking if they were closed because who was going to be able to scale a smooth wall?

      Me, that’s who, and lo and behold, there was a window open a crack. Time to do some scaling. The shadows slid up the wall, taking me with them until I was level with the window and able to peer in.

      The main lights were off, but there were some lights on over the other side of the warehouse. There were boxes everywhere, piled onto shelves, and onto those forklift thingies they used to move stuff around the warehouse. Everything would be loaded up and shipped to the various stores in the market soon, but right now, it was all sitting here for the taking.

      My gut told me I was alone, so I climbed through the window and landed lightly on the rafters. Nimble was my middle name. Or it should be. Danika Nimble Chandra. Nah, that sounded ridiculous.

      The metal beams were wide enough to run along. I stopped over the nearest unit and then lowered myself to the top of the massive stacks. There weren’t too many boxes all the way up here. I wanted flour and rice, and those would be kept on the lower shelves.

      I climbed down soundlessly, using the darkness to cradle me. The base of my neck pinched, warning me to ease up on the magic use. There was a physical cost to overuse of magic, especially for humans, and it was different for everyone. For me, it was an adverse effect on my vision. The last time I’d overused my little skill, I’d ended up blind for a day. I’d called in sick to work and spent the day in bed to avoid questions.

      Not making that mistake again.

      Releasing my grip on the magic, I ran down the aisle looking for what I needed. There we were, sacks and sacks of flour and rice. Perfect. I pulled the magic bag from my pocket and began to load up.

      This would be so much quicker with help. The flour and rice weren’t heavy once in the bag, but getting them in the bag was no easy feat alone. In the end, I laid the magic bag open on the ground and literally threw in items.

      Had I got enough? Probably. I should leave, but then I spied the luxury aisle. Argh, chocolate. Nina and Joti deserve chocolate. Grabbing the sack, I ran lightly across the empty space and ducked into the opposite aisle. As I loaded up, I imagined my sisters, faces bright with excitement as I handed them the treats. I was tempted to unwrap a bar and taste it right now. Should I?

      My scalp prickled, and then the lights dimmed even more. Shit, someone was here.

      Time to make a hasty exit.

      Shoving the magic bag in my pocket, I scanned the aisle, looking for movement. All was still and silent. Was I mistaken? Maybe the lights were on a timer? Idiot. It had to be a timer.

      Still, best to leave.

      I grabbed the shelving, ready to hoist myself up when hot breath brushed the back of my neck.

      “Boo!”

      Ice gripped my heart. I let go of the shelf, hit the ground with my boots, and fell into a crouch, daggers at the ready.

      Not alone.

      They had me surrounded, rising out of the gloom like obsidian ghosts. Except they weren’t ghosts—ghosts, I can handle—these were something else.

      Umbra.

      The shadow guards that worked for the Winter Court. Everything I knew about Umbra rushed up to crowd my mind now. They were the guards and protectors to the shining ones. They remained hidden at all times unless they intended to do harm. They said once you saw an Umbra, you didn’t live to tell the tale, which always made me wonder who told the tale in the first place? And why were my thoughts going off on a tangent when I was about to get my ass handed to me? Because the fact the Umbra had shown themselves told me they intended to attack.

      I was so screwed.

      They were huge, hulking figures. Obsidian wraiths with claw-tipped fingers and they were moving in on me.

      “Intruder,” a gravelly voice said.

      “Thief,” another voice crooned.

      “You take what does not belong to you,” the first voice said.

      “The penalty for your crime is death,” a new voice sing-songed with glee.

      I held up my hands. “Whoa, there’s been a misunderstanding.”

      “You were not stealing?” the gravelly voice asked, sounding almost perplexed.

      I held up my arms. “If I was stealing, wouldn’t I be carrying…stuff.”

      There was silence as they absorbed this information. Yeah, work through that one. I searched my memory. Were Umbra intelligent? My question was answered a moment later.

      “I sense magic,” the sing-song voice…well, sing-songed.

      “Empty out your pockets, human,” gravelly Umbra ordered.

      Eek. If they saw the enchanted sack, they’d know what it was. They’d sense the magic radiating off it. But there was nothing else I could do. I gripped my daggers tighter. Not ordinary daggers, but a gift from Killion. The blades were made of silver woven with obsidian lava, the only element said to harm an Umbra, and one so rare it was almost extinct. Best sixteenth birthday present ever.

      I had no choice but to fight. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      And I meant it because they were just doing their jobs. They belonged to the court, and they had no choice but to obey their masters.

      Laughter followed my statement. “You? Hurt us?” gravel voice said. “No, human. I’m afraid it is you who must die.”

      I guess I should be grateful they’d held off on tearing me to shreds to begin with. The Umbra surged toward me, and my heart leaped into my throat, but I was ready to fight till the bitter end.

      A shiver rushed up my spine, alerting me to Killion’s presence a moment before his voice blasted in my head.

      Duck!

      I obeyed, evading the swipe of claws I hadn’t seen coming. The Umbra screamed as I made a break for it. I could sense them on my tail, above me, and parallel to me. But Killion was beside me, and then his arm was around my waist, lifting me off the ground and carrying me upward. The Umbra behind us rushed past beneath us and then twisted to glare up at us. It had no eyes, but I knew it saw us.

      Shit, he’d seen Killion, and I knew in my gut that was a bad, bad thing.

      “They won’t live to tell the tale,” Killion said.

      And then he dropped me on top of a unit and spun to attack the Umbra in the air. For a moment, I was captivated by the beautiful symmetry and grace of his form as he tore the guards into ribbons of darkness that floated in the air before fluttering to the ground and reassembling. Shit, of course. An Umbra could only be killed by obsidian lava. How would he kill them? We had to kill them all. Otherwise, the Middale Council and the Winter Court would know about him, and every part of me screamed that would be a very bad thing.

      He’d never said so, but I knew he didn’t belong here, shouldn’t be here. I knew he stayed for me, and right now, he was surrounded. An Umbra slashed at him, and Killion arched his back and bellowed in pain.

      Get out. Get out now.

      Shit, shit, shit, shit.

      The Umbra were batting at him, playing with him like cats with a ball of yarn.

      “What is it?”

      “Why is it?”

      Dammit, Danika, go.

      Like fuck! “Hey! Over here, you dumb Umbra!”

      The Umbra turned to look my way, and then white glowing eyes popped open in all their heads, chilling me to the bone. Shit.

      “NO!” Killion slashed at the Umbra, grabbing at them as they flew toward me, but they were powerful. Stronger than him.

      But maybe not stronger than us together.

      A cool calm settled over me, and everything fell into slow motion. It was as if I could anticipate every breath of air, every move my opponents were about to make. My body took over, and my daggers cut a swath through the nearest guard, tearing him in two. He attempted to knit himself back together, but that wasn’t happening, because I wasn’t done. Hands moving so fast they were almost a blur, I shredded him with my twin blades.

      Killion fought in my periphery, shredding a second guard, but my blades were needed to end the Umbra. We worked as a team where Killion maimed, and I finished off until the warehouse was as silent as the grave.

      I stood on the top of the unit, chest heaving, blood rushing in my veins like lava toward the peak of a volcano.

      “Okay,” Killion said. “It’s okay now, Danika. You can stand down.”

      I blinked slow and sluggish, and then the world snapped into focus. What had happened hit me like a sledgehammer, and my body dissolved into tremors. My knees buckled, but Killion caught me.

      “I have you, Danika. It’s okay. I have you.”
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      The snow began to fall heavier as we jogged toward my house. “Where were you? You promised to be there.”

      “And I came. I’m sorry I was late,” Killion said.

      His flippant tone rankled, and my hands curled into fists. “We almost died.”

      “You shouldn’t have gone in alone.”

      Was he trying to make this my fault? “I thought you weren’t coming.”

      “Have I ever let you down?”

      Urgh, he had a point.

      “Do not doubt me, Danika. Never doubt me.”

      There was an edge to his tone, reproach and anger, and it made me feel instantly small. Okay, so maybe I should have held off. Waited a little longer.

      “I wasn’t expecting there to be Umbra guards.” He was silent, and my pace slowed as the real reason for my disquiet surfaced. “You could have been killed.”

      He made a strange sound—part snort, part laugh. It was a derisive sound that made my hackles rise.

      “What? You can’t be killed now?”

      “It’s not that,” he said.

      “Then what?”

      “Nothing.”

      I was tired and fed up and elated all at the same time because we had what we’d gone for. “It doesn’t matter. We have the food.”

      “And you’re safe,” Killion said. His blue eyes grew bright, and he stepped closer. He cupped my shoulders, and then his breath kissed my forehead. “I’m glad you’re safe. So very glad.”

      There was sincerity in his tone that warmed my blood. I wanted to hug him, to wrap my arms around his shadow waist, but I knew how that would end. He could touch me if he wished, but when I instigated contact, my hands would pass through his form as if he was made of smoke.

      Hug me. I willed it so hard it made my temples throb. His fingers tightened on my shoulders, and for a moment, I thought I’d done it. I’d willed him to do my bidding. But then he released me and stepped away.

      “Get some sleep, Danika. I’ll see you tomorrow night.” He melted into the darkness, leaving me to trudge the rest of the way home alone.

      Baba was awake when I entered the house. He looked up from his seat by the fire, exhaling with relief, but then he looked down at my hands, empty of any boxes or goods, and a slight frown marred his forehead.

      I smiled and pulled the enchanted sack from my pocket. “Baba, want to see something cool?”
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      The red letter was sitting on the doormat on Monday morning, and the heat of triumph over the success of the heist evaporated.

      I’d hoped.

      I’d convinced myself.

      I’d been wrong.

      One of my sisters was chosen.

      One of them would be hunted tonight.

      Baba took the envelope into the kitchen and sat at the table with it. The girls still had another half hour in bed before they had to be up and ready for school.

      Cursing fate was pointless. This was happening, and I needed to steel my heart. I needed to be strong.

      Ma wrung her hands. “Open it.”

      It had to be Joti. She had a chance. If it was Joti, then I’d keep her home from school and go over some basics with her. Fuck the damn Hunt celebration. I’d remind her of the terrain and hidey-holes.

      “Tell us who it is,” Ma pleaded.

      She was too pale, and her bottom lip quivered.

      Baba pulled the card out of the envelope, and I knew the answer from the dull sheen in his eyes even before he spoke the words.

      “Nina.” His throat bobbed. “Nina has been chosen.”

      “Chosen for what?” Nina said from the doorway, rubbing sleep from her eyes. “What is that?” She took in the red envelope and then her eyes widened in comprehension. “The Hunt… Is that the Hunt selection?” She took a step back. “I have to be hunted?”

      I met her gaze. “Yes, babe. You do.”

      “No!” She shook her head, her eyes filling with tears. “I won’t go. You can’t make me. I won’t.” She turned and hobbled away.

      Ma burst into tears, and Baba looked at me.

      “Danika, will you speak to her. Explain…things.”

      Explain that if she refused to participate, they’d come for her, and when they did, there would be no option to run. Her punishment would be death.

      Rage swallowed my thoughts for a moment, and hot embers pricked my chest. I wanted to burn the Hunt down and dance on their ashes. But I was nothing. No one. I was powerless. All I could do was instill faith into my sister’s heart.

      I pushed back my seat and stood stiffly. “I’ll speak to her.”
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      Nina sat on her bed, sobbing.

      “What is it?” Joti asked her. “Nina, what happened.”

      “Nina’s been chosen to participate in the Hunt.”

      Joti stared at me in shock, then her chin quivered, and she burst into tears. She climbed onto Nina’s bed and wrapped her arms around her.

      The two girls hugged and cried, and my heart fractured. I lifted my chin and swallowed the lump in my throat.

      “Joti, I need a minute with Nina.”

      Joti shook her head.

      “Joti!” There was a snap to my voice, and Joti immediately released her sister.

      “You have to do something. You have to stop it,” she pleaded.

      It killed me that they thought I had that kind of power, that they looked up to me to protect them. It killed me to have to say, “I can’t.”

      Joti dissolved into a fresh wave of sobs, but Nina wiped her eyes and took a shuddering breath.

      “If I don’t go, they’ll come for me, won’t they?”

      “Yes.”

      “They’ll punish me.”

      “Yes.”

      “Kill me.” Her voice quivered.

      Oh, God. “You have to take part, but you’ll run and hide, and you’ll hide well, do you hear me?” I sat on Joti’s bed and leaned forward to speak earnestly. “Remember the map I showed you. The hidey-holes. We’ll go over them again. You’ll hide, and you will make it to dawn, got me?”

      She nodded, and I watched in awe as my baby sister worked through the fear, shutting it down and thinking it through. I knew the moment she resigned herself and resolved to fight. Her chin stopped trembling, and her eyes took on a hard edge.

      “Can I take knives?” she asked.

      My smile was grim. “Hell, yes, you can.”
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      Midnight until dawn.

      That’s when the Hunt would ride.

      Participants were given an hour’s head start. How did the Hunt know if you left early? I had no idea. They just did, and those runners were never seen again. Everyone else was ordered to stay inside.

      Joti had loaned Nina her expensive running shoes, and I’d dressed her in black, adding camouflage to her face to help her blend into the night. She had a pack containing supplies, and I’d customized one of my guard holsters and added four throwing daggers to it. Still, even with all the prep, Nina looked small and frail, standing in the lounge.

      Baba had killed the lights just as they told us to do. The street outside would be deathly silent as everyone waited in their homes for the final package before the Hunt began. This one was for us, the family of the participant.

      The letterbox flapped, and something hit the mat.

      Baba straightened and left the room to retrieve it.

      A brown envelope sealed with red wax and the Hunt’s emblem. Baba broke the seal and pulled out the vials. Five vials, one for each of us except Nina.

      He passed two to Ma.

      “I’ll take this up to Rav.” She hurried up the stairs.

      Baba uncorked a vial and handed it to Joti. “Drink it.”

      She did as told.

      Baba stroked Nina’s cheek, his eyes wet with unshed tears as he drank from his vial. Ma returned without any vials. She’d already taken hers.

      All eyes turned to me.

      “Danika?” Baba frowned. “You must drink.”

      I stared at the vial and its clear contents. It contained the happy place. It contained the oblivion of sleep.

      Everyone drank.

      The whole district.

      Everyone except the thirteen chosen. Why? So there would be no witnesses. So that there would be no help for the poor teens chosen to run.

      I looked at my little sister, so tiny, so fucking stoic in the face of what was about to happen. I couldn’t stop this. I had no power to do that. But I didn’t have to let her go alone.

      “Danika!” Ma snapped.

      As the bell tolled, as Joti crumpled onto the sofa unconscious, I dropped the vial and crushed it underfoot.

      “Danika, what did you…do?” Ma swayed, and Baba caught her, dragging her to the sofa and falling onto it with her.

      His eyes fluttered. “Safe…Be…safe…”

      Nina’s chest rose and fell rapidly. “Dani?”

      I held out my hand. “I won’t let them hurt you. I won’t let them have you. I promise.”

      She took my hand.
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      An hour to get to a safe spot. An hour to hide. The streets were empty, moon harsh and bright against the ice and snow. Our boots crunched too loudly in the eerie silence.

      Were they watching us? Hiding and tracking us? The hour head start could be a ruse. It could be a lie.

      Nina’s fingers squeezed my hand tight as we jogged through the night. Our breath fogged up the air in hot puffs of exertion. I had to keep my pace slower than I’d like for Nina to keep up. But we had time. I was with her, and I’d protect her. Hide her. Whatever it took to get us to dawn.

      Marigold’s market was around the corner. It was boarded up, but I knew a way in. I’d hidden there from the night denizens before when Killion and I’d done a warehouse raid.

      It was number one on my hidey-hole list and the closest to our home.

      “Dani, how much farther?” Nina puffed.

      “Not long now. Keep going. You got this.”

      We cut across the silent road, salted and slushy, and down the side of a house onto a street that housed the local stores that were still in operation. The market was a block away, but Nina was beginning to flag now. Limping and dragging her leg. Fuck.

      I pulled her to a stop and crouched. “Get on.”

      “What?”

      “Get on my back. Now.”

      Nina scrambled on and wrapped her arms around my neck.

      “Hold on, babe.”

      I broke into a run. Nina barely weighed anything, and we made it to the market in less than two minutes. I lowered her to the ground and circled around the back of the store. I had to stop to help her over the debris of toppled waste bins and the crap that spilled from them. Thank God the winter slowed decomposition, so it didn’t smell as bad as it should have.

      The way in was at ground level—a broken window that looked into a basement. I’d pushed in the nails to make it look as if it were boarded up, but a hard tug and the board came away.

      “Get in.” I ushered Nina through. “There’s a unit under the window. You can use that to step down. Don’t go far. It’ll be pitch black in there.”

      Nina hurried through the window. There was a thud followed by a soft cry. My heart jettisoned up into my throat.

      “Nina?”

      “I’m okay. I’m fine.”

      Thank God. The window was just about big enough for me, but a grown man or a member of the Hunt would be hard-pressed to get down here. Killion managed it by morphing into a cat.

      I landed on the unit and then twisted to pull the board back against the aperture. It would have to do. Hopefully, no one would come this way, and if they did, they wouldn’t look too hard at the board.

      “Dani?” Nina’s voice sounded small and scared.

      “I’m here, babe. One second.” There were matches and candles in the unit. Killion and I had stocked this place and our other haunts with supplies. “Here we go.”

      I lit a candle, and the room bloomed to life. Empty crates lined the wall. There was a table and a couple of chairs, an old pack of cards, a few board games, empty shelves that had probably held extra stock, and a rusty sink with exposed pipes. This basement had probably been used as a break room and stock room by the employees of the market at one point. There were bits of paper stuck to the walls—the edges of posters that had been taken down.

      Nina stared at me with huge eyes. “How do you know about this place, about the candles?”

      I didn’t have the energy to lie to her, and this life-or-death situation loosened my tongue. “Have you heard of the Black Raven?”

      Her eyes grew rounder. “You’re the Black Raven?”

      “Whoa, way to make a leap.”

      “I knew it. I said to Joti, I bet it’s Dani, and she was like, no way could Dani pull that off, and I was like, but she’s always out late on the nights the Black Raven delivers and—”

      “Wait up, you suspected me?”

      She gave me a shy smile. “I’m proud of you, Dani. Thank you for telling me.”

      “But you need to keep it to yourself.”

      “I will.”

      “Good. Now, let’s get comfortable. We have a long wait ahead of us.”

      “You think we’ll be safe here till dawn?”

      “We stay quiet, we lie low, and hopefully…”

      “What if they find us?”

      “Then, we run. I know other places we can hide.”

      She looked down at her leg. “I’m not much of a runner.”

      “But I am, and I’ll carry you.” I stroked her cheek. “It’ll be okay. I’m with you, babe.”

      She nodded, pressing her lips together in determination.

      “Come on. There are some magazines and snacks over here.”

      I led her to the far corner of the room where some old blankets were bundled up on the ground. There was a paper bag hidden beneath them containing crisps and chocolate from our mini heists. A pile of magazines, old and discolored, was also tucked under the blankets.

      I pulled everything out. “Have a seat. You want some chocolate?”

      Nina smiled. “I love you, Dani.”

      My heart twinged. “I love you, too.”
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      While stuffing our face with chocolate and cookies and poring over the fashions of the time before, it was easy to forget that we were being hunted. That outside the haven of the basement, the Hunt were reaping.

      We were two hours off dawn. Two hours. We could do this, right? If they hadn’t found us yet, then we were safe, right?

      “Dani…I need to pee.” She made an apologetic face. “I can’t hold it any longer.”

      Shit. “Okay, let’s see…Oh, there’s an old mop and bucket on the other side of the room.”

      I led Nina over and then stood with my back to her with the candle raised so she could do her business. The sound of her pee hitting the bottom of the empty bucket was too loud, and I couldn’t help but wince.

      “I’m done,” she said.

      We were halfway across the basement when the sound of breaking glass cut through the silence like a knife.

      I froze and canted my head. The thud of boots overhead followed.

      Someone above us.

      Someone was inside the market.
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      Nina’s eyes were wide with horror as we listened to the clomp of boots overhead, and then a wail drifted down to us followed by loud gusty sobs.

      Fuck.

      “Someone’s hurt,” Nina whispered.

      And they’d invaded our hidey-hole and were making shit loads of noise, which meant that the fucking Hunt would be here any minute.

      I gripped Nina’s hand. “We have to—”

      “Help them,” she finished.

      She headed for the door, and I hauled her back. “No. We leave now.”

      “It’s a kid. Hurt, scared. We can at least get them down here and hide them before we leave.”  She implored me with her eyes. “We have to do something.”

      “Fucksake, Nina, this isn’t a joke. It’s everyone for himself out here.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Then why did you become the Black Raven? Why help others and put yourself at risk when you could have just pilfered enough for us?”

      Fuck her smart brain and her morals and reasoning.

      The sobs had quieted now, but my survival instinct told me to get her out immediately. My morality, however, agreed with her assessment. We had to try.

      “Fine.” I tipped my head to the side and listened. Silence. “You stay here.”

      She opened her mouth to argue but snapped it closed when she saw the look on my face. It was my way or no way. I handed her the candle. I couldn’t risk taking it with me, but there would be enough moonlight streaming in through the gaps in the boarded windows for me to see by.

      My stomach quivered with apprehension as I opened the basement door. The slight creak of the unoiled hinges was too loud, and my wince hurt my face, but then I was through, and climbing up a short flight of stairs. There was a door at the top and then a corridor. Left was to the toilets, straight ahead was to the shop floor.

      The door to the corridor opened without a creak. The world beyond was gray and dark, but enough light filtered in through the glass portion of the shop door to allow me to see.

      A soft sob drifted to my ears, and then a coppery scent filled my nose.

      “Please, please, please,” the intruder moaned.

      Fuck, it was a kid, probably the same age as Nina. He sat with his back to the wall, legs sticking out, hands clutching the bloody wound that was his abdomen. So much blood. Too much. There was nothing we could do to help him.

      “It’s a kid,” Nina said from beside me, making me jump.

      I glared at her and mouthed, Get back.

      She shook her head, chin jutted stubbornly. “We have to help.” She patted the pack around her waist. “First aid supplies.”

      Fuck, I’d only brought my daggers, but she’d come prepared with medical supplies? Smart, but her bandages wouldn’t help this kid.

      I grabbed her shoulders, my voice an urgent whisper. “Listen to me. That kid is bleeding out, which means they’ve wounded him, and they’ll have his scent. We need to get away from him.”

      “But we can help stop the bleeding.”

      “No, we can’t.”

      The boy sobbed louder, as if our presence had given him renewed strength. If the Hunt didn’t have the kid’s scent already, they’d hear him wailing a mile off.

      “Shut up, dammit. Do you want them to find you?”

      He lifted a tear-stained face to look at us, his body trembling. “Help me.” His words ended in a wet sob.

      Nina looked at me, helpless tears clinging to her lashes. She knew it was useless. That the wound was fatal.

      “Please…” The boy coughed, and blood spattered all over the place.

      I managed to pull Nina out of the spray radius. “We have to go.”

      Nina didn’t fight me this time.

      The boy hiccupped, eyes rolling in pain. “I don’t…I don’t want to die.”

      “I’m sorry.” Nina’s voice quivered. “I’m so sorry.”

      The blast of a horn galvanized me into action.  They were here. “Now.” I pulled my sister up, and we ran.

      “Don’t leave me, please…”

      He was someone’s brother, someone’s son. I shut down the thoughts.

      I had no choice but to leave him.

      The Hunt was here, and here was no longer safe.
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      We made it into the basement, but the thunder of hooves beat the ceiling.

      “Dani?” Nina was shaking. “What do we do?”

      “We get out.”

      I’d pulled the board off the window, allowing the moonlight in. They were after the boy, so we had time to slip around them and get away. I’d have to carry her. I’d have to be fast. What if I wasn’t fast enough?

      “Nina, get up here.” I tugged her up onto the unit beside me. “I’ll go first then haul you out. You get on my back and hold on. Got it?”

      She nodded, fear etched into every line of her face. No time to talk it through. We had to get the hell away from here. I hoisted myself up and out of the window, wriggling until I was free before stopping to check out the terrain.

      A shadow cut to my left, and I flattened myself against the wall, heart in my mouth. Fuck, this was too close.

      The horn blared again, so loud it competed with the sound of the blood rushing in my head. Raised, excited voices drifted around the side of the building. Something growled and bayed, and my bowels clenched.

      Nina.

      I grabbed her wrist and hauled her out before swinging her onto my back.

      A shrill scream cut through the air, but I was already in motion, running toward the chain link fence ahead. I leaped, grabbed hold, and climbed with Nina clinging to my back like a monkey. Thanks to Killion’s training, I was able to sail over the fence and land neatly on the other side. I pushed off and ran, diving into the darkness of an alley up ahead. The next hidey-hole was five minutes at a run. I could do this, I could—

      The bay of a beast and the clatter of hooves had me skidding to a halt. A huge shape galloped past the mouth of the alley. Nina’s grip turned into a chokehold as I inched my way toward the end of the alley.

      Shit, shit, shit. I needed to get across the road to the alleyway opposite, but snarls and whoops told me it wasn’t safe to break cover. Still, I needed to see what the fuck we were up against. Luckily, I had a trick for that. I pulled a compact from my pocket, flipped it open, and held it out so I could check out what was happening via the reflection in the mirror.

      The backs of two huge beasts were visible; corded tails tipped with barbs swished from side to side. Hooves beat the pavement, and mist curled up into the air. The riders were hulking figures. One was cloaked and hooded, the other was naked from the waist up, a quiver filled with arrows strapped to a broad back crisscrossed with scars. Antlers rose up from his dark head. The cloaked figure flicked his wrist, and a glowing crimson whip lashed at the ground, leaving a hissing trail of smoke in the snow.

      I tilted the mirror and spotted a massive hound.

      Baku.

      The three of them had someone pinned, but it was impossible to see who. Not my problem. I just needed them to move away, get up the road a little so I could make a break for it.

      “Please, don’t hurt us. Please.” The voice was female.

      “Don’t beg. Don’t you dare beg,” another female voice said.

      “I like this one.” The antlered figure turned his head to the hooded one. “What do you think?”

      “Considering the fact Bres has killed a female and a male already, we don’t have much to play with.”

      “We only need to bring in six alive. The rest are disposable,” the antlered one said. “And this one has fire. I like fire.”

      “I like snuffing it out,” the hooded figure said. “And you owe me.”

      “Very well.” The antlered one sounded resigned.

      The whips lashed, and crimson painted the snow. Screams tore at the night as the baku growled and pounced. I lowered the mirror, not wanting to see, not wanting these images burned into my mind. But there was no blocking out the sound of tearing flesh or the horrific curdling screams. My jaw ached from clenching it.

      Be over, please, be over.

      The screeches were cut off by the thud of blade on flesh. Nina made a choked sound and pressed her face into my shoulder, her body shaking with fear.

      Silence.

      I pressed my back to the wall and held up the mirror once more. The street was empty of beasts, riders, and hounds, but the snow was a churned-up mass of blood and flesh.

      “Don’t look, Nina. Hold on, and don’t look.”

      I broke cover and ran.
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        * * *

      

      We huddled in the sewer pipe, hidden by shadows. Yes, not the most pleasant hidey-hole, but the closest. I rarely used this spot because—

      “Oh, God, it smells,” Nina said, covering her mouth and nose with her hand.

      Yeah, the stench clung, and the last time I’d come home reeking, Ma had threatened to burn my clothes. I’d lied and told her some kids had set off a stink bomb in the library. Luckily for me, she’d bought the lie.

      But right now, the smell could be our salvation. “The stench will mask our scent. We should have come here first. Your nose will get used to the smell soon.”

      She nodded and huddled closer.

      The pipe was unused now, the water dried up. It extended from the old Warner mill that was now used as a government warehouse. We’d be safe here.

      Only an hour till dawn. Just an hour, and then we could go home.

      “If we make it till sunrise, they’ll let me go?” Nina asked. “They won’t want me, will they? I mean…my leg…”

      There was no evidence to support that theory, but rumor had it that the shining ones wanted strength and perfection in the teens they chose to adopt. Six… They only wanted six. The rest they were permitted to kill. Had Nina heard them talking?

      “I won’t be one of the six,” she said.

      Well, that answered my question.

      “The game ends with sunrise. They can’t hurt you then. They can either take you or let you go.”

      “They won’t want me.” She said it with a confidence that made my heart hurt.

      Did she really think so little of herself?

      “I’m glad of my bad leg,” she said. “So glad.”

      I wrapped an arm around her shoulder and tucked her against me. “Rest, babe. Just rest. I’ll keep watch.”

      The hour inched by, filled with distant screams and the sound of angry hooves. Gusts of icy wind blew into the pipe periodically, and we huddled closer to stay warm. Not long now.

      We’d almost made it, and then a shadow passed across the tunnel entrance. I was alert, dagger in my hand in an instant. Nina shrank back as I shielded her with my body, and then a pair of familiar blue eyes lit up the darkness.

      “Fuck, Killion.” I sagged as relief rushed through me.

      He was here. He’d come to help.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded. “Are you insane? If they find you, they will kill you, Danika. You’re breaking the law.”

      Nina made a soft sound of distress and grabbed hold of my arm. “What…What is that?”

      “It’s all right. This is my friend, Killion. He won’t hurt you.”

      “Danika…” Killion slipped closer. “Come with me now. I’ll get you home unseen.”

      “We have to wait till dawn. Till the games are over.”

      “If you wait till dawn, they will see you,” he said. “Danika, if they see you, they will kill you.”

      I’d known this. Of course I had. But protecting Nina was all that mattered. “I’ll be careful. I’ll take the roofs.”

      “The daytime shadows are not our friends,” he reminded me.

      Only the night shadows were willing to cloak me. In the day, I’d be vulnerable and exposed.

      “Go,” Nina said. “I’ll be okay. I can hide here until the sun comes up. I’ll be fine.”

      “Fifteen minutes till dawn,” Killion said. “Your sister will be safe. Let me get you back.”

      A lot could go wrong in fifteen minutes. “No. I’m not leaving her. I’ll figure something out. I’ll stay in the pipe until the shining ones have left the district. Nina can come get me when they’ve gone, can’t you, Nina?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      Killion’s eyes narrowed as he thought it through. “Very well. We wait.”

      We? “You’re staying?”

      “Till dawn. I can stay till the sun rises.”

      I nodded. “Okay. Thank you.”

      “I’ll keep watch.” He slipped away and out of the pipe.

      “What is he?” Nina asked.

      “Honestly, babe, I have no idea.”

      Five minutes passed with agonizing slowness. Why was it that as the end of the Hunt grew closer, time seemed to stand still, and then Killion was flying back into the pipe. Blue eyes wide.

      “Baku have picked up your scent. They’re coming. We need to run. Now.”

      His words galvanized me into action. I grabbed Nina, and we lunged toward the mouth of the pipe. Getting trapped in here was certain death. We had less than ten minutes till the sun came up. All we had to do was evade them till then.

      We burst into the night, and I swung Nina onto my back and ran. Killion was a shadow running parallel to us, but the baying of the Hunt’s mounts and the snarls and grunts of the baku were too close.

      There was no choice but to keep moving.

      “I see them!” someone cried.

      Us. They saw us. I pushed harder, faster. Nina held on tighter, and then Killion was at my back, propelling me forward, lifting us and carrying us.

      “What is that? Did you see it?” the voices cried.

      Oh, shit. Wait, was the world turning gray?

      “Dawn!” Nina squealed. “It’s dawn.”

      “Danika…” Killion’s breath was a whisper in my ear. “I’m sorry.”

      He melted away with the first rays of the sun, and my body chose that moment to give up. My pace slowed as the world filled with light.

      Nina was safe. Alive. That’s all that mattered.

      “Dani…Oh, God.”

      A weight hit my back, taking me down. Nina screamed.

      Someone yelled, and then the weight was gone, but the hot, rancid breath of the baku wafted close to my ear.

      “What do we have here?” The voice was cool and sharp, like cut glass, like ice. “Stand, human.”

      Nina climbed off me and grabbed my hand. We stood together to face the Hunt. Three shining ones on obsidian mounts with flared nostrils and red eyes that bore into us.

      I recognized the antlered one. His expression was emotionless, his face an impassive mask as if death meant nothing. As if this Hunt was just a game. Which to them it was. To them, we were nothing.

      The cloaked figure had nutmeg skin and shiny brown eyes. A mouth that was too thin and a nose that was too wide. He canted his head, studying me. But it was the final rider that stole my breath. Golden-haired with amethyst eyes, the crown prince stared down at me with a haughty expression and no sign that he recognized me. Heck, he probably didn’t. I was a human, like every other human. We probably blended into one.

      “A little old for the Hunt,” antler man said.

      “A helper, a rule-breaker,” cloaked man said.

      “It seems the sun brings us a fresh kill,” antler man added.

      “No!” Nina stepped in front of me. “You leave my sister alone.”

      The antler guy raked Nina over, his gaze lingering on her feet. “Imperfect. Broken yet passionate.”

      “You and your obsession,” the cloaked one said. “She’s no use to us.”

      “Yes.” I met the hooded one’s gaze. “She’s no use, but she survived, and it’s dawn. You can let her go home. The Hunt is over.”

      The cloaked one smiled, exposing jagged teeth. “Yes, she can go home, but you will stay. You will bleed.”

      I raised my chin, stomach trembling with terror. “I know.”

      “No.” The crown prince spoke for the first time. “Enough. We have what we need. We should return our cargo to the Keep.”

      “You’re not in charge here,” hooded guy snapped. “You don’t make the rules.”

      The crown prince was looking at the antlered dude.

      And the antlered dude was looking at me. “I think I want to see it bleed. I think I want that very much.”

      I looked to the crown prince, but his gaze was fixed on his mount, shoulders tense.

      “Dani?” Nina gripped me tighter.

      I pulled my hand from hers. “Go. Go straight home. Do it now.”

      “I won’t leave you.”

      “You will!” I shoved her. “You’ll do as I say, do you hear me. If you don’t, all this…everything will have been for nothing.”

      Nina’s eyes brimmed, and she shook her head, but my expression was enough to have her backing up.

      “Go!”

      She turned and began to run in her loping gait. I returned my focus to the Hunt. “Let’s get this over with.”
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      Four baku surrounded me, circling while the antler guy and hooded guy moved their mounts into damage range. The crown prince hung back, eyes down as if he didn’t want to witness what was about to happen.

      I drew my daggers from my belt, because like fuck was I going down without a fight.

      “Oh, look, it has a weapon,” hooded guy said.

      “Interesting,” the antlered one replied.

      There was movement in the periphery of my vision.

      The whip.

      I dove out of range, rolling and coming up so I was face to face with the dripping maw of a baku. It growled, its body trembling with the desire to attack, but it didn’t.

      I was off bounds for now. I was the Hunt’s plaything.

      The whip cracked again, missing me by a hairbreadth as I rolled out of the way.

      An arrow thunked into the ground to my left.

      “Aw, you missed,” hooded guy said.

      “So did you,” the antlered one replied coolly.

      “I was playing.”

      “So was I.”

      This was a joke to these creatures. I was a joke.

      Anger rose up my throat, pushing words out of my mouth, short and sharp like mini daggers. “How about you come down here and play with me?”

      Hooded guy let out a sharp bark of laughter and then looked surprised. “Well, that was interesting.”

      “Amusement is interesting,” antler guy said. “I believe I feel amused.”

      I rose and glared at the unfeeling bastards. “How about we make a deal. I fight one of you, one on one. If I win, you let me live.”

      “Pfft,” hooded figure said. “We don’t have to make deals with you.”

      “No, you don’t, but wouldn’t it be an amusing story to tell?”

      Antler guy’s eyes lit up with interest. “Jarnik, what do you say?”

      Jarnik grinned, showcasing his awful teeth again. “I say, I’ll enjoy pulling the lawbreaker’s heart from its chest.”

      He dismounted, and the air crackled with dangerous energy, dark, deadly, and ravenous. It pressed in on me. Bad idea. This was a bad idea, but it was too late to change things now. There was no doubt in my mind that he was more powerful than me and that he could kill me. But I’d fought several bleak and won. I could take on one shining one. I had to because I wasn’t ready to die.

      He pulled two daggers from the holster at his waist. Larger and deadlier looking than mine. Jarnik could be posing as a distraction. Antler guy could spear with an arrow at any time, but then Jarnik attacked, and I stopped thinking. Years of training took over, moving my body to defend and evade—spinning and ducking before going in for the attack. My blade made contact, snagging as it bit.

      Jarnik hissed and leaped back before staring at the wound on his arm incredulously. Triumph roared in my veins, and I lunged at him. There was no stopping now. I had to take him down. I had to win.

      I could win.

      He swiped, missed, swiped, and cut a line across my cheek. The sting was nothing compared to his screech as I buried my dagger in his shoulder.

      He shoved me hard enough to send me flying back. I hit the ground, rolled, and came up with a bellow before rushing toward him.

      I had this. He was injured. I could win, I could—

      Pain lanced through my calf. My knee buckled, and I went down. Fire raged up my leg where the arrow protruded.

      “Enough!” antler guy ordered.

      But the hooded figure wasn’t listening. His boot slammed into my chest, knocking me onto my back so hard the breath whooshed from my lungs.

      The world spun.

      The arrow.

      It was poisoned.

      Weakening me.

      Jarnik’s jagged smile hovered above me. “Your heart is mine.” He raised his dagger, ready to plunge it into my chest.

      I had to move. I had to do—

      And then a knife was buried in Jarnik’s forehead. A slender throwing knife I recognized. No… It couldn’t be.

      The dagger fell from Jarnik’s grip, hitting the ground with a soft thud, and then he toppled off me.

      “Dani! Oh, God, Dani!”

      Nina. No. What was she doing here? I had to get up. Had to move.

      She crouched by me, trying to pull me into her lap, but my body was heavy and unresponsive.

      “A swift and sure aim.” Antler guy appeared above me. He crouched, looking down at me. “Your sister has marksmanship. A valuable skill.”

      No. I spoke the words with my eyes, my mouth unmoving. You let her go. Let her go.

      He touched my cheek with icy fingers and then raised them to his face. “Tears…Fascinating things.” He licked his fingers, and his dark eyes bloomed with honey hues. “Fascinating,” he said again.

      “Please, don’t kill her,” Nina said. “Kill me instead.”

      NO! The scream was trapped in my head, impotent and worthless.

      Antler guy tore his gaze from mine and fixed it on my sister. “No death today,” he said. “There has been enough death today.” He touched my forehead and muttered words, sibilant slimy words that burrowed into my mind and took root there. “You cannot speak of this night.”

      “Danika…” Nina sucked in her bottom lip, her eyes welling. “I love you. Please, don’t die. Please, I want to stay—”

      The antlered creature hauled her away from me and slung her over his shoulder. Nina cried out, a desperate sound that tore at my heart, but I was locked in my body, paralyzed and impotent.

      “Dani…” Nina reached for me.

      Nina. Oh, God. Nina.

      And then she was gone.

      I lay on the icy ground, numb and frozen as the sounds of hooves, the bay of mounts, and the snarl of baku melted away. I lay in the street as the sun rose up and bled across the ground.

      I lay there until the world came alive, and hands lifted me up and carried me home.
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      “Nina!” I sat up with a gasp, finally free of the drug from the damn arrows. “I have to get to Nina.”

      Baba pressed me back onto the sofa. “No. You’ll stay here, and you’ll recover. Ma is bringing you a salve for your cheek and herbal tea to detox your body.” His eyes were hard and unforgiving. “What you did was reckless and dangerous. You could have been killed.”

      I didn’t have the heart to argue, only the will to go after my sister. If I hurried, I could intercept the Hunt at the gates to central Middale. If I left now, I might make it.

      “No!” Baba’s voice was a whiplash of intent. “Enough! Enough with the willful disobedience, the risk-taking, and the lies.”

      I stared at him in shock. Baba rarely, if ever, raised his voice. I caught sight of Ma, frozen in the doorway to the lounge, a tray in her hands. Her face looked stiff and unnatural as if struggling to manage a shit ton of emotions.

      “We almost lost two daughters today.” Baba’s voice cracked. “No more. Nina is gone, and you’re alive, and we will move on.”

      Ma bustled toward us. “Out of the way, old man. I need to see to that wound before it becomes infected.”

      She sounded calm. Normal even, which was at odds with her expression and the haunted shadows in her eyes.

      Baba stood and left the room, and Ma took his place. She didn’t speak as she applied the salve, but her eyes shone with unshed tears.

      “Ma, I’m so—”

      “Don’t you dare say you’re sorry. Nina is alive because of you. They may have taken her, but she’ll live, and I can’t thank you enough for that.” She pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Drink your tea, and get some rest. I’m making keema today. I know how much you love minced lamb.”

      Cooking was her outlet, her way to bury her emotions. She might be outwardly calm, but she was hurting beneath the surface.

      I lay back and closed my eyes.

      Nina was alive. It should be enough, but then why did my gut squirm at the thought.

      Why did my sister being alive feel like a threat?
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      The clock inched toward midnight. I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, my mind whirring. Fuck this. I needed some air. Dressing quickly, I slipped down the stairs and froze. Why was the bolt not on the door?

      I stepped out of the house into the crisp night air to find Auntiji shivering on the doorstep with a small pot of red paint and a brush.

      What the fuck? “What are you doing, Auntiji, it’s almost midnight.”

      “It needs to be redone,” she said in the way of explanation.

      “I repeat, almost midnight. Can’t it wait? I mean, what is so important about these symbols?”

      She pursed her lips and then nodded slightly as if coming to a decision.  “Protection against them.” She leveled me with a gaze that was surprisingly alert for her. “They can’t come into our home with these symbols up.”

      “I don’t understand…”

      She gripped my elbow. “You see them, don’t you…for what they are. You feel it, don’t you, the fire to fight back?”

      I’d been right about her. “Yes…”

      “Come with me.”

      She pulled me back into the house and along the corridor into her room on the ground floor. Her knees were swollen with arthritis, and she didn’t do stairs well, so we’d moved her into what had once been a dining room.

      It’d been a long while since I’d been in this room, and the smell of incense was almost too much. I coughed, and she tutted.

      “A little incense never hurt anyone. Sit.”

      I perched on the edge of a chair pushed up against her overflowing dresser. “Okay?”

      She crouched with a groan and pushed the paint pot under her bed and then straightened, hand at the small of her back, and sighed. “Oh, my poor bones.”

      Patience, Dani. My gut told me I needed to hear what she had to say.

      “I never had children,” she said. “Never wanted them, but now I realize that if I don’t pass on what I know, then it may be lost forever. My family…my people are gone. I think I may be the last one left.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Seers.” She sat on her bed and shuffled back against the headboard before swinging her legs up with a sigh of relief. “We are seers, although in the old days many called us witches because of the things we could do. But when they attacked the first time, it was us that humans turned to for protection.”

      “Okay, I’m confused.”

      “The shining ones. They aren’t new to our world, you know. They were here before. This was their home, too, once, and humans…we wrote tales of their viciousness, their beauty, and their mischief. We went in search of them, of doorways to their world, and some of us even found them. But mostly they found us. They enjoyed playing with us, even then. They like to play at love. They were drawn to our emotions and our humanity. It fascinated them, but we had rules, and as long as we followed those rules, the interactions were mostly harmless, and then something changed. They began to take people. Children, maidens, young men, and that was when my people developed these symbols. We used them to keep the shining ones at bay. We fought them off with iron and talismans and then…one day they were gone.”

      “Iron? But iron doesn’t affect the shining ones.”

      “Yes, something has changed. But it’s them, I’m sure of it. They were called the fae, the seelie, the tricksters. We called them Tuatha or unseelie. We had many names for them. We wrote books about them.”

      “Books…”

      “No more, though. All gone. All burned. All lost. Many have forgotten, but my family remembered. We passed the stories down from generation to generation. When they came, I remembered my grandmother’s teachings.” She leaned forward. “They are not our saviors, Danika, and I believe that the children who are killed during the Hunt are the lucky ones because I believe that the children they take have a fate worse than death awaiting them.”

      “Auntiji, what do they want with the children?”

      But her eyes were closed, and her chest rose and fell in sleep. Dammit.

      I left her room, hands trembling, my conscious mind already making excuses. It was a stupid story, nothing more. A myth, a legend. She was an old woman, a crazy old woman who slept a lot and liked to paint nonsense symbols.

      Then why were warning bells ringing in the deep dark recesses of my mind? Why were they screaming at me that Nina was in grave danger, and I had to save her?
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      The last thing I wanted was to do a guard shift, but skipping would mean losing my job. Magnus had given me a lifeline, but he wasn’t the kind of man to let me abuse it.

      The guard exemption had been reinstated, so two days later, I found myself at the guardhouse, suiting up for duty.

      My mind kept drifting to Auntiji’s story before filing it away, and then to my family, to the silent house and Joti’s sad eyes. She’d barely eaten since the Hunt. None of us had. We drifted apart, finding comfort in solitude. Being together reminded us of what was missing.

      And Killion…Where was he?

      I’d suspected for a long time that he was unable to manifest in sunlight, and my suspicions had been confirmed at the worst possible time. But was he all right? Had the sun hurt him?

      God, I was a mess.

      “How are you holding up?”

      I stared at Vala. Was she seriously being nice to me right now?

      She sighed. “Look, I have a younger brother. I can imagine how you must be feeling.”

      She had no idea. “I’m fine. Nina lived. She was chosen. She’ll be fine.”

      Vala’s eyes narrowed. “Uh-huh, but you’ll miss her.”

      “Look, can we not do this?”

      “Do what?”

      The look on her face told me she knew exactly what I was talking about, but I was happy to spell it out. “This fake bonding shit.”

      She snorted. “Trust me, Dani, we are not bonding. Ever.”

      “Good.”

      “Right.”

      She walked off, leaving me alone in the changing room with a heartache and a head filled with doubt. Auntiji’s warnings surged up once again, and the conviction that I needed to get into the Keep, that I needed to see Nina for myself, swelled inside me. I grabbed my gear and headed toward Magnus’s office.
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      “Danika?” Magnus looked surprised to see me. “Your shift starts in ten minutes.” And then he grinned. “You’re on time.”

      I bobbed my head. “Making a concerted effort, Commander.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      Cue awkward silence.

      He cleared his throat. “Is there something I can do for you?”

      The tips of his ears were pink. Shit, he really liked me, and I was about to use that to my advantage. Again.

      “I was wondering if you knew of a way to get into the Keep to see the chosen ones.”

      He blinked sharply and then tucked his chin in. “Ah, yes. Your sister was chosen.”

      “I want to see her. Make sure she’s okay.”

      His smile was filled with understanding. “That’s not possible.”

      Fuck.

      He sighed. “Look, I know it’s hard, but you need to move on. You need to accept you won’t see her again.”

      That was just it, I couldn’t accept it.

      “When my brother was chosen, not even battling a horde of bleak was enough to get me beyond the gates to the inner city.” He shuffled some papers on his desk, his eyes downcast. “It gets easier.”

      I grit my teeth. He had no idea what they did. No idea how the Hunt massacred our children, and because of the binding the antlered one had placed on me, I couldn’t tell him, I couldn’t speak of it or explain why I didn’t trust the wankers.

      They’d called our youth cargo. Not the words of altruistic beings. Not the words of creatures who would nurture a child. The more I thought on it, the more convinced I was that my sister was in grave danger.

      “You do believe the shining ones will take care of the chosen, don’t you?” Magnus asked.

      My mouth was suddenly too dry. The correct answer was yes. “No.”

      Shit!

      His gaze flew up to meet mine, but there was no horror in it, only a strange revelation.

      The words tumbled out of my mouth. “My gut tells me something is terribly wrong, and that my sister is in danger.”

      This was the part when he slapped me down or reported me or whatever, but he did none of these things. He kept his gaze fixed on me and nodded slowly, almost cautiously.

      “Some of us have the gift of intuition,” he said.

      My pulse thudded at the base of my throat as the sensation that we were having a double-edged conversation crept over me.

      I licked my lips. “Some of us see and hear things.”

      He sucked in a sharp breath. “There is no way into the Keep. Not unless they invite you in. There is no way out unless they let you leave, and there is nowhere to run once you escape.”

      Escape…It was a warning.

      He shrugged and looked away. “Not that you’d want to run. They do us a service by taking our children and elevating them.”

      He was backtracking, but why? What the fuck was happening here? A sound of exasperation fell from my lips.

      He exhaled through his nose and fixed his gaze on the wall behind me. “You should get to the gate. Your troop will be waiting.”

      What the fuck? I was so confused, I could have sworn we were on the same page, that he understood… I must be going crazy.

      “Of course. I’ll…Thanks?”

      He gave me a neutral smile. “Be safe out there.”

      I left for duty with a heavy heart and an even deeper conviction that if I didn’t get to Nina soon, something awful would happen to her.

      The question was. How?
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      Shift was uneventful, but the activity took me away from my thoughts for a while, away from the churning in my gut. By the time we got back to the guardhouse, it was emptying for the evening. Val was quick to change and head out, but Timothy hung around to chat for a bit.

      He boiled water, and we had tea in the kitchens. It was weird seeing him in regular clothes. He was usually already suited up when I got to work. Without the braces and the leather vest, his body was lithe, and the muscles in his arms were corded.  We lived in the same district, mere streets apart, but we only saw each other at work. He’d been the year above me at school, the gangly teen who’d been labeled too nice to date.

      “At least it’s over for another year,” he said.

      It took me a moment to realize what he was talking about, then it clicked. He was talking about the Hunt.

      “Can we change the subject, please?”

      He pressed his lips together. “I’m sorry. I just…there’s a rumor that you were out there. That they found you in the street at dawn…”

      Oh, fuck. “Yeah.”

      His eyes widened. “Dani…did you go with your sister?”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but fire filled my throat, and the words were incinerated. I gasped, hand on my chest.

      “What is it?” Timothy cupped my shoulder. “Danika?”

      “I’m fine.” I shrugged him off, tamping down on my frustration. This wasn’t his fault. This was the antlered guy’s work. “Just…Don’t ask me about the Hunt, okay?”

      He frowned. “I’m sorry.”

      I wanted to explain the situation, but what was the point?

      “Things will go back to normal now,” he said. “You’ll see.”

      I drowned my scream of frustration with a gulp of tea.

      He glanced at the clock and yelped. “Shit, I’m on supper duty. I best get going.” He moved in as if to give me a hug, then thought better of it. “See you tomorrow?”

      “Yeah.” I’d signed up for extra shifts. “I’m in three times a week for the rest of the month.”

      “So’s Val.”

      “Yeah, I saw.” I rolled my eyes, and we both laughed.

      He left, and I washed up the mugs, dawdling because going home meant empty eyes and sad smiles. Going home meant no Nina.

      “There’s a bar, outer edge district…”

      I looked up at the door to find Magnus leaning against the frame.

      “Sorry?”

      “A bar. They do food.”

      Wait, was he asking me out?

      He must have seen the look on my face because he held his hands up. “Not a date. Just two guards having some food after a hard day’s work.”

      His gaze was knowing. He’d been through this, after all. Lost someone to them.

      “Food sounds good.”

      “We can take my bike.”

      Bike sounded even better.
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      Magnus’s bike was massive, huge wheels, deep seats, and a powerful engine that vibrated through me, reminding me that it had been way too long since I’d had any kind of sexual contact. My front was pressed to his back, arms wrapped around his waist as the world whizzed by. It was like flying with Killion, but with an engine between my thighs.

      We hit the strip that led to the outer edge of the district and slowed. The roads here were unkempt and riddled with potholes.

      “Hold on,” Magnus called out.

      I tightened my grip, and then we began to swerve to avoid the worst of the damage.

      We finally came to a stop in a small parking lot by a single-story building that looked like it had seen better days.

      I peeled myself away from Magnus and climbed stiffly off the bike. He took the helmet I handed to him and then grinned at me.

      “What?”

      “You have helmet hair.”

      Shit. I shook it out.

      “Better.” He pocketed his keys and then jerked his head toward the building. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to the locals.”

      The bar was a dive. No way else to describe it. But there was a homey air about it too, something to do with the people who were sitting around the tables. There was a sense of camaraderie, a family vibe, and the way the bartender greeted Magnus confirmed my assessment.

      “What kept you away so long?” the bartender asked.

      “It’s been two days, Gruff,” Magnus replied with a smile.

      Gruff’s gaze settled on me. “Ah, I see…”

      Magnus cleared his throat. “Danika is one of my guards.”

      Gruff’s brows shot up. “Pretty thing like you?”

      I shrugged. “Pretty things can be the deadliest.”

      He snort-laughed. “I like her, Magnus. Can we keep her?”

      Magnus put some notes on the counter. “Stop flirting, old man, and get us some grub.”

      “The usual?” Gruff asked. He looked at me. “Sure she can handle it?”

      Now I was intrigued. “What’s the usual?”

      “Biggest plate of spicy chicken wings known to man,” Gruff said. “With a bowl of hot sauce. Not many can take the heat.”

      He was speaking to a woman who’d grown up on spicy Indian food. “I think I can handle it.”

      “Burn your taste buds off, they will,” he warned with a twinkle in his eyes.

      “Better add a jug of ale to the order then.” I winked. “One for each of us.”

      Gruff guffawed loudly. “Oh Magnus, what have you gone and done, my lad?” He slapped the bar. “Go on, I’ll have Patty bring everything over to you.”

      Magnus steered me to a booth at the back of the bar. I got in, and he slid in beside me, not opposite me like I’d expected.

      Our thighs touched, and heat shot through me.

      Okay, so maybe the hot Magnus vibe was beginning to work on me, after all. I’d never looked at him as a man before; I mean, I knew he was a man, but I’d never drooled over him like the other guards. But he thought I did. He thought I had a crush on him.

      “How long have you known Gruff?”

      “Ten years or so,” Magnus said. “He was a friend of my father’s.”

      It hit me that I knew very little about Magnus. His family, his life…aside from the fact that his brother had been chosen by the Hunt. I leaned away from him slightly, twisting my body so my knees grazed his thigh and I could lean my back against the wall.

      “How come you’re not married?”

      “I haven’t met anyone I want to marry.” He dropped his gaze to the table. “Or maybe I have, but she’s not ready.” He lifted his gaze to meet mine, and the intensity on his face stalled my breath.

      Was he talking about me? Nah, he couldn’t be. Then why was he looking at me as if he wanted to lick me?

      “Here ya go.” A plump woman placed a massive plate of chicken wings on the table in front of us and then plonked down a jug of ale and two glasses. “Just shout when ya want the other jug.” She smiled at me. “Nice to see Magnus with a lady friend.”

      Magnus groaned. “Seriously, Patty?”

      She ruffled his hair. “Aw, no need to be shy with your Aunt Patty.”

      Magnus looked like he wanted the ground to open up and swallow him. Twin spots of color appeared high on his cheeks. It was adorable. The commander who killed bleak for a living, who barked orders and speared people with death glares looked adorable. My stomach fluttered, and I dropped my attention to the wings on the plate.

      Nope. I was not going to develop a real-life crush on my commander. Hell, no.

      Patty left us to it, and Magnus picked up a wing. “Okay, Khatri, let’s see what you’ve got.”

      Oh, boy, he had no clue.

      Half an hour, a plate of wings, and a jug and a half of ale later, Magnus sat back and gave me an impressed look.

      “Not bad, Khatri. Not bad at all.”

      My head felt light and fuzzy, a pleasant, carefree feeling. “This?” I indicated the empty plate. “This was mild. You should taste my mother’s Jalfrezi. Now that’s a spicy dish.”

      He blinked and laughed. “Hustler.”

      “I wasn’t aware there were odds to this meal?”

      He sobered. “No. No strings attached.”

      Why had I never noticed the gold flecks in his hazel eyes or the sheen to his chestnut hair? His lips were perfectly formed, slightly wide but in a good way with a sexy dip at the cupid’s bow that begged to be licked.

      “Danika, you shouldn’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what?” I cocked my head coquettishly.

      “Like you want to fuck my brains out.”

      Heat climbed up my neck and stung my cheeks. It pooled between my thighs and settled in a throb.

      “Maybe I want to.” The alcohol, the food, the distance from the pain was making me reckless. “Maybe that’s exactly what I want to do.”

      It was making me selfish and needy, making me not give a fuck or want to, as in this case. Why couldn’t I have a little fun and feel something else aside from sorrow and loss?

      I traced a pattern on the back of his hand. “What if I want to fuck you?”

      His eyes narrowed, twin brands in his face. “You’re playing with fire, Danika.” His tone dropped to a sexy rumble. “Are you testing my control?”

      Vala was right, he did want me. I could hear it in his voice, feel it beating off him in hot waves.

      My heart beat faster. “I like hot things.”

      He groaned and closed his eyes. “I think it’s time I took you home.”

      “Your home?”

      He chuckled self-deprecatingly. “I wish.”

      He made to slip out of the booth, but I slid my hand onto his thigh, reveling in the bunch of muscle and his sharp intake of breath as I dragged my hand up toward his crotch. Part of me was horrified by my actions, and the other reveled in the power I had over this formidable man.

      He turned his head to look at me, and I lifted my chin, offering him my mouth. “Don’t you want dessert?”

      With a growl that was part exasperation, part primal hunger, he slid back into the booth until I was crammed against the wall. He squeezed my nape, fisted my hair, and then claimed my mouth in a kiss that knocked the alcoholic haze from my mind and set every atom in my body on fire. I kissed him back, tongue and teeth and hands in his hair, heart pounding, sex throbbing. I wanted to straddle him and ride him. I wanted him to take my body and make it sing.

      I wanted to forget.

      He softened the kiss and pulled away, then wiped his thumb across my cheek. I blinked, and the blurry world cleared. Fuck, I was crying like a bitch.

      “Oh, Danika…” His eyes were dark with pity and something else I couldn’t quite define. “This won’t help.”

      I wanted to argue with him. To find the heat again and use it as a distraction, but the moment was gone.

      He kissed my forehead and then slid out of the booth. “Come on. Let’s get you home.”
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      The next week went by in a haze of work and sleep and avoiding the family. I didn’t want to listen to the faux normality that Ma seemed to spot all the fucking time.

      She either acted as if Nina had never existed or talked about her as if she’d fucking ascended to paradise.

      Baba barely spoke, and Joti spent her spare time in her room. Alone. And me? I couldn’t stop wondering if there was something I was missing. A way to get closure, to find out for sure if what Auntiji had told me was true or not.

      Maybe Ma was right, maybe Nina was safe, happy even.

      But hard as I tried, I couldn’t make myself believe it.

      Shift was uneventful. No bleak accosted us on the road to Summer. Before we knew it, it was time to head back. We trudged along as the snow began to fall lightly. Vala was sullen, but Timothy was chipper as usual.

      “You should come,” he said

      “Huh?” Shit, I hadn’t been paying attention to his actual words.

      Vala snorted. “She tuned you out.”

      Timothy shrugged good-naturedly. “My mam does that all the time. I’m used to it.”

      Now I felt bad. “Sorry, Timothy, what were you saying?”

      “Cards. We play on Saturday afternoons. If you’re free, you should come.” He blushed.

      Vala made a gagging sound. “Why don’t you just ask her out, she can say no, and then you can get over your crush.”

      Timothy’s face went red.

      Seriously? Timothy? Time to change the subject. “What time is it?”

      Timothy grinned and dipped into his pocket for his pocket watch. It was an old thing, an antique that his father had passed down to him, and Timothy didn’t go anywhere without it.

      He flipped it open. “Almost noon.”

      We’d made good time.

      “Hey!”

      I looked up and saw Karl from the other half of our troop trudging toward us with the other two guards in his trio. Karl was on loan from Sector A for the next few months and had only been with us a few weeks, and yet, he felt like part of the team.

      We hit the intersection that led back to Middale a moment before them, and then all six of us were trudging along the main road.

      Karl fell into step beside me and Vala, and Timothy dropped back to chat with the other guards. Karl was a couple years my senior and one of Rav’s best friends before…Well, before. He’d practically spent every day at our house. He’d been like an older brother to me, and then Rav had been chosen, and everything had changed.

      Karl was engaged now. He’d moved his fiancée’s family from the outer districts to the fringe of mid-district to live with him. His parents were dead, and they’d left a largish house to him. He was a good man.

      “Any trouble?” he asked.

      “Nah. Quiet.”

      “Good.”

      “How’s Elsi?”

      Her name brought a fond smile to his lips. “She’s well. Excited about the wedding.”

      “Not long now.”

      “A month.” He chuckled as if he couldn’t quite believe it. “I’ll have a wife in a month.”

      “I’m so happy for you.”

      We walked in silence. Someone laughed behind us, and then Vala’s wry tone cut through the mirth.

      “How’s Rav?” Karl asked tentatively.

      “Still the same.”

      “Nina being chosen must be hard on you all, but on Rav…”

      “Yeah.”

      I wanted to say more. To tell him what had happened during a Hunt, what I’d seen. But the words were stuck in my throat, bound by the antlered shining one. Only Rav understood. We’d sat together in his room, holding hands, unable to articulate our experiences but united in the knowledge.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.” I squeezed his hand.

      The lamp cast shadows across his face, leaving his damaged eye in darkness, making him look almost whole. “I know you didn’t. I wished so many times I could tell you.”

      My skin prickled. “I think she’s in danger.”

      “So do I.”

      “If you guys need anything…” Karl said. “If there’s anything I can do…”

      It was a sweet gesture, one that we’d never take him up on. Still, I nudged him with my shoulder. “Thanks.”

      The thunder of hooves filled the air. Karl grabbed my arm and pulled me to the side of the road. The others cried out and rushed out of the way just in time to avoid being trampled by the two huge wulvhounds that pounded past us. They were followed by black-leathered riders on wheels, arms and legs covered in metal braces.

      Humans.

      A huge moss-green carriage pulled by two more obsidian wulvhounds went by next, its wheels crushing snow and ice as it whizzed past. Two more human riders made up the rear. They were gone so fast it was impossible to take in any more detail.

      “Fucking hell.” Val brushed ice and slush off her leather chest guard.

      “That’s a royal carriage,” Timothy said. “What’s Spring doing here?”

      Our radios crackled at the same time, and then Magnus’s voice drifted out. “All units back to base. All units back to base, immediately.”

      I started off behind the entourage. “Let’s find out what the hell is going on.”
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      There was no sign of the carriage by the time we got back to the guardhouse, but Magnus gathered us all into the common room and flicked on the holoscreen. The holoscreens were limited—one in every district square and guardhouse. Central Middale probably had one in each home. I’d heard they used the screens for entertainment. For us, they were a news delivery portal.

      The screen flashed white, and then a face appeared. Oval with a pointed chin, slanted gray eyes, and thin lips and nose, Minimus Lowland was the mouth of the council and the Regency.

      “Citizens of Middale. Today is an exciting day for us all. A day that marks the beginning of change. A day when some of you will be lifted from the confines of obscurity and raised up onto the pedestal of heroes.”

      What the fuck was he talking about?

      “Middale has been ruled by Winter for as long as we remember, and it is time to offer the other courts the opportunity to take Regency. But a Regency must be earned. And so, I present to you the Regency games. A test of skill and prowess. Each court will enter three shining champions to compete in the games as well as five human champions. The shining champions will compete against each other to fell the human champions.”

      Fell? Like, kill?

      The room broke out in murmurs.

      “Hush!” Magnus ordered.

      “The court with the most human kills will win the Regency.”

      Wait…What the fuck?

      “Human champions will be chosen via a lottery taken from our elite—the guard pool. But first, we will allow a volunteer phase. You may be wondering why you would volunteer to be hunted. The answer is simple. You owe us your very existence. However, we are not without consideration. Volunteers’ families will be allocated to housing in mid-districts and financially compensated for your sacrifice. Lottery picks will not be given the same benefits.” He blinked once slowly, and it hit me that he hadn’t blinked at all throughout his speech, a reminder that he was one of them, an alien creature. “Human survivors will be rewarded with admittance to the Keep for the Regency ceremony, as well as residence for the duration of the celebrations.”

      The Keep…They’d be allowing survivors into the Keep. Nina would be there. She’d have to be…

      “Volunteers, submit your names to your commander by midday tomorrow. Lottery will take place tomorrow evening.”

      The screen went black, and the room erupted into a cacophony of exclamations. Gone was the calm that usually accompanied the shining ones’ announcement of their little games. Fear and anger thrummed in the air, and for the first time in forever, it felt like people were waking up.

      It didn’t last.

      Half an hour later, everyone was making excuses for the shining ones. Saying how this was the fairest way to decide who ruled. Saying how generous of them it was to offer compensation to those of us who volunteered. I didn’t care what the fuck they thought. There was only one option for me, because my conviction that Nina was in danger was raging through me like an inferno.

      My baby sister needed me.

      I had to volunteer.
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      “No. Absolutely not!” Ma said from her seat at the kitchen table.

      Joti was in her room reading, and Rav was locked away in his room at the top of the house as usual. Auntiji was snoring loudly in the lounge in her favorite seat by the fire.

      She stuck out her chin mulishly. “Tell her, Anu,” she said to my baba.

      I looked at Baba. “You know I have to do this.”

      “Why?” Ma cut in before he could speak. “So you can see Nina? You’d risk your life to see your sister?”

      “I have to know she’s all right.” Even though I knew she wasn’t, even though I felt it with every fiber of my being.

      “And what if she isn’t?” Baba said softly.

      Ma gasped and stared at Baba in shock. “How can you say that? Of course she’s fine. She’ll have a noble family now.”

      Baba ignored her and focused on me. “What will you do if she isn’t?”

      “I’ll get her out.”

      Ma made a strangled sound and swayed on her feet. “Stop, you can’t say such things. You can’t…” Her hand fluttered at her throat, and her eyes rolled in her head.

      Baba was on his feet in an instant. He gripped her elbow, led her to the sink, and then poured her a glass of water.

      “Drink it all, sweetheart.”

      She gulped it down and then leaned against him, her body relaxing on a sigh.

      “Better?” Baba asked.

      “I’m fine.” Ma waved him off. “Actually, I have some darning to do.” She left the room without giving me a second glance.

      Baba leaned back against the sink, and our gazes locked. He was watching me warily.

      “Baba, what just happened?”

      “You noticed, huh?”

      “Erm…yeah, I did. She was all anxious, and then she just…”

      “Didn’t care any longer?”

      “Yes.”

      He sighed. “It’s in the water. Whatever it is. It never affected you, though, and me, not so much, but your ma and sisters…It keeps them calm.”

      In the water?  “What are you talking about?”

      He reclaimed his seat. “I’m talking about them and how they keep us compliant. How they stop us from fighting back. There’s something in the water. In the air…Something that makes everything feel safe and normal when it isn’t, but some of us, like you and me, we aren’t affected. We see, even if the others don’t.”

      It was as if a huge weight had been lifted off my chest. All this time, I’d thought I was different, warped, broken. But I was none of those things. I was immune to their tricks, and I wasn’t alone.

      “Why didn’t you say something to me before?”

      He shook his head. “Too dangerous. I didn’t want you to do something reckless if you knew.”

      “And now?”

      “I don’t want to lose you. I’ve told you what I’ve learned, so you can understand their power and the grip they have on our world and people. Nina is gone. She belongs to them now, and there is nothing you can do to save her. There is nowhere you can run. Please, don’t volunteer. If you do, you will die. They’ll kill you, and I… I don’t want to lose another child.”

      He gripped my hand and squeezed. “Promise me.”

      Nina’s face filled my mind, her sweet innocent smile, her infectious laughter. She’d saved my life. She could have left me and gone home, but she’d come back and saved my life, and they’d taken her because of it. But if I found her…If I got her out, what then? Where would we go that was safe? My eyes burned with hot impotent tears.

      “We need you here,” Baba said. “Your Ma and I and Joti and even Rav… We need you. Promise me!”

      I tucked in my chin and closed my eyes, releasing tears to skate down my cheeks. “I promise.”
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      Icy air buffeted my body as I stood looking out through the broken pane of the telecom tower. The thing they were building far beyond the wall was obscured by a silver dome. A shield of some kind.

      What was it?

      Six hours until volunteers had to place their names in the hat. I’d promised Baba I wouldn’t volunteer, but what if I was picked by lottery anyway? What then? My nape pricked with awareness of Killion’s presence.

      “I thought I might find you here,” he said.

      I didn’t bother to turn to look at him; my heart was too heavy with sorrow. “You’re okay?”

      “You’re not.”

      “They took Nina.”

      “I know.”

      “How do you know?”

      He stepped up beside me, and his warmth skimmed over my chilled skin. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to stay and help. I’m sorry they chose her.”

      “Do you know what will happen to her? Do you know if she’s safe?” I had no idea why I thought he’d have the answers, he just always seemed to be a step ahead.

      “They lie when they say the children go to families. They don’t. They’re taken to a part of the Keep I can’t enter.”

      He’d been in the Keep?

      My mouth was too dry. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

      “There seemed no point worrying you when you had no control over what would happen to your sister. I hoped she would make it to dawn and be rejected by the Hunt.”

      “She was…But then she came back to save me, and they took her.”

      “Then take her back.” He said it simply, as if it were the easiest thing in the world.

      “This isn’t a supermarket raid, Killion, this is the fucking Keep we’re talking about.”

      “And they announced the reward for surviving their latest game. Volunteer, survive, get into the Keep, and get her out.”

      Anger flooded me. Anger at how coolly he made the suggestion, anger because it’s exactly what I’d been planning before Baba pointed out a few key facts I’d failed to think about.

      “Yeah? Then what? Where the fuck will I take her? There is nowhere safe for us if I do that.”

      My anger rushed out of me as suddenly as it had flooded me, leaving me breathless and dizzy.

      Killion was silent, sturdy, and real, and just fucking there for me. I wanted to lean my head against his shoulder and close my eyes. I wanted him to put his arm around me, hold me, and tell me everything would be all right. But that wasn’t who we were. That wasn’t how our relationship worked.

      I blew out a breath and crossed my arms under my breasts. “Auntiji told me about them, you know?” I looked across at him.  “That they’d been here before.”

      His blue eyes gleamed brighter. “She did? What else did she tell you?”

      I reiterated what Auntiji had told me about the shining ones and the names humans had known them by. About their games and about them taking humans.

      He watched me speak with anticipation, as if he was waiting for something more, and when I finished, his eyes dimmed. “The shining ones come in two breeds. The Tuatha are the oldest, they look human, and the Danaan are the ones who look less human, and the ones you call the night denizens.” He studied me for a long beat. “Is that all your Auntiji told you?”

      “Yes…Is there more?”

      “Much more.”

      “Then tell me.”

      “I can’t.”

      The way he said it reminded me of the way Rav had said he couldn’t speak of the Hunt.

      “You can’t. As in physically can’t say the words?”

      He nodded. “But I can tell you there’s a…weapon in the Keep. One that could help you keep your sister safe.”

      My head whipped round to look at him. “What kind of weapon?”

      “Ancient. Powerful. All you’d need to do is retrieve it.”

      I studied his shadow profile, noting the tension in his jaw, as if he was holding his breath.

      “You want it…” I narrowed my eyes. “You want the weapon.”

      “Maybe.”

      “But you can’t get to it, just like you can’t get into the room where Nina is.”

      He looked down at me. “They’ve taken from you for decades. They’ve used you and enslaved you. You see it, don’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “This weapon can stop them. It has the power to change everything, and you have the opportunity to get into the Keep. To get it, and with it, you can save your sister. With it, you could save everyone. What will you do?”

      His bright blue neon eyes burned into me, lighting a fever of resolution and conviction. I’d made a promise to Baba. I’d given him my word. But some promises were made to be broken.
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      The sky was gray with predawn light when I stepped into the guard room. The place was deserted and silent. It looked like I was the only one from this sector who’d decided to volunteer.

      Taking a deep breath, I knocked on Magnus’s office door. There was a beat of silence and then his gruff voice calling for me to enter.

      He didn’t look surprised to see me, but his mouth turned down slightly. “Danika…” There was so much pent-up emotion in the way he said my name. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I want to. I have to.”

      His gaze heated, and for a moment, I thought he’d bridge the distance between us and kiss me. I half-hoped he would. My knees were wobbly with terror at what I was about to do despite the conviction heating my chest.

      But kisses were off the table.

      Instead, he leveled his gaze on me. “The shining ones won’t be taking any prisoners,” he warned.

      “Neither will I.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You would kill them?”

      There was no hesitation in my mind. “Yes.”

      He stepped around his desk and then leaned back against it with his arms crossed over his chest. “All this to see your sister?”

      There was more to the question. He was probing like he knew there was more and needed me to confirm it. My pulse sped up. Was he like me and Baba? Did he know what the shining ones were doing to us? Only one way to find out.

      “No. All this to get her out.”

      I blurted the words and waited for the reprimand even though my gut told me it wouldn’t come. His chest rose and fell faster with shallow breaths as our gazes remained locked. Something passed between us, an understanding, a camaraderie, and my suspicions were confirmed.

      We were the same, and it was time to cut the crap.

      He nodded slowly, as if agreeing with my unvoiced thoughts. “There is nowhere to go, Danika.”

      I took a step toward him. “How long have you seen them for the monsters they are?”

      “Forever. As long as I can recall. Some of us aren’t affected by their power, or whatever it is they’re doing to make the population compliant.”

      He didn’t know?  “It’s the water. There’s something in the water that makes people compliant.”

      He pressed his lips together. “Of course there is.”

      “But it doesn’t affect us.”

      “No. We’re just forced to fake it.” He pushed away from the desk and cupped my shoulders. “I understand how you feel, the rage, the need to act, but this won’t save your sister. Once you’re inside the Keep, there is no way out. And even if by some miracle you make it out, there is nowhere to run. No way to fight them.”

      But he didn’t know the whole truth. “What if there was? What if there was something in the Keep that could be used against them. A weapon.”

      He went very still. “A weapon? What kind of weapon?”

      “One that could turn the tide against them. One we could use to protect ourselves.”

      “How do you know this?”

      I pulled away from him and handed him the slip with my name on it. “Enter my name into the games, and maybe I can show you.”

      His throat bobbed, and his fingers grazed mine as he took the slip from me. “You do realize volunteering doesn’t necessarily mean you’ll be picked. There could be too many volunteers, and they might be forced to choose between them.”

      “You don’t really believe that, do you? Even with the complacency, humanity has an inbuilt desire for self-preservation. Someone would have to be pretty desperate to put their name in the hat for this.”

      He arched a brow. “Desperate enough for food and housing? You’d be surprised what people will sacrifice for their loved ones.”

      He had a point.

      There was a knock on the door.

      Magnus tore his gaze from my face. “Come in.”

      Vala stepped into the room, a slip of paper in her hands.

      It looked like I wasn’t the only desperate one, after all.
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      We gathered in the district square, huddled in coats, hats pulled down over ears, and scarves wrapped around our faces as we waited for the huge holoscreen to light up.

      The sun had set an hour ago, and lanterns lit the night. The square had been salted for the occasion, leaving it free of ice and snow for a change. How thoughtful of the establishment.

      The holoscreen was a silver and black monolith that rose up in the center of the market square, and was surrounded by silver posts that created an invisible barrier that could knock anyone on their ass if they ventured too close.

      The shining ones were a technologically advanced race, but they kept their tech to themselves, making it available only to central district residents—the few humans and shining ones who lived there. Or as Killion called them, the Tuatha and the Danaan.

      Only five humans from Middale would be picked. I needed to be one of them.

      Baba gripped my hand tight as we stared at the screen. Ma had refused to come, refused to look at me or speak to me, but Baba was here. Even though I’d broken my promise to him, he was here to support me.

      God, I loved him so much. I loved them both for taking me in and never once making me feel I wasn’t blood-related to them. They were my parents, and I was proud to be a Khatri.

      The crowd held its breath as the screen bloomed to life, and Minimus Lowland’s impassive face filled it.

      “The human champions have been chosen. These brave souls will offer their lives to maintain your way of life by protecting Winter’s rule. If they fall at the hands of the other courts, then you will be stripped of your homes, forced out of Middale to make way for the humans of the new Regency court. You will lose your place in the city and be relegated to the outer iron settlements. These human champions are your champions.”

      A murmur of excitement skittered through the crowd.

      What fucking bullshit. He was making it sound like this shit was an honor, like we were about to embark on a war to protect the city. It was a game, a fucking game they’d set up because they couldn’t decide who should rule like normal fucking people. Whatever happened to democracy? Or letting the people decide. Oh, yeah, we didn’t get a vote. Votes were a thing of the past, shit I shouldn’t know about, except I was a nosey cow who liked to dig up the past. I knew enough to recognize that we lived in a dictatorship, where the Regency was the dictator, and the council was a façade.

      Baba squeezed my hand.

      “And now the chosen champions…” Lowland continued.

      Champions? Nah, we were desperate, not champions. But I was holding my breath because I needed to hear my name. I needed to be called. If there were more than five volunteers, I was fucked. They’d have a pick, and my spot wouldn’t be guaranteed.

      “Vala Neilson, Guardhouse Sector B.” Vala’s face appeared on the screen.

      It was the photograph they took for our guard badges. She looked pissed off in it, which made me smile, and then Karl’s face appeared on the screen. Wait…Had he volunteered?

      “Karl Jaiga, Guardhouse Sector A,” Lowland said.

      Magnus said only two of us had volunteered from Sector B. Had Karl volunteered to his Sector A commander? If not, then it meant he was a lottery pick.

      “Timothy Wieland,” Lowland continued.

      Timothy’s photo popped up on the screen. He looked like he’d just finished laughing. His sandy hair was mussed like he’d raked his hand through it a moment before the picture was taken.

      Exclamations broke out to my far left, and I craned my neck to try and make out who was sobbing. The crowd parted for a moment, and I caught a glimpse of Timothy. He had his arms wrapped around his sobbing mother.

      Shit. A lottery pick.

      Only two more names to go.

      “Helena Barant, Guardhouse Sector A.”

      A woman with a square jaw and steely eyes appeared on the screen. She looked like she spent her spare time kicking the shit out of bleak, which she probably did. Damn.

      My heart beat furiously in my chest. Please, fucking hell, please…

      “Danika Khatri.”

      My face was on the screen, and people were turning to look at me. Blood rushed in my ears, and triumph mingled with fear to make my legs tremble.

      “Champions, report to central Middale gates at dawn.” Lowland blinked slowly. “Failure to comply will be punished.”

      The screen winked out.
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        * * *

      

      Ma had finally fallen asleep on the sofa after breaking her silence, raging at me, and then crying. A glass of water had calmed her down. Joti sat in the single-seater, feet tucked under her, expression pinched, watching me sharpen my daggers.

      “You don’t think they’ll give you weapons?” she asked.

      “I can’t take the risk.”

      “I don’t want you to die.”

      “I don’t want to die either.”

      “Promise you won’t die.”

      Fuck. “I can’t make that promise, but I can tell you, I intend to survive this.”

      Her chin quivered. “You’re doing this for Nina, aren’t you? You always loved her more than me.”

      It was true. I’d favored Nina. We’d gotten along better, but that didn’t mean I loved Joti any less. “Joti, that is not true.”

      “Liar.” She wiped at her eyes.

      I put down my daggers and moved to crouch by her. “If you were taken, I’d do everything in my power to see you, too.”

      She sniffed. “I wouldn’t want you to risk your life. Nina wouldn’t want you to risk your life.”

      “Joti,” Baba said from the doorway.  “It’s time for bed.”

      “But—”

      “No. Bed now.”

      She wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tight. “Please, don’t die.”

      I wish that was a promise I could make.
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        * * *

      

      Baba wouldn’t sleep tonight either. I’d left him staring at the flames in the hearth, checked on Joti, fast asleep now, and then hovered outside Rav’s door before heading up to sit on the roof.

      This was my quiet place. My thinking place. My hopefully-meet-Killion place. I needed him. I needed his assurance. Would he come tonight?

      A shadow leaped onto the roof—a cat, nimble and quick. Killion stared at me with neon blue eyes and then padded over and sat beside me before morphing into his humanoid form.

      I shuffled closer to him, reveling in his heat. “I have to be at the central Middale gates at dawn.”

      “I know.”

      “You were in the square earlier?”

      “Yes.”

      I braced my forearms on my raised knees. “I wish I knew what to expect.”

      “We’ll deal with whatever comes.”

      “We?” I looked across at his profile, but then he was turning his head to lock gazes with me. “We?” I repeated.

      “You didn’t think I’d let you do this alone, did you, Danika?” His breath was a warm exhalation that kissed my lips.

      “I…I didn’t think…”

      His gaze dropped to my mouth. “You’re mine, little raven.”

      There was a drop in his tone, an intimacy that he usually held back. It teased spiral heat in my abdomen and trapped the breath in my throat.

      Mine.

      A word that had filled my mind more and more recently when it came to him. My mouth was suddenly dry, heart ricocheting off my ribs with anticipation.

      He touched my cheek lightly with his fingers, grazing ever so softly down to my jaw where he pinched my chin between thumb and forefinger and lifted it so our lips were aligned.

      “You’re mine, Danika, and I protect what belongs to me.”

      His voice was deliciously low and intimate as if he’d just imparted a secret. This was it, the moment that we tipped, the moment that everything changed, but the kiss that hovered between us never landed. Instead, he swept his thumb over my bottom lip. My stomach flipped hard, and heat pooled between my thighs. He traced my mouth with that thumb, chasing the contact with his hot breath.

      That touch was more than a kiss. It was more than his tongue sweeping against mine. His thumb caressing my mouth was everything.

      My eyes fluttered closed. “Killion…”

      “You have a beautiful mouth, Danika.” He sounded almost wistful.

      “Then kiss me.”

      Fuck, had I just said that out loud?

      “I can’t,” he said.

      My stomach dipped with disappointment.

      He released me and morphed back into a cat. “I’ll find you, Danika.”

      “I know.”

      He always did.
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      There were no goodbyes. No final farewells. I snuck out before dawn and made my way through the district to the rail that would take me into the center of the city. The night denizens had retired, eager to dive into their hidey-holes before the sun came up and rest in preparation for tomorrow night’s playtime. The evidence of their shenanigans was graffitied onto walls and smeared on the ground. They liked to shit everywhere, and they liked to tag places. At least I didn’t come across any dead humans. I couldn’t stomach it this morning.

      The station was at the edge of the district, a small one-story building with a flat roof and two towers. In an hour, it would be crawling with citizens eager to get to work, but right now, it was as silent as a tomb. Val and Timothy stood on the platform, their faces pale smudges in the darkness. Karl lived closer to Central City. We’d see him there, and the other contestant, Helena something, too.

      “Hey,” Timothy said, but his tone lacked luster.

      “I’m sorry.” I couldn’t even bring myself to smile, and I didn’t have to elaborate on why I was sorry.

      “Me too,” he said.

      “We’ve got this,” Val said. “A bunch of shining ones who need us to keep them safe…how hard can it be?”

      The last thing I wanted to do was argue, but I knew firsthand they weren’t as helpless as they made out. The Hunt had proven that. They were monsters, and in a few hours, they’d be hunting us.

      “It’s a thirty-six-hour game,” Val said.

      “How do you know that?” Timothy asked before I could.

      “I made some inquiries.”

      “Why did you volunteer?” Timothy looked from Val to me.

      “For my family.” It was a simple answer and one that wasn’t a lie. I might not be doing this for the money and the move to the inner district, but I was still doing it for my family. To make us whole again and stop the shining ones if I could. “I’m doing this to make our lives better.”

      Val lifted her chin but didn’t meet my eye. “Me too.”

      “Do you think Karl volunteered?” Timothy said.

      The rumble of the rail had us stepping back from the platform.

      “You can ask him when we get to central,” Val said.
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        * * *

      

      Central Middale was a mystery. A section of the city built like a stronghold with iron walls that rose up to kiss the clouds. Guards were stationed on top of those walls, monitoring the world beyond our world. We’d been told to be at the gates, but that didn’t mean we’d be getting in.

      Karl and Helena had joined us a few minutes after we got there. Helena looked nothing like the fierce image in her picture. She looked small and frightened. Not what I’d expect a volunteer to look like.

      Karl’s jaw was tense and ticking.

      “You didn’t volunteer, did you?” Timothy said.

      Karl shook his head. “No.”

      Shit. “I’m sorry.”

      “We can get through this,” he said. “If we stick together, we can survive this.”

      “Yes, we can.”

      “We can wait it out.” Helena spoke for the first time. “I heard it’s thirty-six hours. We just need to stay alive till then, right?”

      “Except we have no idea what we’ll be up against,” Timothy said. “I mean, where are these games even taking place?”

      A small door in the huge metal barrier opened, and a human guard strode out to meet us. He was older, probably early forties, with graying hair at the temples and eyes that were flat and emotionless. Unlike us, he wore the Regency colors.

      A Regency guard. He was one of the humans who worked and served Central City. These guards were elite, plucked from the obscurity of the outer city and their sector posts, and promoted to serve the ancients.

      “Follow me,” he said, then turned and walked back through the door.

      Vala and I exchanged glances. We were being allowed in? Karl moved first, following the guard with long strides. I went after him, and the others followed.

      I’d dreamed about central Middale, imagined what it might be like, but nothing prepared me for what lay beyond those gates. The first thing that hit me was the sweet tang to the air. It coated my mouth and hit my lungs, leaving me dizzy for a moment. A sparkling snow-laden landscape dipped down to the shimmering city of silver and glass far below us in a valley. Spires stretched up to the skies, winding roads curled between buildings like obsidian snakes, and sitting in the center of it all was the Keep—sleek, black, and circular, the shining ones’ mother ship was like a nesting beetle surrounded by silver spikes that slashed up toward the sky and cracked and fizzed with energy.

      “What are those?” Helena asked, pointing toward the Keep below us.

      “The Net,” the guard said. “Protection for the Keep and none of your concern. Come with me, we don’t have much time.”

      I noticed the guard building for the first time. It was a two-story affair with metal shutters and a mini-tower with what looked like a mounted crossbow. Inside smelled of disinfectant and metal. A couple of guards sat in a lounge staring at a holoscreen. I caught a glimpse of cheering crowds before the image began to flip through faces: golden and tanned, to pale and slender, to dark-haired and pale-eyed.

      “The shining ones’ champions.” The guard ushered us past the lounge. “Central is celebrating the games.”

      Celebrating the fact that their champions were about to hunt a bunch of humans.

      “Where are the other humans?” Vala asked.

      “Already in the labyrinth. They left a half-hour ago. You’re the last batch.”

      “Labyrinth?”

      “It’s where you’ll play.”

      Play? “Being hunted is hardly playing.”

      The guard looked at me impassively. “We do what we must to survive. Winter is our home, and we must preserve it.”

      I stared at him, looking for a chink, something in his expression, in his eyes that told me that he had doubts, that he was merely delivering a message he’d been taught, but there was nothing but icy conviction on his face.

      He believed in them. He supported these games.

      “Pick five items. Five only,” he said. “It’s all you’ll get to take. Packs are by the door.”

      The room looked like a storage space. Loads of shelves and a window high up, open to let in a cool breeze. But what I assumed had once been a neatly organized space was now a mess of stuff strewn all over the floor. It looked like the room had been ransacked.

      “What happened here?” Vala asked.

      “Humans from the other courts picked their items.”

      Wait a second. “We get to pick last. How is that fair?”

      “No one said anything about fair,” the guard snapped. “The courts picked lots, and Winter came last. Now, hurry up. The transport will be here any moment.”

      Karl’s hands curled into fists, and I grabbed his bicep. “Not worth it. We need to select stuff.”

      I picked up a pack and tied it around my waist, then scanned the floor and the shelves. “We’re a team, so let’s work on that premise and try not to duplicate unless necessary.”

      Helena picked up a water canteen. “Water.”

      “Good. Everyone, grab water.”

      But there were only three full canteens left. Fuck.

      I found an empty flask. “I’ll use this.”

      “Me too.” Vala picked the other empty flask.

      “You can have mine.” Karl held his full canteen out to me, but I shook my head.

      “No. I’ll be fine.” My gaze fell on a small tube with an image of a white fizzing tablet on it. “Purifier pills…” I pocketed them.

      “First aid kit.” Timothy grabbed the small kit.

      “Crackers.” Vala grabbed the almost-crushed bag.

      I found some cereal bars and added them to my pack. Two more items left to pick. I spotted a coil of rope and a compass and made a grab for the rope because my sense of direction was pretty spot-on, but Helena beat me to it, a smug smile on her face.

      Seriously? “You do realize we’re on the same team, right?”

      When she didn’t reply, I shook my head and picked up the compass instead. The guard had mentioned a labyrinth. Maybe the compass would be useful after all?

      “I found some matches,” Karl said.

      “Hold on to them,” Vala added. “I got some too.”

      Yeah, duplicates of matches were a good thing.

      I had one more item left to pick. I scanned what was left, and my gaze snagged on a red, shiny item almost hidden by the bottom shelf. I crouched and retrieved it. A penknife. I flipped it open and studied the many tools. Magnifying glass, corkscrew, blade, file, nice.

      I pocketed it and noted the hungry look in Helena’s eyes. “We’re a team.” I smiled. “We’ll all benefit.”

      She swallowed and nodded.

      We had our items.

      The rumble of an engine drifted into the room through the open window.

      “Time to go,” the guard said.
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        * * *

      

      A huge black van waited outside the guardhouse.  A guard hopped out of the driver’s side and strode to the back, where he yanked open the doors to reveal the clinically white interior. Five white coffin-like pods were nestled inside. One on the floor and two on each wall balanced and bolted to metal shelves.

      The driver strode over to us and pulled something from his pocket. A pillbox. He flipped the lid and shook out some pills before holding out his hand.

      “Everyone take one,” he ordered.

      “What are they?” Vala asked.

      There was a smacking sound. It took a moment for my brain to compute that the older guard had just slapped Vala.

      She stared at him, wide-eyed, lip bleeding.

      “Everyone, take a pill,” the driver said again.

      Helena was the first to comply, followed by Timothy, Karl, then me. Vala went last, her gaze simmering with rage.

      The pods in the van hissed as the lids slid open.

      “Get inside. Now,” the driver ordered.

      There was no point in arguing. This was why I was here. To take part in the games. To survive, to win. So, ignoring that same survival instinct that said to turn and run, I forced my feet to take me up into the van and climbed into the nearest pod. My body sank into the foam interior, and my limbs grew heavy.

      “No, I can’t. I can’t do it,” Helena cried. “I don’t like confined spaces. I—”

      A thud cut her off.

      “Danika?” Timothy called from the pod above me. “I feel strange.”

      The pill…It had to be the pill. “It’s okay, just…just don’t…panic…”

      The lid came down on me, but I wasn’t awake long enough to care.
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      I was frozen by a chill so deep it paralyzed my limbs. The sky above was an unnatural blue, crisscrossed with diamonds like a net had been cast over the world.

      I should move. I needed to move, but why? What was this place?

      My mind, sluggish and slow, took a moment to catch up, and then memories flooded me.

      The damn games.

      The pods.

      Crap.

      I sat up, fighting the lethargy that severe chill can evoke. They’d dumped me in the snow. Left me here, unconscious. What kind of twat move was that?

      Frozen trees with slender trunks surrounded my resting place. Bare branches reached up to the sky like spindly arms beseeching the heavens to carry them away. The air smelled sweet, just like it had in central Middale, and my mouth felt fuzzy. Probably from the drug they’d ordered us to take.

      Us.

      The others.

      Where were the others?

      Shit.

      I stood on stiff legs. Did I have all my stuff? Daggers, check. Pack, check. Stuff inside pack, check.

      Okay, they’d split us up, but that didn’t—

      Something beeped, a low, soft, insistent sound. What the fuck was that? I scanned the ground and found a silver disc with a green flashing light. Okay, I repeat, what the fuck is that?

      As soon as my fingers grazed it, the disc went clear, and a face appeared on it. Minimus fucking Lowland.

      “Welcome to the Regency games. Survive the next thirty-six hours, and you will be honored. But the game isn’t just about your own survival. It’s about the survival of us all.” He smirked, and it was the first sign of emotion I’d seen on his face. “So, it’s only poetic to add a twist to the game. Someone you love has been taken.”

      Huh?

      Nina. Was he talking about Nina? No, she was in the Keep. They wouldn’t use her like this, would they? This was a pre-recorded message, which meant all the humans in this dumb game would have received it.

      “You’ll find that person at the center of the labyrinth,” Lowland continued. “Fail to get there, and you may survive, but they will not.”

      The disc evaporated with a soft poof.

      I stared at the melted patch of snow where it had just been. They’d taken someone. My instincts told me it wasn’t Nina. Then who? I hadn’t checked the house, hadn’t taken inventory of my family—the only people I loved. They’d taken one of them. But which one? Maybe this was a lie. A trick.

      The sound of a horn cut the air.

      The Hunt?

      Fear twisted my guts.

      No, not The Hunt, a hunt filled with cunts.

      I touched the hilts of my blades for reassurance, canted my head, closed my eyes, and listened.

      The crunch of snow, the pant of beasts. To my left? East or west? No way to know without the sun to guide me.

      Wait? I pulled the compass from my pack.

      The horn sounded again.

      East. They were east.

      I set off westward. I needed to find the others and fast. Together we were strong, but separated, we were easy pickings.

      I jogged through the forest, keeping low to the ground, and then a thought hit me, stopping me in my tracks. This was a hunt. They needed to find us to kill us, so why were they announcing their position.

      It was a trap. A trick. It had to be.

      My heart beat wildly in my chest, because if I was wrong, I’d be running straight into the path of danger. I turned eastward, ready to run toward the horns, just as a scream sliced through the forest.

      West. The scream was in the west. Someone was in danger.

      I was right.

      I needed to go east.

      Get away.

      But my body had other ideas. My blood simmered with rage I’d managed to mute. It was free now, bubbling to the surface, and it wouldn’t let me run away.

      It wanted to strike, to kill them like they killed us.

      If you die, then there’s no getting to Nina.

      The scream came again, a warning sound filled with anger.

      The person is probably too wounded to save now.

      I swayed back and forth, logic and self-preservation fighting the need for justice and vengeance.

      Someone laughed. One of them.

      It was the laughter that did it.

      Sliding my daggers from their sheaths, I ran toward the screams.
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      The smell of blood was on the air as I approached the edge of the clearing. The metallic tang hit the back of my throat and made me want to gag, but any noise would give away my location, and with what I was seeing in the damn clearing, stealth was vital.

      A female was tied to a tree, older than me with brown hair and rage-filled eyes. She was wearing the black leather guard uniform of Spring. Her vest had been pulled off, and her tunic was torn to expose her breasts.

      My gaze slid to the two Tuatha standing a meter away from her. They were perfectly relaxed, sipping from flasks as if taking in a fucking show. They wore the amber colors of Summer. One was slender and the other stockier. The slender one’s coat was decked in golden embroidery.

      Like seriously? This was what he’d decided to wear to hunt humans? Fancy embroidered clothes. He even had on calf-high boots with a slight heel. I wanted to smash his face in with those heels. My grip on my dagger tightened.

      “Just get it over with, you fucks,” the woman spat.

      She had fire. I liked her.

      “Human women have such large breasts,” the slender Tuatha said.

      “Not all of them,” the stocky one replied conversationally. “I have seen some with smaller ones. I prefer them larger, though.”

      “You lay with humans?’ the slender one asked, sounding curious.

      “On occasion, when I’m in the mood for playing with my food.” He turned his head to the side, and I caught sight of his face for the first time. Tusks rose up from his bottom lip, and his jaw jutted stubbornly. This champion wasn’t Tuatha, he was Danaan.

      “Show me,” the slender one demanded.

      “Show you?”

      “Fuck it, and then eat it,” he clarified coolly. “I’d like to see how that makes me feel.”

      Feel? He didn’t feel anything. There was no emotion in his tone at all.

      “As you wish,” the Danaan said.

      The Spring guard pinned to the tree began to struggle, her bravado gone as she realized what was about to happen.

      “No. Get the fuck away from me.”

      The Danaan grabbed at the woman, and I made my move, rushing the Tuatha. He saw me coming a moment too late. My fist connected with his nose, turning it crimson, and then my blade was at his jugular.

      To give the Tuatha fucker credit, he didn’t try to fight me. He knew all it took was a little pressure and a flick of my wrist to slice open his vital artery.

      The Danaan spun to face me, ready to attack.

      “Don’t,” the Tuatha cried.

      I smiled coldly. “I’d do as you’re told. I’ll slit his throat quicker than you can get to me. Untie her.”

      The Danaan canted his head on his thick neck and looked to my hostage for guidance.

      My hunch had been correct. This guy, the one with the knife to his throat, was the boss out of the two.

      “Do as she asks,” the Tuatha said.

      The Danaan sneered and then turned to the Spring guard. He grasped the ropes binding her and tugged. They snapped.

      Fuck, he was strong. If he got his hands on me… No, don’t think like that.

      The guard quickly picked up her leather vest and rushed around the Danaan to join me.

      “Kill him,” she said, her voice laced with venom.

      I pressed the dagger into the Tuatha’s flesh. I wanted to kill him. I wanted to slit his throat, but killing in the heat of self-defense was one thing, but this…My gut squirmed with nausea. I’d been so confident when Magnus had asked me if I’d be able to kill. So secure in my hatred for them, but I couldn’t do it. Not like this.

      I backed up from the huge Danaan, taking the Tuatha with me. “Do not move. You move, and he dies.”

      “Kill him, damn you,” the guard snapped.

      We were at the edge of the clearing now, with the frozen forest behind us. I cut the Tuatha enough for him to bleed, not his jugular, but close enough for him to have to stop and take stock.

      “Run!”

      I shoved him away from me, turned, and ran into the woods. The guard was right behind me, our breath coming in harsh puffs of mist as we beat the ground with our boots. East? West? No idea which way we were headed. We ran for long minutes until the tree trunks became wider. Past shrubs and an outcrop of rocks piled beneath a tree and past a log covered in snow and frost.

      “Stop,” the guard said. “Stop, they’re not following.”

      I slowed my pace and looked over my shoulder to find her bent forward, hands on her knees, gasping for breath.

      “Are you okay?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t…I can’t breathe too well. That fucker slammed me into that tree. I’m just winded, I guess.”

      Leave her behind. She’ll just slow you down.

      “I just need a minute.” She looked up at me pleadingly.

      Shit. I glanced back the way we’d come. No sound, no sign of pursuit. “Two minutes.”

      Okay, which way were we headed? The compass told me east. Good.

      She straightened with a wince, her hand on her ribcage. “I’m Liana. Spring Court.”

      “Dani, Winter.”

      “Did you volunteer?”

      “Yes. You?”

      She shook her head. “We weren’t given an option. We were handpicked. The best guards. Fucking sucks. If I’d known being good at my job would land me here, I’d have made sure to fuck up more.”

      “We are getting out of here.”

      “I like your optimism.”

      “It’s my best trait.” I flashed her a smile, which she returned with a weak one of her own. She didn’t look too good. Way too pale.

      A rumble cut through the silence, and a gentle vibration climbed up my legs.

      Her head jerked up at the sound. “What is that? It happened earlier, too.”

      I hadn’t heard anything.

      “I don’t know, but let’s not wait to find out. We need to move.” I ducked under her arm and helped her stand. “I got you.”

      “You should have killed him, you know. They won’t hesitate to kill us.”

      It sickened me that she was right. My weakness sickened me. “I know.”

      “Then, why?”

      “I just…I couldn’t. Not like that.”

      “Don’t you want to survive this?”

      “Dumb question.”

      “Then you need to lose the conscience. They don’t have one. They don’t feel the way we do. If you want to survive, you have to be like them.”

      Now that we’d slowed down a bit, my body ached with cold. Wait…I’d seen that outcrop of rocks by the tree before…hadn’t I? We came up to a fallen log covered in snow.

      Hang on a second… “Something’s wrong.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “No, I think we’ve come this way already.”

      She frowned. “No, we can’t have. We’re heading east, right?”

      I checked the compass. East. It made no sense unless there were two sets of identical rocks and fallen logs.

      I swung Liana toward the log. “Sit. I need to check something.”

      The sound of a horn came, distant and impossible to pinpoint.

      “I was running from the fucking horns,” Liana said.

      “Yeah, I figured. I was about to run toward them, but your scream pulled me back.” I raised both brows, allowing her to make the connection.

      Her eyes widened. “A trap.”

      “Yeah.” I scanned the trees. “I think they use them to lure us. We hear them and run in the opposite direction, the real direction they want us to run.”

      “But how? I mean, how are they coordinating?”

      “I don’t know. All I know is we need to get to the center of the labyrinth.”

      “Or our loved ones die.”

      I guess I hadn’t been the only one to get the disc message. “I need a bird’s-eye view.” I placed my palm on the tree. “I need to see where the fuck we are because I swear we’re headed in circles right now.”

      “You want to climb the tree?” She stared at it incredulously.

      I pulled my daggers from my waist. “I don’t see any other option, do you?”

      She clenched her jaw and nodded, pulling a long blade from the sheath at her waist. “I’ll keep watch.”

      I patted the tree trunk. “I’m sorry.” And then I stabbed it.

      Stab, scramble, stab, scramble. I made it up high enough to swing onto the first layer of branches and then upward from there. I’d never climbed a tree before. It was my first, but climbing was my thing. I did it well, and I did it almost instinctively. The fucking tree was massive, branches above and below. I was in the center of the beast. Almost there.

      Carefully, so as not to snap the thinner branches, I edged toward the top where the branches were sparser. The air was thinner, the sky above unnatural and shimmering with diamonds. It was a net, an actual fucking net? What the heck? I wanted to ask Killion about it, to show him this messed-up thing above me. He’d promised to be here, but it was daytime. He never showed in the daytime. Heck, could he even get to me with that net overhead?

      I dropped my gaze to the world beyond, and the ice kissing my skin seeped into my blood because what I saw made no sense, and yet, it made perfect sense. The forest stretched out in front of me, left to right. Icy dead branches and identical clearings were visible through a thin layer of mist, and then…nothing. No, not nothing, but a blue wall that matched the sky, as if the sky sloped down to kiss the earth. That was the not-making-sense part because we were supposed to get to the center of a labyrinth, but this didn’t look like a labyrinth, and there was no center.

      I pulled the compass from my pack, and the needle swung back and forth in confusion. Shit. East had been to my right. East led us out of view, and north would take us toward the sky wall. It rippled, and I caught a glimpse of diamond shapes and tall oblong shapes like the frames of doorways, and then they were gone.

      This place wasn’t natural. This place…

      Could it be what the shining ones had been building beyond the walls? The dome…the shimmering dome Killion and I had seen from the tower…it had to be.

      My gut told me regular rules didn’t apply. I scanned the mist, catching sight of shadowy figures to our right. They were headed our way. Friend or foe? No idea. I needed to get down, but then the mist to the left thinned, and I froze, staring at the pattern as it emerged. The clearings were all equally spaced out, how had I not noticed, and the trees were planted in clusters that—

      The tree I was in trembled, and the vibration went through my body. I clung to the branch, eyes wide as the world below shifted, like actually fucking moved. Trees slid to the left, and the clearings shifted to the right.

      We needed to get out of here, and we needed to head toward the sky wall. No doubt about it. With a final look at the Winter forest below, I began to climb down.

      I was almost onto the lower branches, almost in view of the forest floor, when Liana screamed—short and sharp.

      Shit.

      I grabbed the nearest branch, swung, and dropped like a stone.
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      I landed in a crouch and whipped out my daggers, ready to fight.

      “Danika?”

      I stared at the male guard in shock, and then relief rushed through me. “Timothy? Shit, you’re okay.”

      We met in a hug.

      He squeezed me hard and then let go. “I’m so glad I found you. This place…” He blew out a breath. “I feel like I’m going in circles.”

      “I think we are. We need to head north. I think. Although with the way this place moves—”

      “Moves?” Timothy looked confused.

      “What did you see?” Liana asked me.

      I gave them a quick summary, and they stared at me in silence once I was done.

      “It’s a ring,” Timothy said. “It has to be.”

      “What do you mean?” Liana asked.

      “Like each level is a ring, and the rings constantly shift in different directions. We need to move toward the center, against the shifts, and leave marks so we can make sure we don’t go off track.”

      I already had my penknife out. “We mark the trees with numbers in order of how we pass them.”

      Timothy nodded. “Good idea.”

      I ducked under Liana’s arm, ready to brace her, and she cried out in pain.

      I released her quickly. “What is it?”

      “My chest.”

      “Difficulty breathing?” Timothy asked.

      “Yeah,” Liana said.

      He stepped closer. “May I?”

      She nodded.

      He spent a few seconds prodding the sides of her torso, and she cried out again.

      “Can I see?”

      “My clothes are torn,” she said.

      “I won’t look at…You know?” Timothy said with a shy smile. “I just need to check for bruising.”

      Liana nodded and allowed him to lift her leather vest out of the way and examine her.

      “I think you have a fractured rib or two,” Timothy said. “I have bandages. We just need to sling your arm, and it should alleviate the pain. But you need to take it slow.”

      “Yeah, that’s not happening,” she said.

      Timothy pulled out the first aid kit he’d picked up back in central Middale and set to work on the sling. Once Liana was all trussed up, he pulled a tub of pills from the kit.

      “Pain meds.” He gave her two.

      She swallowed them and grimaced. “Urgh. Fuckers took my pack.”

      “Here.” Timothy gave her his flask. “Drink.”

      She smiled gratefully. “Thanks.”

      The world rumbled again. I strode over to the nearest tree and etched in the number one with my penknife.

      “Time to move.”

      We trudged in silence, stopping every few minutes to mark a tree. I kept checking the compass. Two rumbles passed, but we didn’t come across any marked trees. We were doing it. I could feel that we were getting closer to the sky wall.

      “What do we do when we get there?” Timothy asked, as if reading my mind.

      “I don’t know. I just feel we have to get there.”

      Neither of them argued. I guess a plan based on a gut feeling was better than no plan at all.

      The horn sounded far to the right this time. We ignored it and kept walking, and then it came again. Behind us.

      I stopped.

      “What is it?” Timothy asked. “It’s behind us. We’re okay.”

      Liana and I exchanged glances. We hadn’t shared our theory about the horns with him yet.

      If we went backward, we’d be losing time. If we went back, we’d miss an opening. I just knew it, even though I didn’t know how.

      The horn sounded again, closer at our back now. Too close. I turned toward it.

      “Are you sure?” Liana asked.

      “What are you doing?” Timothy looked panicked.

      Damn it, Killion, I need you right now. But I was on my own. We were on our own.

      I gave Timothy what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “You guys hang back. I’ll scope it out.”

      “But the horns—”

      “I’ll explain,” Liana said, cutting him off.

      I ran back the way we’d come.

      The horn blared again, way too close now as if I was surrounded by it. The sound came from the very air, and then silence followed in an empty beat that seemed to echo around me. Our theory was correct. The horn was a decoy.

      I slowed my pace, allowing Timothy and Liana to catch up to me.

      “You were right…” Liana looked over her shoulder. “What now?”

      “We wait for the next horn, make sure it doesn’t interfere with our path, and then we set off.” I pulled the tarp out of my bag and spread it on the ground. “Have a seat.”

      Timothy helped Liana to the ground, but I stayed standing, daggers in hand, just in case.

      “You think Vala and Karl are okay?” Timothy asked.

      “I hope so.” I scanned the trees, alert to any movement or sound.

      “What about your team?” Timothy asked Liana.

      She shook her head. “I haven’t seen them. I have no idea if they’re all right.”

      “This place can’t be that big,” Timothy said softly.

      “No.” I looked down at him. “But the fact it keeps moving probably isn’t making it easy on us.”

      The world rumbled again, and the ground beneath us trembled. My stomach lurched. Shit, had we just moved?

      The horn… We needed the horn to sound so we could know which way was safest to go.

      Nothing happened.

      My feet itched to move. Because staying still for too long was dangerous. I checked the compass and found north. Yeah, we’d definitely moved.

      “The horn should have sounded by now,” Liana said.

      Why did I get the impression the rules were changing? “Let’s go. We shouldn’t stay here for too long, especially now that we’ve moved.”

      I gathered the tarp, and we set off. We’d barely been walking for two minutes when Timothy veered toward a tree and slapped the bark with a curse.

      “What?” I joined him. “Fucking hell.”

      He touched the number one etched into the bark. “This is fucked up. We’re right back at the beginning.”

      My heart sank. “So, we keep going.”

      “What’s the point?” He turned to me, lips tight with frustration. “This place is designed to keep us trapped.”

      “What other option do we have?” I strode back onto the path. “We keep moving.”

      “Wait.” Liana grabbed my arm. “Do you hear that?”

      We froze in our tracks and listened. The lilting notes of a haunting melody drifted through the frozen forest.

      “Is that the new horn?” Timothy asked.

      I honestly had no idea. It could be, and if it was, did we go toward it, or run away? Had the rules changed?

      “It doesn’t matter,” Liana said. “It’s east, right? So, we continue north.”

      “Right.” We set off again, but the melody followed alongside us, tracking us. It was eerie and fucking creepy.

      “Two,” Timothy said a moment later, pointing to another marked tree.

      We were on track for sure now. A few minutes later we came to tree three. We were almost at the spot we’d been when the horn had sounded. The knot in my chest tightened, anxiety gripping me as I listened for the damn horn. Would it come again? Stop us in our tracks and force us back?

      But nothing happened. We hit tree four a few minutes later. We were doing it. How much farther was the sky wall? It couldn’t be too much farther. We hit a clearing and trudged through the fresh, crisp snow. We were almost across when the rumble of voices drifted through the trees.

      We exchanged glances. Friend or foe?

      Something snarled and yipped.

      Well, that answered that question. Only Tuatha hung out with creatures that made those sounds.

      I grabbed Liana’s arm and hauled her across the rest of the clearing and into the cover of trees. Liana stifled a cry of pain, and then I had her pressed to a tree, my hand over her mouth.

      Her eyes filled with tears of pain, but she didn’t try to push me away. She knew the score.

      The clearing exploded with sound and the snorts and pants of a baku.

      Timothy was right beside us, hidden by another tree. I met his gaze. Running wasn’t an option, not for Liana. But Timothy and I, we could make a break for it, leave her here…

      Fuck.

      Timothy shook his head, echoing my resolution.

      No one got left behind.

      “They’re wily,” a male voice said.

      “I’m bored.” This voice was female.

      “You’re always bored.”

      “No, you can’t eat that!” the female snapped. There was a slap and then a whimper.

      I needed to see what we were up against. I pressed a finger to my lips, and Liana nodded. I carefully removed my hand from her mouth and then leaned around her to peer into the clearing. Two Tuatha stood in the open, wearing the mossy colors of Spring. The male was tall and lithe with dark hair and sharp features; the woman was also tall and willowy with silver hair bound back from her heart-shaped face. She was beautiful, but her eyes were flat and dead. There was a sack on the ground, and a baku lying not too far away from it, eyes closed.

      “We can rest here for a while,” the male said. He pulled something from the sheath at his waist—a sword made from night, etched in silver markings that gleamed as they hit the light. “I have to say, I’m impressed with the workmanship on this thing.”

      “The weapons of the conquered belong to the Regency,” the woman said.

      “Which will soon be Spring.”

      She smiled, cold and calculating. “Of course. I’m sure we’re in the lead.”

      He glanced at the sack. “I believe you may be right.”

      He turned the sword over in his hand. “I do wish you could experience its fine balance.”

      “Do you?”

      “Your tone is almost insolent.” He looked impressed.

      That cool smile, once again. “Thank you. And yours was insincere. All you need to do to make your wish true is to loan me the bracelet.”

      He tapped his wrist, where a dark metallic bracelet winked in the light. “I suppose I was insincere.” He sighed. “Autumn was given the ax. I would have preferred to wield the ax. I’m sure its blade isn’t as dull as this one.”

      “Once we take Auren’s head, you will have the ax and the sword, my prince.”

      “I do like it when you call me that.”

      “It is your title, after all,” she said. The baku lifted its head and sniffed the bag.

      The woman reacted in an instant, kicking out to connect with the beast’s head. It whined and whimpered, curling in on itself.

      I’d never seen a baku act like that. Come to think of it, it was smaller than the usual beasts.

      “Be nice,” the male said.

      “I don’t know why you keep that runt around.”

      “I do believe I’ve become fond of it.” The prince walked up to the hound and reached out to stroke its head. The beast shied away, eyes rolling in fear.

      “You play the emotion game well,” the woman said.

      “How do you know I’m playing?”

      “I know you, my prince. I know you well.”

      She walked up to him and pressed her palm to his chest. “I could show you how well.”

      Urgh, was she propositioning him? Maybe they’d start having sex, and we could make a run for it.

      He looked down at her coolly. “Not now.”

      Or maybe not. We couldn’t just stay here. The shining ones worked in groups of three, which meant another would be along shortly and might spot us. We needed to put some distance between us and them. Even if it meant splitting up.

      We needed a distraction.

      And that distraction would have to be me.

      I caught Timothy’s eye and pointed to Liana and then made a running motion with my fingers.

      He frowned. I pointed to myself and to the left and made a circling motion. I pointed to him and Liana and made a running motion with my fingers again.

      His frown cleared, and he shook his head and jabbed at his chest. He wanted to be the decoy.

      No, I mouthed, and pointed at him before cocking my arm to indicate strength. He was stronger than me and would be able to carry Liana farther than I could, faster than I could.

      His shoulders sagged, and he nodded.

      I backed up carefully from Liana, and she grabbed my arm, her eyes wide with horror.

      I gave her a quick smile, took a deep breath, and broke into a run, cutting across the edge of the clearing, not stopping to see if they spotted me, not needing to because the growl of the baku told me my ploy had worked.

      I ran, weaving between the trees, knowing they were at my back. But I was fast. Not Killion fast, but fast. The howl of the hound and the crunch of frozen bracken grew fainter as I left the baku behind, but I needed to be sure. Using my daggers for purchase, I climbed the nearest tree, high enough to be out of sight but low enough to have a view of the ground below. Long minutes passed and then the baku dashed past. Another minute, and a long, low whistle filled the air. Seconds passed, and then the baku dashed past the tree again, this time headed back the way he’d come.

      I wasn’t taking any chances, though. I needed to wait for a few more minutes. The others would have put enough distance between themselves and the clearing by now. They’d be safe.

      My pulse slowed to resting pace. I checked my compass for north and then swung out of the tree, landing soundlessly in the snow.

      An arrow whizzed past my face and landed in the tree behind me with a thunk, and then a hulking, cloaked figure in moss-colored clothes stepped out from behind another tree.

      “Hello, human.”

      Oh, shit.
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      The monstrous Danaan dragged me into the clearing I’d just escaped. My hands were bound behind my back, so even if I did make a break for it, I wouldn’t get far without my arms for balance.

      The Spring prince looked down his nose at me. “Ah, our decoy.”

      Decoy? They knew?

      Hulk Danaan shoved me onto the ground. “I want to do this one.”

      “We’ll see,” the prince said.

      A yelp had my head whipping up, and then my heart sank as the female Tuatha appeared, dragging Liana by the hair. The guard’s face was red and wet with tears. Timothy was nowhere to be seen.

      Had he abandoned Liana to save his skin? No, that wasn’t like Timothy. But then, what did I know? People did awful things when faced with life-or-death situations, and this philosophical line of thinking wasn’t going to help me get out of this mess. The bounds of the rope were tight, but there was enough room for maneuvering. The hulking Danaan obviously didn’t know his knots. This one could be slipped. I just needed a little time.

      Timothy staggered into the clearing a moment later, baku at his back. His hands were bound, and the left side of his face was swollen and bloody. He caught sight of me and let out a soft sob before buckling to his knees. My gaze dropped to his torso, to the bloody tear in his vest.

      I’m sorry, he mouthed.

      The female Tuatha held Liana out to the prince like an offering.

      Shit, come on. I tugged on the rope, twisting my wrist to create more leverage.

      “Please,” Liana blubbered. “I’m one of yours. One of your guards. You can save me and stop the other courts from getting me. You can stop them from winning. I can help you hunt.”

      The prince gripped her chin and angled it up so he could look down at her. “Really? You would kill humans for me?”

      Shit, so close. Come on, rope, let me go.

      “Yes. Yes, please don’t kill me.” Liana sobbed through her words.

      Gone was the tough woman with venom in her voice, ordering me to kill the Summer prince. Liana was a gibbering mess, and I got it because my bowels were quivering with terror. Something bad was about to happen, and I needed to get free before it was too late.

      The prince’s mouth turned down, and he canted his head. “Aw, such a shame you’re injured. I might have taken you up on your offer otherwise.”

      He shoved her toward the female, who caught Liana by the shoulders before pushing her onto the ground so that she was face down.

      “No, please, let me go.” Liana turned her head and locked gazes with me. “Help me. Dani, help me.”

      “Stop!” Timothy cried out. “Just let her go, please.”

      I struggled with my bonds, impotence a hot band around my chest. I was almost there, but even as I undid the second to last knot, I knew it was too late for her.

      The Danaan stepped closer to the prince, shoulders heaving, as if eager for what was to come. My breath stuck in my throat as the prince drew his sword and raised it above his head.

      No.

      Liana continued to thrash and scream.

      “Hold still, and it will be quick,” the prince said calmly.

      No. They couldn’t.

      They—

      The sword swept across in an arc, cutting off Liana’s scream while mine remained locked in my throat.  Timothy’s sobs replaced Liana’s while my heart expanded painfully in my chest, and pressure built inside my head. Liana’s head stared at me with horror-filled eyes that slowly dimmed of life.

      Blood seeped into the snow, bright crimson against her alabaster cheek.

      Her blood.

      Dead.

      The female Tuatha picked up the head. Just a head now. Not Liana. I couldn’t think of it as Liana. Liana was dead. Gone. That was just a head. A head she was putting in the sack. The sack that contained other heads. Human heads. Trophies. A headcount. Laughter bubbled up my throat, and I choked it off.

      Even as my mind began to shut down, even as my emotions struggled to go offline, my hands worked on the final knot, beating back the numbness that wanted to take over my mind.

      The Danaan was heaving now, crouching by the body, his hands clenching and unclenching.

      The prince sighed. “Yes, you can have the rest.”

      The Danaan shoved back the hood of his cloak to reveal a face of horror: a wide mouth filled with teeth and crimson slits for eyes. He opened his maw and attacked Liana’s body.

      “Not here. Take it somewhere else,” the prince snapped.

      The Danaan lifted his head, mouth bloody and smeared with gore, and then slung the body over his shoulder and strode out of the clearing.

      “Now,” the prince said. “Who will be next?” He looked from Timothy to me.

      “Let me,” the female said. “There’s a game humans play that I would like to try.”

      “By all means.”

      “Eeny, meeny, miney, mo.” She waved a finger from Timothy to me. “Catch a tiger by its toe.” She landed on me and smiled. “If it growls, let it go.” Me again. I knew what was coming, and the rope was almost off. “Eeny meeny, miney, mo!”

      Me.

      “No!” Timothy’s cry ended in a wet cough. “Not her. Take me first.”

      What was he doing? “What the hell, Timothy?”

      The female looked at Timothy in confusion. “You want me to kill you first?”

      “Yes. Me first.” He coughed again, and blood seeped from his mouth.

      Oh, fuck, he was hurt bad.

      “Timothy, no.” I shook my head, desperately working the last knot in the rope.

      If I could get free, I might be able to fight them off. I might be able to get to Timothy and cut him free. But even as the thoughts went through my mind, a pit of devastation opened up inside me because the logical part of me recognized how futile my plan was.

      You need to run.

      I can’t leave him.

      He’s as good as dead. Look at the wound in his chest, at the blood coming from his mouth. He’s already dead, and he knows it. Run and live to fight another day.

      The female Tuatha looked across at the prince, who shrugged and waved a hand in Timothy’s direction.

      “Very well.” Timothy sat up straighter as she approached with her sword. “In light of your bravery, I’ll make this quick.”

      “No!” The word exploded from my lips.

      “Shut up. Just shut up, please.” Timothy’s chin trembled, and he locked gazes with me. “Please.”

      He was telling me to go. To get away, to live. It was all in his eyes, or maybe that was my mind justifying what I was about to do. My vision blurred as the bindings fell from my wrists. I was free, and there was no saving him, not without sacrificing myself.

      “Go,” he mouthed.

      He knew. He knew I was free. He knew me. Oh, God.

      I needed to run, but my body refused to cooperate. I was in shock. It was good that I could recognize that, right? I was in shock, but I could circumvent it. I needed to put it aside, just for a bit, just long enough to not be dead.

      The Tuatha’s blade swept in an arc parallel to the ground, aimed at Timothy’s neck, and my paralysis broke. I staggered to my feet and ran.

      I ran without stopping, without thinking, working on pure adrenaline and terror.  Guilt churned in my chest even as my legs pumped to get me as far away from the clearing as possible. As darkness closed in, I found a nook in a tree large enough to accommodate me. The cold didn’t matter as I climbed inside, shaking and whimpering. Darkness closed in like a protective blanket looking to calm my shaking body and chattering teeth. But visions of blood filled my head. Liana’s blood. The sounds of her screams, and the wet noises the Danaan had made when devouring her. Timothy’s calm gaze in the face of his sacrifice.

      Horror.

      This was horror.

      But to them, it was nothing. They’d killed them. The Danaan…He ate Liana. Ate her! My body began to shake, sobs tearing at my chest, burning my throat and my eyes. A blanket of fear smothered me. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t stop the image from flipping through my mind like a holoscreen gone haywire. They were branded into my brain.

      Timothy’s tear-stained face, eyes brimming with restrained terror, filled my mind. He’d taken my place. He’d saved my life.

      And what will you do to repay him? Will you quiver with fear? Will you fall?

      I fisted my hands. I couldn’t break. I couldn’t fall apart because I wanted to hurt them. I wanted to take their heads. I wanted to make them bleed.

      They deserve to die.

      The shadows closed in, slipping over me, warm, safe, inviting. My pulse slowed, and the shivering ache retreated as the fog in my mind cleared.

      Liana’s words of advice filled my mind, and I latched onto them—you need to lose the conscience. They don’t have one. They don’t feel the way we do. If you want to survive, you have to be like them.

      Timothy had given me a chance. He’d given me a shot, and I couldn’t let my emotions get in the way of what had to be done. I closed my eyes, reining in the shudder in my chest and willing the tremor in my limbs to subside. The terror and uncertainty, the horror and the fear fought back, trying to burst free and overwhelm me. I pictured Killion’s bright blue eyes and imagined his soothing voice then exhaled, forcing the fear from my lungs. A cold calm flooded my mind, and I twisted the cap on my humanity.

      It was time to kill.
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      Nighttime was Killion’s time, but he wasn’t here. I didn’t even know if he could get into this place through the diamond net that held us captive. I was on my own with only myself to rely on. This was a numbers game, and they were whittling us down.

      I needed to even the odds.

      The night brought the shadows, and the shadows were my salvation. They wreathed me and cloaked me. I was invisible as I found my way back to the clearing. A fire crackled, casting amber light around the camp. The prince lay on a pallet, his back to me. The female kept watch a few meters away from the fire, and the Danaan was nowhere to be seen.

      My daggers glinted dully in the dark as I crept closer to the sleeping prince. One slice, and he’d bleed out.

      One cut was all I needed.

      I slipped closer, and the shadows came with me, and like a whisper, my dagger found its home in the prince’s throat. He let out a soft gurgle, and the female Tuatha spun to face him. She let out a cry, and her gaze flew up to meet mine a moment before the shadows hid me.

      “No!” She fell to her knees, trying to stem the bleeding while scanning the night, searching for the attacker.

      For me.

      “I know you’re there.” There was a tremor to her voice. Maybe Tuatha did feel one emotion. Fear. “Come out, coward.”

      “Me? A coward?” My words came out even and cool. “I’m not a coward.” I circled around her. “I’m your judgment.” I grabbed her hair and yanked her head back, willing the shadows to part so she could see my face. “I’m your death.”

      Her eyes grew wide. “Human, how are you—”

      I slit her throat.

      That’s right. That’s what they deserved. But there was one more, wasn’t there?

      I shook my head to clear it. One more. The Danaan, where was—

      He slammed into me from the side, taking me to the ground and pinning me with his bulk.

      How? How was he seeing me? My shadows.

      His eyes gleamed bright crimson as he looked down at me. “Hello, shadow walker, who taught you that trick, huh?”

      His horrific mouth didn’t move when he spoke, but his tongue wiggled, articulating the sounds that made the words that spilled between us, and I was going to be sick because his breath smelled like shit.

      “I’ll have to make an example of you. I’ll have to pluck off your limbs.”

      I brought my knee up into his crotch, then head-butted his face. He bellowed and released me, allowing me enough time to roll away. I came up, daggers in my hands.

      He stood slowly, leisurely. “Toothpicks,” he said. “Won’t hurt me.” He shucked off his cloak, and his skin gleamed green and bumpy in the firelight.

      What the fuck was he?

      No time to dwell, he was on the attack, and I was on the move, evading, swiping, ducking. My blades glanced off his skin, useless fuckers.

      Shit.

      I had to run.

      No, end this. Free me.

      I rolled and came up by the dead prince. A glint of silver caught my eye. The sword, half out of its sheath.

      The Danaan let out a bellow as he ran toward me, but every iota of my being was focused on that blade. I grabbed the hilt, drew it, and swung.

      The blade cut through the Danaan like a hot knife through butter. His torso slid diagonally off his body and hit the ground with a wet thud.

      I stared at the sword.

      The sword the Spring prince had said was too dull.

      They were dead. Three champions dead. I stood in the clearing, watching the flames play. I’d done it.

      I’d killed them.

      I looked at the sword in my hand. It felt right. It felt like mine. The prince didn’t need his holster any longer. It fit me well, and the sword wasn’t too heavy when pushed into the sheath, and then I walked around the fire to the spot where Timothy had died. The snow was dark with his blood, and my throat tightened. Something winked silver against the white.

      I plucked the object off the ground and swallowed the sob that wanted to be free. His pocket watch. No emotion. No tears.

      How many hours left till this was over? I flipped it open and held it to the light. It was midnight. How could it be midnight already? It didn’t matter, I needed to get to the skywall. I needed to get to the center of the labyrinth, and I needed to kill every motherfucking shining wanker on the way.

      I straightened and froze as a shadow detached itself from the darkness and stepped into the clearing.

      My hand went to the hilt of my sword, and twin neon blue eyes lit up the shadow’s face.

      “Killion…”

      He bridged the distance between us and wrapped his arms around me. He was here. He was really here. Despite my resolve, the dam inside me burst, and huge sobs wracked my body, blurring my vision and leaving me gasping for breath.

      “I’ve got you now,” he said. “I’ve got you.”
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      “We need to keep moving.” Killion strode ahead of me, scoping out the moonlit terrain. “We need to get to this wall.”

      I needed him to hold me again, even though it made me sound so fucking weak. But I craved that contact right now. I needed a minute, maybe two to let the horror wash over me and through me, to break down and feel. But maybe Killion’s way was better. He hadn’t asked for details about what happened. He’d read my face, seen the evidence with his eyes. It was enough, and Killion wasn’t one to dwell. He was a creature of action.

      Move on. Move quick. Bury it and live.

      Bury it…Liana and Timothy wouldn’t get a burial.

      No, stop. Don’t dwell on that. Focus on the details, here and now.

      The sky above was a network of silver diamonds now. It was obvious we were in some kind of shielded dome.

      How many hours till dawn? How many hours till Killion left me? Time was messed up in this place, moving too fast or too slow. Thirty-six hours, Lowland had said. But he’d given us no way to measure the time.

      My hand went to the watch in my pocket. Timothy had given me time. He’d sacrificed his life to save mine.

      He was already dead.

      I stopped in my tracks, my hand going to the pommel of the sword.

      “Danika, move,” Killion ordered.

      He didn’t need to mark the trees. He didn’t need a compass, and he adjusted his trajectory each time the world rumbled.

      I jogged to catch up to him. “What about the others?”

      “Focus on yourself.”

      Anger flared inside me, and I made a grab for his arm, but my hand went right through him. He stopped and looked at me properly since finding me in the clearing.

      “We don’t have time for this, Danika,” he snapped.

      “People died. My friends died. Timothy died. He made them kill him first when it should have been me.” My throat was too tight around the words. “You want me to focus on myself? If Timothy had focused on himself, I’d be dead right now.”

      “So don’t let his sacrifice be for nothing. Get to the wall, get to the center of this labyrinth, and survive.” He gripped my shoulders tight. “You killed two Tuatha and a Danaan by yourself. You can do this, Danika.”

      I felt sick.

      “Don’t.” He grabbed my chin and forced me to look up into his eyes. “They were monsters.”

      “I know.” I squeezed my eyes shut. “But to get through this, I’m afraid I might have to become one, too.”

      He was silent for a long beat, and then heat bloomed across my forehead, followed by the brush of his lips. My breath stalled in my chest, and then my eyes fluttered closed. Killion’s fingers slid into my hair, and his hand cupped the back of my head, tilting it back so I was looking up into his shadowy face.

      “I’m good at taming monsters,” he said. “I promise I’ll bring you back.”

      Soft laughter filled my mind.

      I pulled away from Killion and shook my head again.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “I…I don’t know. I thought it was me, talking to myself, like my conscience, but I think…I think there’s a voice in my head.”

      “What do you—” His head whipped up. “Someone is coming.”

      He pulled me close, and shadows rushed to cover us.

      “Hush,” he said.

      Voices drifted toward us, and then two figures appeared between the trees.

      Val and Karl. They were bloody, their faces grim.

      Relief filled my chest. Killion released me, and the shadows melted away, revealing me to them.

      Val cried out and brought her sword up, ready for a fight, but Karl simply stared at me as if he’d seen a ghost, and then his gaze slipped over my shoulder and his eyes widened in horror.

      “What the fuck?”

      Killion.

      I held up my hands placatingly. “It’s all right. He’s with me. He’s on our side.”

      Killion didn’t speak, which was probably even more disconcerting.

      “Say hello, Killion.” I gave him a sharp look.

      “Hello, Killion,” he drawled.

      Val let out a snort. “Trust you to find a monster to befriend.”

      Bitch. “Fuck you, Val. Killion isn’t a monster.”

      “No,” Killion said. “But I can be, if provoked.”

      Val swallowed, her gaze flicking from me to Killion.

      “I’m glad you’re alive,” Karl said.

      “Me too,” Val agreed.

      “We need to keep moving,” Killion said. “You can talk on the way, but whisper.”

      “And where are you headed?” Val asked.

      “There’s a wall. I think we need to get through it to get closer to the center of this labyrinth.”

      “The wall that looks like the sky?” Karl asked.

      “You saw?”

      “Val climbed a tree.”

      Val shrugged. “Had to be done.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, it did.”

      We exchanged tentative smiles.

      Killion strode off, and we followed.

      “So, your friend…What is he?” Val asked. “Some kind of night denizen?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “And you trust him?”

      “He saved my life five years ago, and he’s kept me safe ever since. I trust him.”

      “Ah, a story.”

      “Not now.”

      “Helena’s dead,” Karl blurted. “I had to kill her.”

      Silence followed his announcement.

      “She was hurt bad,” Val said. “She was dying anyway. Karl made it quick.”

      “I killed her,” Karl said.

      “Dammit, Karl, pull yourself together.” Val sounded more fed up than annoyed with him.

      “Timothy’s dead too.” My jaw tensed. “The fucking Spring champions killed him, so I killed them.”

      There was a stunned silence.

      “How many?” Karl asked.

      “Three.”

      “Good,” Val said. “Fucking good.”
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        * * *

      

      The wall was a shield. Some kind of barrier, magic or tech, I wasn’t sure. It gleamed in the moonlight, the diamond netting winking at us as if taunting us. Could we walk through it?

      Karl picked up a rock and threw it at the barrier. The rock disintegrated.

      Well, that answered that question.

      “Okay. Now what?” Val asked.

      “There has to be a way through.” I walked along the wall, scanning it for a breach. There’d been doorways. I’d seen them. A pillar appeared up ahead. “I found something.” The pillar was chest high, black with silver writing printed into it. “The glow is a window, and Winter’s kiss will set you free.”

      “What the hell does that even mean?” Val said.

      “I have no idea, but there’s a lever here.” I touched it lightly with my fingers.

      “Winter’s kiss?” Karl said. “What does that mean?”

      “Fuck this.” Val gripped the lever.

      “Don’t!” I grabbed her arm, but it was too late. The lever was down.

      We held our breath, waiting…Nothing happened.

      Val stepped away from the pillar. There was no denying the mixture of relief and disappointment on her face. “Well, that was a load of shi—"

      A mournful howl ripped the air, and then the temperature dropped so suddenly my breath fogged up my vision. My eyeballs ached. I needed my goggles. Killion stepped closer to me, and the shadows swirled around us, ready to protect.

      Something was coming.

      “Winter’s kiss,” Killion said.

      “Over there.” Val pointed.

      Ice and snow billowed out from between the trees, bringing the howls with it. The wall began to glow, and then the blizzard rushed us, surrounding us in its frozen grip. The air cut my skin, and flakes of ice threatened to blind me.

      “Watch out!” Karl’s voice sounded too far away.

      “Behind you,” Val called out.

      Killion shoved me to the side. I managed to keep my footing, turning in time to see him speared by a lance of ice as thick as my arm. His feet left the ground as he was hoisted up into the air by a creature that defied logic. It was made of jagged ice and blizzard, and it had Killion.

      My hand was already on the pommel of my sword, and then the obsidian blade was cutting through the ice appendage that speared Killion.

      He fell to the ground, landing neatly on his feet.

      I ran toward him, but my path was blocked by a thick ice shaft as it smashed into the ground between us.

      I staggered back, arms up to ward off the chips of ice that sprayed up. They smattered against my arm plates in a series of sharp chinks.

      “Killion!”

      “I’m fine,” he shouted over the howl of the wind.

      I caught sight of him as the ice shard slid out of the earth and up into the air. He was whole, unhurt as far as I could see.

      His gaze dropped to the sword in my hands, and his eyes flared brighter before tracking above my head.  “Duck!”

      I dropped in time to avoid the swipe of the ice monster’s limb, and then came up slashing with my blade. Ice rained down on me. The monster screamed, and then Karl and Val were beside me, slashing and stabbing. Whittling the beast down.

      We had this. We were doing it.

      And then the blizzard surged, swelling before it slapped us in the face with a gust that stole my breath and sent me flying through the air. I landed on my back, and something landed on top of me. White face, open maw, dead eyes—this beast was ice and snow, and there was no way to gain purchase on it, to push it away. My hands met only icy air, and then my head was pinned to the ground by its frozen fingers, and my breath spilled out of me. It was sucking my oxygen. All the warm air in my lungs. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t think. But my body was in fight mode. My sword arm came up to stab, and the obsidian blade shattered the monster.

      Sweet, cold air rushed back into my lungs. My eyes burned with the invasion.

      “Up!” Killion hauled me to my feet. “Use the sword.”

      “What are they?”

      “Wraiths.”

      I spotted Karl pressed to a tree by one of the blizzard wraiths and ran toward him, blade at the ready. It cut away the monster, forcing it to shatter. Karl slumped to the ground, hands clutching his throat.

      Val screamed, and I spun, searching the blizzard for her.

      “Over there!” Killion pushed me toward a mini-tornado. I caught a flash of Val in the midst of the wraiths as they sucked the air from her orbit.

      Once again, the sword sent them scattering.

      “Get together!” Killion ordered.

      We stood back to back, turning in a circle to allow me to use the sword to fend off the wraiths.

      They didn’t attack Killion. They weren’t interested in him, and soon, they backed away from us too, hovering and wailing as they surrounded us.

      “The wall’s glow is dimming,” Killion called.

      Light bulb moments were real, and one had me in its grip now as the inscription on the pillar scrolled through my mind…The glow is a window, and Winter’s kiss will set you free.

      The window was closing.

      And just like that, I knew what Winter’s kiss was.

      I sheathed my sword.

      “What are you doing?” Val cried.

      But Killion had gone very still, his gaze burning through the elements to lock with mine. There was something new in his eyes, something meaningful that I needed to decipher, but not now. Not yet.

      The wraiths drifted closer but didn’t attack.

      “Damn it, Danika,” Val cried. “Your fucking sword is the only thing keeping them at bay, what the fuck are you doing?”

      “They’re not attacking, though,” Karl said. “Why aren’t they attacking?”

      “Who gives a fuck?” Val replied.

      I was right. I had to be. “We need to succumb. We need to give them what they want.”

      “Winter’s kiss…” Karl looked at me, his eyes shining with comprehension.

      “Are you insane?” Val said.

      This was never about the damn ice monster. That thing wasn’t part of the lock, it had been a decoy to rile us, throw us into a frenzy, and make us fight our only way out.

      I dropped to my knees. “Trust me.”

      The wind’s moan was a mournful lament that touched my soul. And then ice surrounded me, stealing my breath in a greedy lover’s kiss. I resisted the instinct to fight, to claw to be free, and gave myself to the burn in my lungs. But in the final moment before darkness stole me, a tiny part of my active mind wondered if I’d made a mistake.

      Too late.
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      “Danika, wake up.” Killion’s voice pulled me from the darkness. His face hovered above mine. “You did well. We made it past the barrier.”

      I sat up and looked around at the clearing we were in. Gray light spilled over pretty white blooms and crisp green grass. There wasn’t an ice patch or snowflake in sight. My heart contracted painfully in my chest.

      “Is this…”

      “Spring, yes,” he said.

      “And the others?”

      He nodded to the left. “Still unconscious. They’re alive, though, and I suspect they’ll wake soon.”

      “We made it…”

      “Yes, Danika, we did, thanks to you.” His smile was wobbly.

      “What is it?”

      His gaze dropped to my hips. “Where did you get the sword?”

      I touched the pommel lightly. “The Spring prince had it. He called it a weapon of the conquered.”

      He looked at my hand on the sword and then pulled his gaze back up to my face. “That voice you’ve been hearing. Trust it.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He caressed my cheek with the tips of his fingers, and his shadowy face twisted as if he was torn, tormented, and then his expression smoothed out.

      “Do whatever you must to survive, promise me. Promise me you’ll allow the voice to guide you. Promise me you’ll be here when the sun sets.”

      Oh, shit. I looked up at the rapidly lightening sky. “Killion…”

      His throat bobbed, and then with a curse, he gripped my face and pressed his lips to mine in a kiss filled with shadows and moonlight. I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him closer and parting my lips to taste him, but all I tasted was the salt of his tears, and then the sun was melting over my skin, and Killion was gone.
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        * * *

      

      First order of business had been to climb a tree and check out the direction we needed to go, and sure enough, there was another skywall in the distance. East this time.

      Long minutes turned into hours as we walked, and it was easy to forget we were being hunted when surrounded by Spring, but we were soon reminded of the fact when we stumbled across the decapitated body of a human.

      “Fresh kill,” Karl said. “The shining ones who did this can’t be far.”

      Yeah, a reminder this wasn’t a fucking walk in the countryside.

      I pulled my daggers from their sheaths at my waist as we walked in silence. There had been no horns blowing here. The rules for Spring were different. I could feel it in my bones. But how?

      My question was answered a moment later when the earth beneath my feet began to move. Val grabbed hold of me, and I made a lunge for Karl as the world spun. My knees buckled, and my vision blurred, and then it was over.

      “Motherfucker,” Val gasped.

      We were by a river. The bubbling, rushing sound filling the silence.

      We’d moved…

      In the previous sector, I’d seen the ground shift, but here, I’d felt it almost as if the closer we got to the center, the more intense the mechanics of this place grew.

      I checked the compass. “We need to cross the river.”

      “How deep do you think it is?” Val asked.

      “No idea.” I stepped up to the edge of the water. “Can you swim?”

      “Not well,” she said.

      “Yeah, me neither.” Swimming wasn’t a regular thing in a world made of ice, but Baba had taken me to the local pool as a child before it had closed down like so many of the other places in outer Middale.

      “Maybe we could walk around it?” Val suggested.

      She sounded nervous, and Val never sounded nervous. I looked over my shoulder at her and caught the flash of fear in her eyes before she masked it.

      “I can carry you,” Karl said.

      “I’m fine,” Val snapped. “I can do this. I just didn’t want to get wet.”

      “We can build a fire to dry off,” Karl said.

      “And alert everyone to our location,” Val said.

      “It won’t matter so much during the day,” Karl said. “It’s nighttime we need to be careful.”

      A fire at night could be seen from a treetop, and I had no doubt that the Tuatha champions were using the bird’s-eye view to track us too.

      “Karl’s right. We can build a fire and take a little time to dry off if need be. But the skywall isn’t too far out. Maybe another three- or four-hour hike.”

      Val clenched her jaw and nodded. “Fine, let’s—”

      The sound of hoofbeats drifted toward us.

      Shit. Discussion time was over.

      I waded into the water. “Come on.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath as the cold seeped into my clothes and touched my skin. Fuck, it was cold, but I’d had colder. Being Winter’s bitch had its advantages.

      Karl and Val followed.

      “It’s shallow,” Val called out with relief.

      Too soon, it seemed, because the bottom of the river vanished suddenly, and water rushed up to my chin. Fuck. I thrashed for a moment as my brain adjusted to the fact I needed to swim, and then my movements synchronized, and I was moving toward the other side of the river.

      But the leather vest and the braces were getting heavier. My clothes were dragging me down. Urgh. Come on.

      Something whizzed past me, and my ear burst into flame. Fuck. An arrow had clipped me. The fuckers were shooting at us.

      Val’s cry was muffled, and then Karl bellowed.

      I turned my head to see Val go under. Karl went to dive in after her and jerked as an arrow embedded itself in his shoulder. There was no time to scope out the other side of the shore and see who was attacking us. I needed to get to Val.

      I swam back to Karl. “Keep moving.”

      And then I dove after Val. A pale hand reached for me from the inky darkness beyond. How deep was this fucking river? I grabbed her hand and tugged, kicking with my legs to pull us to the surface, but she wouldn’t budge. Her eyes grew wide, and she looked down her body, wriggling as if…As if she was stuck. And then I saw the other face—gray and awful with eyes way too big and dark, and teeth…So many fucking teeth like needles in its mouth.

      It was holding fast to her ankles, pulling her down. A scream lodged in my throat as I drew my dagger, every movement too deliberate and sluggish in the water, and kicked downward toward the thing that had her. My slash across its face forced it to let go, and then a sound filled my head, a screaming, scraping sound that scrambled my thoughts and brought bile rushing up my throat.

      No. I had to get out, had to get away. I kicked again, connecting with its head, grabbed a limp Val, and swam for the surface.

      Something snagged my ankle, something else whizzed past me in the water, and then the scream cut off, and my ankle was free. I broke the surface of the water with Val clutched to me, gasping for air.

      “Danika!”

      I treaded water, trying to get my bearings. My gaze skimmed over the figures on one side of the river. The wrong side.

      “Danika, over here!”

      Karl. I spotted him crouching in the tree line on the other side of the water and kicked out toward him, expecting an arrow in the back of my head at any moment. But none came.

      I made it across, and Karl dragged me to shore. He swung Val into his arms, and we ran.
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        * * *

      

      We ran for ages, past a babbling brook and through another wood until we found a spot shielded by rocks and brush that provided enough cover for us to recoup.

      The fire was crackling merrily, small enough to go unnoticed but large enough to dry us off a little. We’d stripped off down to our underwear, and I’d placed the clothes by the fire, close enough to have steam rising off them as they dried.

      My ear throbbed as I worked on Karl’s shoulder. We were half-naked, but it didn’t even matter because we were too caught up in surviving. He hissed as I pressed my heated dagger to his wound. I should have taken Thomas’s pack with the first aid kit. Shit, what if this wound got infected?

      “I’ll be fine,” Karl said.

      Val sat huddled by the fire. She hadn’t said a word since regaining consciousness.

      I finished binding Karl’s wound and studied his face. He hadn’t screamed, not once. Not even when I cut out the arrowhead with a dagger heated in the flames. I’d sealed the wound as best I could. Cauterized it, but we needed medicine to make sure he didn’t get an infection.

      “I’m fine,” he said again.

      I sat beside him on the mossy ground. “Why didn’t they come after us?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe they can’t swim?”

      “Did you get a look at them? What court?”

      “Summer.”

      I’d had a run-in with the Summer prince and his Danaan bitch already. Had they recognized me? It didn’t matter. They’d come for us. They’d find a way around the river.

      “We can’t stay here too long.”

      “I know,” Karl said. He sat up straighter with a wince. “Fuck this.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault,” he said.

      “I know, but I’m sorry you got picked for this.”

      He was silent for a long beat. “Fuck. I wish we’d filled up our flasks at the river.”

      Shit. Now that he’d mentioned it, I was thirsty too. “I’ll head to the brook and fill up our flasks.”

      “No. I’ll go.”

      “Like hell. You need to rest.”

      I dressed quickly, then handed him his weapons belt. “Just in case.”

      “I’ll take my pants too.” He gave me half a smile. “Just in case.”

      I passed them to him. “Val, you okay?”

      She looked up at me with huge dark eyes and nodded.

      Shit, the almost drowning had really done a number on her. “I’ll be right back. Stay sharp.” I grabbed all three flasks and headed toward the brook we’d come across a quarter of a mile back.

      We were barely two hours away from the wall now. So close. Once I got back, we’d head off. We could do this.
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        * * *

      

      Wrapping the straps of the filled flasks around my wrist, I turned away from the brook and froze.

      A figure stood a few meters away. Five foot five, gray-skinned, and emaciated. Its arms were too long for its body, fingers slender and triple-jointed. Straggles of hair clung to its bulbous scalp like gray weeds. It stared at me with its black eyes and its teeth-lined gumless mouth. Its body dripped with water as if the water was coming out of its pores, as if the creature was leaking water.

      It was the thing from the river.

      It had found me.

      I grabbed a dagger from my waist and held it up. “Back off.”

      The thing groaned and staggered toward me.

      “Back the fuck off. Now!” I inched to the left, getting ready to make a break for it.

      The monster held out its arms as if inviting an embrace. It opened its mouth, and its eyes seemed to bug slightly, and then that awful screeching filled my head again. My thoughts tangled, and terror dug talons into my heart.

      “Stop!” I tried to cover my ears. I tried to run, but my legs refused to work.

      It was getting closer, and then it lunged.

      The scrape of its fingers against my shoulder broke my paralysis. I jabbed and buried my dagger in its chest.

      The thing stilled.

      “Dani…Why?”

      The voice came from its mouth. Vala’s voice. What the fuck? My brain screamed in horror as its skin rippled, and then Vala was staring at me, betrayal etched onto her face.

      “You left me.” She looked down at the dagger in her chest. “Why?”

      And then she fell to the ground.

      No…

      I fell to my knees and pulled her into my lap, but her eyes were already closed. Blood bubbled along the seam of her mouth, and she exhaled long and heavy as the life left her body.

      I stared at the dagger in her chest. My dagger.

      I’d killed her. A sob caught in my throat. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I…” How was this possible? How…

      The river…Something had happened. A trick. An illusion… But if Vala was the monster, who the fuck had I left in the clearing with Karl?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          25

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The forest whizzed by as I ran. Karl was in danger. That thing by the fire wasn’t Vala. It was a monster. No wonder it hadn’t spoken a single word. How had it made the switch?

      Almost there.

      A bellow.

      Karl!

      I picked up speed, and then the rocks were in front of me. It took less than a second to scale them and leap into the tiny clearing. Figures tussled on the ground. Vala on top of Karl.

      “Get off. Vala, what the fuck?” Karl yelled.

      But it wasn’t Vala. Her teeth clamped onto Karl’s shoulder. He screamed, high-pitched and painful. And then my body made contact with the thing. I knocked it off Karl, taking it to the ground.

      It was Vala’s face, but those eyes, that snarl—it wasn’t her. Vala was gone. I scrambled for my dagger while struggling to keep the thing pinned while it bucked, trying to get free. My fingers grazed the hilt of my blade, and then fire chased a path across my cheek.

      The pain loosened my grip on the monster, and then I was the one pinned to the ground.

      Shit. No.

      “Vala, stop!” Karl called.

      He didn’t get it. He didn’t realize.

      The thing opened its mouth and lunged for my face. My scream curdled the air.

      Whoosh.

      The thing stalled, eyes wide, arrowhead protruding from its open mouth.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      I shoved it off me as it morphed into the gray monster and scrambled away from it, kicking up dirt with my heels.

      The thing lay on its front, unmoving.

      Dead.

      Dead by arrow.

      Oh, fuck.

      My head whipped up to see a figure dressed in deep blue step out of the shadows and into the clearing. His golden hair gleamed in the sunlight, and his amethyst eyes were filled with urgency.

      “You need to go now,” the Winter prince said. “Get up and run.”

      I didn’t question because there was fear in the prince's eyes. Unadulterated terror that you couldn’t fake.

      I hauled a bleeding Karl to his feet, grabbed his shirt and weapons belt, and got the hell out of there.
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        * * *

      

      Why did the Winter prince save us? The question kept spinning in my mind. Dammit, I hated not knowing someone’s agenda. At least with the other champions, it was easy—they wanted to kill us. Summer hadn’t followed us across the river, though, but that might be because they’d seen what I was dragging out wasn’t my friend.

      Vala was dead.

      I’d killed her.

      No guilt. Not your fault.

      This place was filled with deceit and death, and I needed to avoid being on the receiving end and start dealing out both.

      How many hours until the trial ended? How many hours did I have left to get into the center of the labyrinth?

      We were almost there. Almost at the wall. Karl had barely said two words since we’d run. He was in shock. Weak, bleeding out. My body ached from carrying his weight.

      “Stop,” he said.

      “We’re almost there.”

      “No.” He stopped walking. “Please. Danika. Stop.”

      “Fine, we can take a short rest.” I lowered him to the ground so he was propped up against a tree.

      “No,” he said again. “I’m not going to make it.”

      I wanted to argue with him, but his face was bloodless, his brow beaded with perspiration, and although the wound at his shoulder had mostly stopped bleeding, it had gone black and green around the edges, and an icky smell was coming from it. A dead smell.

      “I can feel it inside me,” he said. “The dead feeling.”

      I shook my head. “We keep going.”

      “No.” He gripped my hand. “I’ll only slow you down and for nothing. Listen to me, Dani. Listen. You have to make it out alive. You have to get to the Keep and find the weapon.”

      “What? How do you know about that?”

      He coughed and wheezed. “I didn’t get picked by lottery. I volunteered.”

      What? He had everything he needed back home. “Karl…Why would you do that?”

      “We want the same thing, Dani. To be free of them. You’re not alone, but right now, you are our only hope.”

      Our hope? “Who are you talking about?”

      The snap of a twig had my head whipping up. I scanned the clearing. “Karl, we need to go. Now.”

      I tried to pull him to his feet, but he resisted. “Go, Dani.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      His mouth turned down in sorrow. “I know. Tell Elsi I love her. Tell her I died well.” And then he slit his own throat.

      I stared at him as the life bled from his eyes. I hadn’t seen the dagger. I hadn’t seen it…

      Another crack.

      Shit.

      Goodbye, Karl.

      I turned and ran.
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      Solo, I was fast.

      Solo, I made it to the wall in half the time, but I wasn’t the only one. Several figures had beat me to it. Humans like me. I heard them before I saw them and slowed my pace as I approached the edge of the clearing that housed access to the wall. There were four humans standing by the pillar that housed a lever and instructions that were actually a warning. They argued and gesticulated. For fucksake, if I could hear them with my human hearing, then any shining ones close by would be getting an earful too.

      I hung back in the tree line and blended into the growing shadows.

      “I say we fucking pull the lever and deal with whatever happens,” a wiry guy said. He stood taller than the others, his face set in a scowl. My gut told me he was the self-appointed leader of this group.

      “Like last time?” one of the women said.

      There were two females and one other guy in the group. It wasn’t lost on me how the remaining woman and guy stepped back from the speakers as if distancing themselves physically would be enough to avoid being drawn into verbal conflict.

      “She should have listened to me,” the wiry guy said.

      “You only care about yourself.”

      “Fuck you, bitch. I’m not getting killed because you’re too scared to fight whatever comes when I pull that lever.”

      “It says the price is flesh and bone. What the fuck do you think that means?”

      The guy reached for the lever, and the woman shoved him. He responded by backhanding her. The other woman cried out in alarm, but the remaining guy shrank back, shying away from a fight. The wiry, angry-looking one pulled the lever.

      The world rumbled, and then it began to rain in the clearing. For a moment, nothing happened, and then the people by the pillar began to scream. Their skin was steaming.

      It was the rain.

      It was burning their skin.

      The man who’d pulled the lever moved fast. He grabbed the woman closest to him and yanked at her top, ignoring his own pain. She didn’t fight him hard enough, and then he had her shirt, which he wrapped around his head. The others clawed at their faces, and skin melted onto their bubbling fingers, hanging there in fleshy strings. The wall began to shimmer, and a door opened up inside it.

      The wiry man ran through.

      The other humans fell to the ground. It was too late for them, but not for me. I had to get through the door. But how could I avoid the burning rain?

      The answer came to me suddenly.

      The tarp?

      I had a fucking tarp.

      The door up ahead was beginning to close. Shit. I grabbed the tarp from my pack, threw it over my head, and ran toward the aperture. Droplets still managed to sting my fingers, but I was fast, sprinting across the ground toward the door and through.

      The world went bright, blinding me, and then I was thrown forward. I flung my arms out to brace my fall.

      Slowly, the brightness ebbed, and I could see again.

      Emerald blades of grass pricked my palms, and a sweet scent filled my nostrils. I pulled myself up and stared at the rolling plains below me. I was on a hill, and below me was nothing but lush green meadows and winding streams. Nothing but open ground. And far beyond it all was the shimmer of the skywall.

      A chill bit into my heart.

      Summer was going to be deadly.
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      Night came too quickly, and there was nowhere to hide in this mockery of the Summerlands. There were too many wide spaces with open plains and not enough forest cover. The heat was unbearable, leaving me sweaty and sticky beneath my leather vest and arm and leg braces, but I’d be damned if I was about to shuck off my armor. Not when I was being hunted.

      Somehow, the Summer champions had caught wind of me. They were hunting me. I’d evaded them twice now, once by crossing a stream, which confirmed to me that they either couldn’t or didn’t like crossing running water. And the second time, by hiding behind a waterfall. The heat had dried off my clothes in no time, though, thank goodness, and there was no denying the cool water had been a relief against my feverishly hot skin. But they had my scent, they were tracking me, and I had no doubt they’d keep coming until they had me. I needed to get to the wall. Just keep moving until I reached the center.

      Night brought the shadows and some relief. I used them for cover, and the tiny copse I’d discovered was the perfect rest spot.

      Would Killion find me here? Would he come? An hour ticked by as I huddled under a slender tree. I checked my compass again and again. I was headed in the right direction. No rumbles, no horns. No warnings. It made it harder, not easier. I guess that was what the architect of this place had intended.

      Somewhere someone screamed.

      I squeezed my eyes closed and resisted the urge to leap up and head toward the cry. I couldn’t save everyone. I was here to save Nina and whoever they had taken from me and placed in the center of this labyrinth that wasn’t a labyrinth.

      I had to stay alive. No risks.

      But it’s nighttime now. Now is when we are strongest.

      The sword.

      I touched the pommel lightly. It had been silent throughout the day, and I’d almost forgotten it could speak.

      Killion had asked me to trust it.

      There are Tuatha not far from us. To the east. Two. We can kill these two.

      My heart beat faster. I needed to wait for Killion. I couldn’t take any risks.

      You don’t need to wait for any man. You are your own mistress, and together we have the power. There is no risk in the certainty of victory. Besides, if there are fewer threats, the course will be smoother.

      I felt that power then, coursing through my veins in the form of adrenaline. Taking them out meant saving human lives. Taking them out would make winning so much easier.

      “Let’s do this.”
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      The sword was right. The Tuatha weren’t far. Confident in their power, they’d camped out in the open with only a couple of large trees for cover. I’d expected Summer, but these were Autumn, their clothes brown and deep russet in the firelight.

      They spoke in low voices, sharing a flask between them. A baku lay on the ground with a silver chain wrapped around his neck, the other end tied to a tree. There was a welt on his nose that was still bloody. Wait…I recognized that creature. The small hound the Spring Tuatha had with them. What were Summer Tuatha doing with him?

      The spoils of war.

      Beyond the flames was a man, bound and gagged but speaking volumes with his rage-filled eyes.

      It was the man from the pillar—the wiry killer. Karma was a bitch, all right.

      I circled their campsite, shielded by my shadows. They clung to my shoulders like a cape that swirled and whirled around me, hiding me from view. My gaze tracked to the human again. They’d take his head. Put it in a sack. Yes, there was a sack on the other side of the fire next to their other supplies. How many heads did they have? How many would this man’s head take that count to?

      He deserves to die.

      He’s human.

      And some humans deserve to die.

      I couldn’t argue with that. I’d seen what this one had done. I’d felt his lack of compassion. I took another step, and a branch cracked beneath my boot.

      Shit.

      One of the Tuatha raised his head. “Did you hear that?”

      The other searched the shadows, looking straight at me for a long beat, and then shook his head. “Nothing. There is nothing and no one out there.”

      “Summer is close,” the other man said. “But my killing their prince will have slowed them down.”

      “But now they will come for you, my prince. They will want vengeance.”

      They’d killed the Summer prince?

      “This will not sit well with the courts. It was understood that the monarchs were not to be harmed.”

      “Not harmed by the Tuatha or Danaan,” the Autumn prince said. “No one said the humans couldn’t harm them.”

      “You would place the blame with the guard? Pfft, you give them too much credit. No one will believe such a tale.”

      “Do I? You saw the Spring prince and his companions. Slaughtered. Who do you think did that?”

      There was silence as they both dwelled on this.

      I did the math in my head. With the Spring team and the Summer prince out of the game, that left the Autumn and Winter teams at full capacity and the Summer down by one…and then there was the Winter prince…Was he friend or foe?

      Focus. It’s time to attack. Their weapons are on the other side of the fire. We can cut them down before they can arm themselves.

      Yes, they were overconfident. Pathetic, considering they suspected humans had slaughtered the Spring team.

      I drew the sword from its sheath.

      I’m thirsty.

      Yeah, so was I.

      Taking my shadows with me, I attacked.

      It was over in seconds. Too quick. They didn’t see me coming until their throats were gaping at me in bloody lines. I dropped the shadows, emerging fully to root through the Tuatha supplies. I wasn’t making the same mistake as last time. If they had stuff I could use, I’d take it.

      The baku growled, but its eyes were more wary than aggressive. The bound wanker made eager sounds. I glanced his way to see his eyes wide with hope.

      Yeah, like fuck was I helping him. “You let your companions die.” I pulled out an extending spyglass. Nice. “You took a woman’s shirt to save yourself.”

      He stopped trying to speak and simply stared at me.

      My lip curled. “I saw you. I saw what you did. You don’t deserve my help.”

      He began to moan, to try and speak to me.

      Not interested.

      The baku, on the other hand… I held up my hands to the beast and slowly crouched a few feet away.

      “I’m going to let you go, okay?”

      The beast stopped growling.

      “I’m going to cut the chains, and you’re not going to attack me. Do we have a deal?”

      The baku slow-blinked.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” I raised the sword, ready to bring it down on the chain, but never completed the swing.

      A body hit me from the side, taking me down. I lost my grip on the sword, and then a hand was around my neck, and I couldn’t breathe. My eyes bugged as the Danaan above me crushed my throat slowly. His eyes gleamed in the firelight, fangs on display in a snarl.

      I was going to die.

      The thought galvanized me into action. My nails raked the bastard’s face, thumbs aimed for his eyes. He dodged and increased pressure. I slammed an arm back to the earth, searching frantically for a weapon. My fingers grazed the hilt of my sword.

      “No!” A shadow hit him, swirling around him and pulling him off me.

      I rolled onto my side, clutching my throat, coughing, and gasping for air. Through my tears, I watched Killion tear the Danaan to shreds. Blood misted the night and coated each breath I took. The bound man cried out over and over, his words muffled by his gag, but there was nothing but euphoria singing in my chest as my mentor ended the Danaan’s life.

      I staggered to my feet and grabbed my sword, not that Killion required the assist. He was already done.

      The Danaan was in pieces, and Killion stood before me in all his shadow-form glory, eyes blazing like twin nebulas in his face.

      “You almost died.” His voice was a desperate rasp.

      And then I was crushed to his chest.

      He was hugging me. Crushing me to him as if every atom in his body depended on the contact. It was the most emotion he’d ever shown, and for a moment, my body was stiff and unresponsive in his arms, but then it melted into him, molding to him, craving him with a heat that was violent and unnatural in its intensity.

      Maybe it was the fact that I’d almost died. Maybe it was the fact that I was done denying my feelings.  The why didn’t fucking matter. I slid my hands up his back and into his hair. It was silken between my fingers. I pushed up on tiptoe, my cheek sliding against his jaw. I could feel the stubble, but I wanted to feel his mouth, and so I did.

      I claimed it with mine, molding my lips to his. His body tensed, and for a moment, I thought he’d pull away, or turn to smoke, but with a growl of surrender, he kissed me back. His lips were honey, and his tongue was silk in my mouth. We tasted each other, deep and desperate for long seconds, and the connection that had always existed between us bloomed brighter, tighter, stronger until my body was thrumming with it.

      Tears stung my eyes, and nostalgia gripped my chest. Longing ripped through me as if this moment was nothing but the shadow of a memory waiting to be obliterated by the light.

      He broke the kiss, looking down into my face with an expression that made me want to cry for reasons I didn’t understand.

      “We need to get to the skywall,” he said. “It’s not far. I can get you there in a few minutes.”

      The moment was over.

      I nodded. “What took you so long to get to me once the sun went down?”

      “I came as soon as I sensed the sun go down,” he said. “Time moves differently under this dome and it wasn’t easy to get through the wards to this place. In fact, it was almost impossible.”

      It was a warning. “You don’t think you can make it back, do you?”

      “I don’t know. But I’m here now, and I’ll get you as far as I can.”

      It was the most I could ask for.

      I strode over to the baku and brought my sword down on the chain binding it to the tree. It snapped with a clink, and the beast was free. For a moment, it didn’t do anything.

      I backed up, my grip on the sword sure and tight just in case it attacked. “Okay, off you go then.”

      It stood slowly and took a couple of steps back.

      “Go!”

      It turned and ran.

      The man began to babble behind his gag again.

      “What about him?” Killion asked.

      I looked down my nose at the man. “Leave him here.”

      Killion blinked slowly. “Are you sure?”

      He was a bad man. The kind who used his fellow humans as shields, and I had no empathy for the likes of him. “I’m sure.”

      Killion didn’t argue. He scooped me up into his arms and ran with me. We made it to the skywall in less than five minutes. But there was already a door open in the wall, and the earth around it was churned up as if huge moles had burrowed up to explode into the night air.

      Legs poked out of one of the holes. A human body. I rushed over, grabbed the ankles, and tugged. The legs came out. Just the legs. There was nothing above the hips. That part was gone. Chewed off by whatever had come out of the ground.

      “Oh, fuck.” I let go and stepped away.

      “It seems as if someone opened the door,” Killion said.

      I didn’t have any idea what they’d faced, I was just glad I didn’t have to. “Let’s get out of here before whatever did that comes back.”

      Together, we stepped out of Summer and into Autumn.
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      Autumn was a series of orchards filled with moonlight and the crunch of leaves. Winding paths snaked between the many trees and bushes, and dead apples and pears littered the ground. My stomach rumbled. How long since I’d eaten?

      “Stop and recharge,” Killion said. “I’ll keep watch.”

      It was the first words he’d said to me in an hour. His silence was a barrier, preventing me from bringing up the kiss and building the wall between us back up again. Yes, it wasn’t the right time to wonder about his feelings or his intentions, or what us meant, or even if there was an us, but my heart needed to know, even if it wasn’t right now. For now, I’d give him the space and accept the silence because there was so much more at stake.

      The priority was Nina and the weapon, but if I had to pick between those two, then…I hoped it didn’t come to that. My stomach rumbled again, reminding me that food was a current priority.

      I found a boulder and sat down with my pack. The dried fruit bar and the water hit the spot, but my eyes ached for sleep. There was no time for dreamland. If my calculations were correct, I had less than twelve hours to get to the center of this construct. Sleep could wait.

      “We should get moving.” I made to stand, but Killion pressed me back down with a hand on my shoulder.

      “You need to rest. Half an hour, at least. I’ll run ahead and search for the wall.”

      I grabbed his hand or tried to, but my fingers slipped through his like smoke.

      He didn’t want to be touched right now, and that pissed me off.

      I glared up at him. “Why?”

      “Why what?” He sounded confused.

      “Why does everything have to be on your terms?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You decide when I get to touch you, but you touch me whenever you want.”

      He sighed. “If you’d prefer me not to touch you, all you need to do is say so.”

      Urgh. He made me sound like a brat, a stupid, petty brat, but that wasn’t it at all. The truth was all tangled and complicated, and the timing of everything was off.

      I kept my voice even, mimicking his calm tone. “I don’t mean that, and you know it.”

      Silence hung between us for long seconds, and then his shoulders dropped slightly. I hadn’t even noticed they’d been tensed.

      “It takes energy to touch and be felt,” he admitted. “I expended a lot when I fought the Danaan and then carried you.”

      In other words, he hadn’t intentionally smoked on me. “Okay. I guess that makes sense.”

      Two lines appeared between his shadow eyebrows. “It means I can’t carry you to the next wall. It means I can only accompany you part of the way before…”

      My heart sank. “Before the sun comes up.”

      Before he was forced to leave me. I didn’t want him to go. I didn’t want him to leave me, and I sounded like a whiny, scared bitch.

      “You’re strong, Dani,” he said. “You can do this. You don’t need me.”

      Yes, yes, I did. I needed him, and I wanted him, but those weren’t words that I could say right now even though my throat ached from suppressing them.

      Instead, I reminded him of the facts. “I almost got killed.”

      He shrugged. “Your hand was on your sword when I got to you. You would have freed yourself.”

      He was acting all cool now, but in that moment by the fire, I’d heard the desperation in his voice. In that moment, he’d been afraid. In that moment, he’d torn a Danaan to shreds, and in that moment, he’d kissed me. He’d fractured for a moment, and I’d melted into those cracks, taking what I could and giving whatever he’d accept, and now…Now those cracks were sealed, and we were back to mentor and pupil.

      “You don’t need me,” he said again.

      I doubt it was me he was trying to convince. Still. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “I mean it.”

      “I know.” I guess now wasn’t the time to hide behind quips and humor. “It can’t be long to the center now, right?”

      “I believe it’s beyond the next skywall.”

      I blinked up at him. “How can you know that?”

      “There are only four seasons on this planet,” he said. “But there were five in their original world, and I believe that the final part of this labyrinth will see you pitted against that season.”

      “Do you know what it is?”

      “The season of storms. The most dangerous and the most exhilarating.”

      He knew so much. Too much. My gut twisted with foreboding. “If I hadn’t known you for so many years, if you hadn’t saved my life, I’d think you were one of them.”

      His back stiffened, spine straightening. “You’d compare me to them?” His voice was as stiff as his posture.

      I’d insulted him with my half-arsed accusation.

      “I…I’m sorry. You just know way too much about them, that’s all. You can’t blame me for wondering.”

      “Wondering? Would one of them save your life?”

      The Winter prince. I pressed my lips together. I didn’t want to argue with him.

      He made a sound of exasperation. “There are many ways to gather knowledge, Danika.” There was a crisp edge to his tone, reminding me that he was the mentor and I the student.

      He stepped away from me. “Stay here while I find the wall. I’ll be back soon.”

      And then he was gone.
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      The final wall was to the west. The trumpet of horns filled the night, and the world rumbled beneath our feet at regular, short intervals. Music drifted from the left and the right.

      Confusion.

      That was all there was.

      My head ached from concentrating on our path. Killion stopped after every rumble and adjusted our direction accordingly. The compass no longer worked. The needle swung back and forth with no conviction. Killion was my compass now.

      There was a crackle to the air that had my hair standing on end all over my body. It drew my nipples into peaks and sent tingles to my core. It was a heightening of sensation that came and went like a tide. Like a pulse washing across the land.

      “Can you feel that?” Killion asked.

      I cleared my throat. “Um, yeah.”

      He wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I think it may have something to do with the center of this labyrinth.”

      The storm season. What kind of storm had this effect? But the closer we got to the wall, the worse the waves got, and then the sky began to turn gray.

      Sun-up was imminent.

      The days were super short here and the nights even more so. As if time had been condensed.

      “How much farther?”

      “Six hours at your pace,” Killion said.

      It wasn’t a dig, just a fact. He looked up at the rapidly lightening sky, and my stomach sank.

      “I don’t want you to go.” I made a grab for his hand, and this time he remained solid. “I wish you could stay.”

      I was stepping over the line he’d redrawn earlier, but I didn’t give a shit.

      He squeezed my fingers slightly and stopped to face me. “Listen to me, Dani. Whatever happens, you need to live.” Behind him, the sky grew lighter. “Don’t be a hero. Not when you’re this close. Remember to weigh the risks. Remember that not everyone can be saved in this place, but if you live, thousands of lives may be protected outside.”

      He grazed my cheek with his fingers as if committing my face to memory, and then the sun came up, obliterating him.
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      The Autumn orchards didn’t last. With the next rumble, the world beneath my feet shook and then spun. I crouched, palms kissing the earth to ground myself against the dizziness and confusion, and when the noise died down, the trees were gone, and a narrow track stretched out in front of me, sloping gently down toward a village of tiny houses and winding streets. There was even a steeple reaching for the sky.

      The compass was useless, and without Killion, I had no clue if I was headed in the right direction. What to do? Change course or go forward? The sound of hooves in the distance galvanized me into action. There was no cover on the track or either side of it, but there was plenty of cover in the village.

      I broke into a run, away from the sound of hooves and toward potential safety. By the time I hit the village, my limbs were heavy with exhaustion. The sound of hooves was still on the wind. They were headed this way. I needed to take cover. A farmhouse stood to the left, surrounded by land; there was even a pasture visible rolling out behind it. I barreled toward it and slipped under the porch awning. The door was ajar, but there was no time for caution. I needed to hide. I ducked inside, stifling a sneeze as dust motes tickled my nostrils.

      The sound of a horn being blown shattered the silence. So close. Too close. Just outside. I stood with my back to the wall beside the window by the door and then peered out in time to see two figures on wulvhounds gallop past. They had full-sized baku with them too, prickly spines puffed out so they vibrated as they ran.

      I sank to the ground, my heart beating way too fast. I was safe. For now. Maybe they’d just run all the way through the village. I’d wait for an hour then head out. At least I knew I was on the right track. The wall had to be this way.

      Timothy’s pocket watch told me I had less than five hours to get to the center of the labyrinth.

      It had to be enough.

      The creak of wood had me going into alert mode. Silence followed, but my nape was tingling, and my scalp prickled. There was someone here.

      Slow and stealthy, Dani. Easy… I moved away from the door and farther into the shadows of the hallway. There was an open door to my left, and the bottom of a staircase was visible through it.

      Another creak.

      Oh, shit, someone or something was inside here with me.

      Another human? Please let it be another human.

      I pressed myself against the wall and waited. Bootfalls, scuffed and muted, but still audible, were coming my way. I held my breath, ready for whoever came through the door.

      A male figure stepped out. I lunged and got him in a headlock. The scent of vanilla assaulted my senses.

      “I won’t hurt you,” the man said.

      Ha, as if he could. Wait a second.

      Golden hair.

      Embroidered deep blue clothes.

      Winter prince.

      Fuck!

      I released him and shoved him away from me before drawing my daggers. He may have saved my life from the river monster, but that didn’t mean he was on my side. These bastards were tricky, and if he made one false move, I’d cut him so fast he’d be dead before he hit the floor.

      We faced off, and he held up his hands. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      I showcased my teeth in a jagged smile. “I can’t say the same.”

      He sighed and lowered his arms. “Look. Neither of us wants to be here.”

      Neither of us? Huh? I kept my expression cool and arched a brow. “Speak for yourself. I volunteered.”

      He tipped his head to one side as if conceding my point. “And I had no choice. I just want to make it out alive.”

      And then it hit me. Why the fuck was he solo? “Where’s your team?”

      He swallowed. “Out there, hunting. Humans…Me.”

      Hunting him? “What are you talking about?”

      This had to be a trick.

      “I’m talking about the fact that my team wants to kill me.” His smile was wry. “I’m not what they want in a prince. Too soft. Not Tuatha enough. Ironic, since they’re all fucking obsessed with feeling emotions.”

      Yeah, I’d picked up on that. “Why? Why do they want to feel?”

      “They don’t, not really, but my species has always wanted what it can’t or doesn’t have, and in this case, the thing they covet is humanity. The problem is, all they can do is mimic emotion. They can’t actually feel it.”

      “And you can?” I didn’t bother to keep the skepticism out of my voice. “How?”

      “I’m an anomaly. I’m…wrong. I guess I’ve not been too good at hiding it.”

      I snorted derisively. “You did fine when the Hunt was killing children. You did fine when I was being beaten.”

      His jaw clenched. “I’m sorry.”

      Just sorry? I stared at him as the anger building in my chest calmed. For some reason, sorry was better than if he’d tried to make excuses. Sorry said, I did bad shit, but I feel bad about it, and it could be a copout, but his amethyst eyes said different. They weren’t cold and dead like the other Tuatha. When he looked at me, it didn’t feel like he was dissecting me.

      He was different.

      Question was, how could I use that to my advantage? I narrowed my eyes. “They want to kill you because you have feelings?”

      “They think I’d make a weak monarch. I have two younger brothers who’d be less…empathetic, so with me out of the way…”

      Empathy…what did he know about that? Maybe he was a little different from the others, but empathy…Heck, many humans hadn’t mastered that skill yet.

      I needed more information. “How many humans have you killed?”

      “None.” He tucked in his chin. “Which is my point. But the Regency games must be attended by the princes of each court that intend to rule. I’m next in line for the monarchy for Winter. I had no choice but to come. However, my reluctance to kill has turned my team against me, or maybe this was their plan all along.” He sighed. “I’m not a warrior. I’m not a fighter. I would much rather be in my chambers, reading a good book.”

      Bram Stoker’s Dracula…

      The corner of his mouth turned up as if he was reading my thoughts. I hardened my expression. I wasn’t here to make friends with the enemy. Trusting one of them was like stepping into a cage with a starving lion and hoping it curbed its primal urge to hunt. But if I got him out alive, maybe he could help me with Nina. A straight-forward clinical deal would suffice.

      He was watching me warily, and I noted his disheveled state for the first time. The blood on his cheek, the dirt on his clothes and under his fingernails. The tangles in his golden hair. He looked hunted.

      I sheathed my blades. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll keep you alive, but in return, you need to get me to my sister, Nina. You took her. Remember?”

      He frowned. “The Hunt took her. I merely rode with them.”

      “You rode with them and watched them murder innocent children.”

      He winced. “I had no choice.”

      He was weak, and he made me sick. But he was also scared, and that was my advantage. “Can you get me to my sister or not?”

      He wasn’t a fool. I could see his mind working behind his pretty eyes. He might feel, but he was still one of them, a cold, calculating predator.

      “Well?” I prodded.

      “Yes. I can get you to her.”

      It would have to do. He could change his mind later, renege on his deal. Hell, he could decide to double-cross me and hand me over to his team to save his skin, but if that happened, I’d make sure I took him out with me. Right now, in this moment, the deal was the best option.

      “So, we have a deal?”

      “It’s a deal,” he replied.

      “We just need to stay alive for the next few hours. Do you know how to get to the wall?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      I’d put my daggers away, but now I relaxed. “We wait here for a little while before heading out.”

      “Good plan, they should be through the wall by then.”

      “Will they hurt our loved ones?”

      He looked at me in confusion. “Loved ones?”

      “We were given a message that someone we loved had been taken and could be found at the center of the labyrinth.”

      He cursed softly.

      “What?”

      “That’s a lie. That isn’t how the games work. The center of the maze is the killing ground. Nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide. It’s an arena where the remaining teams fight for the last kills.”

      “You kill each other?”

      “We’re not supposed to, but everyone has their own agenda, and what happens in the labyrinth stays in the labyrinth.” His smile was laced with bitterness. “When it’s all said and done, only the headcount matters.”

      Human heads. Don’t think about it. “Rest up, we leave in thirty.”
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      Once we got into the village proper, we stayed close to the houses, running through the backyards, keeping low, and taking cover at every strange sound. According to the prince, the skywall was on the other end of this village. The houses were getting farther apart now, the yards bigger, which told me that we were getting close to the other end of the village.

      “How many are left alive?” the prince asked as we crossed a lawn with a tiny pond and a rickety old swing set.

      I shot him a sharp look.

      “I know you’ve been killing them.”

      “Four. Two Summer and two Winter.”

      His brows shot up. “You killed the rest?”

      “I didn’t kill the Summer prince. Autumn did that. And I haven’t killed you…” I left the sentence hanging with a silent yet.

      He nodded and blinked his pretty eyes. “So, it will be four of them against us and any humans who get through.”

      “How long will we have to stay in the center of the arena?”

      Until the thirty-six hours is up, I assume,” he said.

      “Then we wait till the last minute to go through that wall.”

      His eyes widened. “Of course. There’ll be no need to fight then.”

      Doh. He was pretty, but he wasn’t too bright. I jumped the fence into the next garden. This one was dappled with orange and russet leaves, so the grass looked like a golden carpet. A regal oak tree with a treehouse planted high in its branches stood in the center. A rope ladder dangled from the platform.

      “Wait here.” I didn’t check to see if he would comply, but climbed the ladder and hoisted myself up into the treehouse.

      It was empty, but someone had placed a rug up here to make the floor more comfortable. I scooted over to the window and peered out. From this vantage point, I could see that we were on the edge of the village. A field lay beyond dotted with posts, probably where scarecrows were hung in the summertime. And beyond the field was the skywall. We could make it in less than fifteen minutes at a run, and until it was time to make that run, this was the perfect place to hide.
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        * * *

      

      “We’re not evil, you know,” the prince said.

      “We don’t need to talk.” I kept my eyes on the field, looking for movement.

      “I want to explain.”

      Annoyance flickered to life in my chest. Why the fuck couldn’t he shut up? “Look, we have a deal that benefits us both. I don’t need to know anything else.”

      “But you hate my kind.”

      “Yes.”

      “Because you think we’re evil.”

      “Really? You want to have this conversation now? You want to piss me off so I fucking leave you to rot?”

      He frowned.

      “You’re murderers. You get pleasure from playing fucked-up games with us. You hunt us for sport. You are evil.”

      “We’re predators.”

      “Fuck off. Predators hunt for food. They don’t hunt for sport.”

      He was silent.

      “You can make excuses all you want, but the fact remains that your people are sick in the head.”

      “Wanting to understand humanity, wanting to feel something doesn’t make us evil. Can you imagine standing at the foot of a rainbow and seeing nothing but gray? That is what it’s like for most Tuatha. There is a deadness inside them, inside us, that’s grown over the centuries. We weren’t always like this, you know. There was a time when we were almost like you, and then the sickness came, and it left us…barren of emotion and with a yearning to reclaim the ability to feel.”

      A sickness? Fuck this, I wasn’t getting sucked into his stories. I wasn’t allowing him to defend his people. “So, you kill us? How is that going to help you in the slightest?”

      For a moment, there was a flash of ice in his amethyst eyes. A reminder of what he was. “We’ve hunted and conquered for generations. It’s what we do, but I agree that hunting humans is too much. I asked my tutor, Aredor, about it once. I asked him if it was our way of punishing your people for having something we didn’t. He told me that might be partly true, but the main reason was something entirely base. For in that moment, as the life drains out of a human’s eyes, a shining one can feel that light inside of himself.” He sighed. “They are misguided. Not evil. They are yearning for something you take for granted.”

      Oh, boy, I wanted to bitch slap him. “And killing you will achieve that, how?”

      He dropped his gaze. “Killing me is politics.”

      “No, Tuatha are evil.”

      His eyes widened. “Where did you hear that word?”

      I turned away to look out the window. “None of your fucking business.”

      “No one has called us that in…in forever.”

      I’d heard that his kind were ageless, and partly to deflect from his line of questioning and partly because I was curious… “How old are you?”

      “Fifty human years,” he said.

      He looked good for his age, not a day over twenty-five. “You were born here?”

      He nodded. “One of a small number. My people aren’t blessed with fertility, but our longevity helps us to survive. Still, we had to do something to keep our numbers. It’s how the Danaan were born.”

      I looked at him now, intrigued. “Go on.”

      He blinked slowly, but with him, it didn’t seem an afterthought. “We’ve been forced to procreate with other species to survive.”

      So, the Danaan were a combination of creatures from other worlds? It explained why they all looked so different when the Tuatha all shared the same perfect features.

      Movement in the field below caught my attention.

      There was someone down there. A female figure weaving across the field as if she was drunk, and then her voice drifted our way on the wind.

      “Help me…please, help me.”

      A chill brushed my shoulder, and the scent of vanilla tickled my nostrils as the prince joined me at the window. I shied away from contact. Shit, he was cold.

      “She’s hurt,” he said. “She’s in trouble. We have to help her.”

      I scanned the field. The long swaying grass at the outer edges could be used for cover.

      The prince scrambled toward the exit, and I grabbed the back of his tunic and hauled him back.

      “Wait.”

      He glared at me. “Someone is hurt.”

      If only he’d had the same consideration when his Hunt buddy had been hurting me.

      “It’s probably a trap. We need to be sure. Just sit down and let me assess the situation.”

      The corners of his mouth tensed, but he did as I asked, backing away from the window. I filled his space, straining my eyes to catch a glimpse of our enemy. They were there in the field. I could feel it.

      The woman stumbled and fell to her knees. Her weeping could be heard, reedy and lamented on the wind. A wind that picked up and blew grooves in the long grass, and that’s when I caught sight of them. Two figures crouched low. Two figures decked in deep blue.

      The Winter team.

      I’d been right. This was a trap. Thank God I’d stopped the prince. I made to turn away, to tell him what I’d seen, when another figure appeared in the field. Blue tunic, golden hair.

      Motherfucker.

      I looked behind me.

      The fucking prince was gone.

      The fucking prince was in the field.
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      I broke into a sprint as soon as my boots hit the ground. That stupid fool. The stupid overly empathetic twit was going to get his arse killed, and yes, I should let him die. I didn’t need him. Not really. He hadn’t been part of the original plan, and any assistance he might provide was an extra. I could get to the skywall while his comrades played twirl the intestines with his insides, that would be the smart thing. But stupid must be contagious because I was running into the field to save his arse regardless of all the reasons why I shouldn’t.

      Dammit, Killion was going to rip me a new one when he found out. Providing I survived this.

      Dammit, I had to survive this.

      Two of them.

      Two of us.

      I could take them.

      Would be easier at night and with the damn sword speaking in my head, but fuck it, I’d make do.

      The prince reached the woman and hauled her up. She fought, kicking and screaming. Of course, she thought he was with them. A killer.

      “Run!” My legs pumped hard as I ran in a zigzag pattern toward him. “Fucking hell, it’s a trap. Run!”

      He looked over his shoulder just as movement lit up the periphery of my vision.

      “Duck!”

      The prince dropped, taking the woman with him. An arrow whizzed through the air where his head had been a moment ago.

      He looked up at me, eyes wide with comprehension. Yeah, you idiot. “Run!”

      He threw the woman over his shoulder and broke into a sprint. I came abreast of him a moment later.

      “Zigzag!”

      I sprinted to the left, and he broke to the right. We met in the middle and then broke apart. Arrows whizzed past us, but we were almost at the wall.

      Half an hour early. Even if we made it through, they’d be right behind us. They’d kill us on the other side.

      No. Don’t think like that. You can fight. You will fight.

      We were a handful of meters from the wall when the woman screamed. The prince gasped and staggered forward.

      Shit. There was an arrow in her back. I veered toward the prince, grabbing hold of him, intent on pulling the dead woman off him.

      “It’s in me,” he gasped.

      Shit. I needed to get her off him. The bastards were gaining on us. I broke the back off the arrow and then slid her off it. The head was buried in the prince’s back.

      No time to do much now. I broke the arrow again as close to the head as possible, and then we were running for the wall.

      The pillar, where was the pillar? “I can’t see the pillar with the lever?”

      “There is none,” he said. “We go through.”

      The wall rushed toward us.

      He gripped my hand with his cold one, and then we dove into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      For a moment, I was blind, floating in a sea of stars, and then lightning tore a hole in the darkness, illuminating a huge stretch of sand that went on for as far as the eyes could see. My vision adjusted to the moonless night, to the arena made of grains that winked wickedly with every flash of lightning.

      The prince gripped my hand tighter.

      “They’re coming.” He pulled me away from the shimmering blue skywall and shoved me behind him. “Stay back.”

      It took a moment to register that he was trying to protect me, and in that same moment, two figures stepped into the arena. My gut churned with recognition. The antlered guy from the Hunt and some new bitch with short demon horns.

      They were his teammates.

      These two.

      I felt sick.

      “You don’t need to do this,” the prince said to them. “The game is almost over. Winter has won.”

      “How can Winter win if you live?” the demon-horned Danaan said. “You are the real prize.”

      “How much were you paid?” the prince asked. “My father will pay you double to see me home safely.”

      Laughter rang out in the night. “Your father would double his own ransom?”

      “Winter requires strong leadership,” the antler guy said. His face was chiseled perfection in the moonlight as he stalked toward us. “You are weak. This is nothing personal.”

      “Death is always personal,” the prince said. “You know that, brother.”

      Brother. Did he mean actual brother, or was it a figure of speech?

      “If you want the throne so badly, you can have it,” the prince said.

      Okay, so that answered my question. They were blood.

      “That’s not how it works,” demon horns said. “And you know it.”

      The antlered guy blinked, and this time, it was an involuntary action. His gaze slipped over the prince’s shoulder to me. “I know you.” He frowned, his gaze darting between the two of us. “Interesting.”

      “Everyone else is dead,” demon horns said. “There will be no one left to tell tales.”

      Everyone? No humans survived?

      He held up a sack that bulged. Heads…human heads. “I want her head.”

      The prince stepped in front of me. “No. No more death.”

      Maybe just two more?

      The sword was awake. I drew it and stepped away from the prince. “You want my head, then come and fucking get it.”

      Demon horns dropped the sack and drew a whip. Lightning flashed and thunder roared, masking the sound of the whiplash as it hit the sand. But he ignored me and went for the prince. The whip lashed, the prince froze, but I lunged, bringing my sword up to slash at the whip. Demon horns bellowed and advanced, lashing again and again. I blocked each blow, backing up under the assault.

      “Stop!” the antler one cried.

      At least I thought he did. It was hard to hear above the crack and rumble of thunder.

      Demon horns advanced, and the whip became two. I shoved the prince out of the way when he tried to help with his measly daggers. Dammit, where was his bow and arrow when you needed it because it was getting harder to block this bastard, and the only way to stop him was to get close enough to stab, impossible with the glowing barbs whipping about in my face.

      Lightning blinded me for a moment, and fire cut into my shoulder.

      And then I was hauled off my feet as someone grabbed me from behind. The stench of mud and shit filled my nose. I kicked back with my heels, earning a sharp squeeze that cut off my breath and made my eyes bug.

      Demon horns stopped his assault and smirked at the attacker. “Alive then, Barok. I thought the swamp swallowed you whole.”

      “My head,” my captor said. “I take it, and I win.”

      “Not likely,” demon horns said. “This win belongs to Winter.”

      My vision grew dark at the edges, and my grip on my sword slackened.

      Grip on my sword.

      I still had the fucking sword.

      Focus. Do not lose consciousness. We can get out of this if you use me.

      I blinked back the darkness at the edges of my vision, gripped the hilt tight, and brought the sword up, throwing my body to the side to get a stab at my captor. A bellow blasted my eardrums, and then I was free.

      I hit the ground and ran toward the prince, planting myself firmly in front of him. I recognized the newcomer, the Danaan who’d been with the Summer prince. The one who’d had Liana tied to a tree. He’d made it, and now there were three against one, because, let’s face it, the prince didn’t count.

      The antlered Tuatha was staring at me, mouth pressed in a thin line.

      This had to be over soon, surely. “How much longer?”

      “Not long, I think,” the prince said.

      My limbs ached, and my chest hurt. I was flagging, but there was no time to gather my wits before demon horns and tusk face charged me.

      Let’s dance.

      My sword flashed and clanged against the Danaan’s blades, sliced at the demon horns’ whip, and then buried itself in the Danaan’s side. He went down just as the green glow of the whip hurtled toward me. I threw my body back, bending at the waist to avoid the lash. It swept through the air, parallel to the ground, inches from my chest as if in slow motion.

      Demon horns’ bellow of rage was pure emotion. So much for being impassive. Ha. Renewed vigor flooded me as we clashed once more, blade to whip, over and over. His strikes grew more and more erratic as the rage took over his face, and then he charged me, sudden and unexpected, hitting me in the chest and throwing me onto my back. I hit the ground with an oomph and brought up my blade, ready to counter his next attack, but it didn’t come.

      Fuck, he was going for the prince.

      I rolled to my feet and broke into a sprint. The prince’s face was a mask of determination as he fell into a defensive stance, blades up. The demon-horned guy was almost on him. I pushed myself, injecting a burst of speed, and then I was smashing into the Tuatha, grappling him to the ground. But he was strong, much stronger than me. He kicked out, and my body flew off him, arching through the night until gravity claimed it and pulled it down. I braced for impact, for pain, but it never came. Instead, the shadows caught me, cushioning my blow and lowering me to my feet.

      “What?” Demon horns was staring at me in horror. “What did you do?”

      Movement over his shoulder had my gaze flicking up to meet the antlered Tuatha’s eyes. A flash of silver followed, and demon horns made a gurgling sound. He stared at me in shock from above the red wound across his neck, and then he dropped to the ground.

      I stared at antler guy, and he stared back, his gaze impassive. He wiped his blade on his thigh and sheathed it.

      “I don’t understand.”

      Mist billowed up from behind him. He smiled, a cold action in his perfect face. “Congratulations, you survived the games.”

      And then the mist was shooting toward me, into my mouth and down into my lungs, and the world floated away.
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      My mouth felt fuzzy and icky. I peeled my eyelids open and stared at the high ceiling, silver and smooth above me. The light was a strange artificial shade and made my eyes prick.

      “You’ll get used to it,” a smooth male voice said.

      I sat up too quickly, and my head spun. “What the—” Shit. World, stop moving. The world complied, and I stared at antler guy sitting casually in a chair at the end of my bed. He was dressed in a blue so deep it was almost black, and he looked more lethal than he had in the labyrinth. His stag antlers gleamed as if they’d been buffed, and his dark hair fell around his horns in silken soft waves. His face, with its angled, sharp-jawed brutal beauty, negated the romantic hairstyle. The air felt charged and thick, and the hairs on my nap quivered.

      A shiver ran up my spine. “Where am I?”

      “You’re in the Keep, of course.”

      The Keep. The fucking mothership. My heartbeat sped up.

      “Our guest of honor and the lone human survivor of the Regency games. The human who slaughtered the rival shining ones in the name of Winter. The elder council and the royal family are eager to meet you tonight.” He arched a brow. “Keeper of Winter.”

      “What?”

      “That’s what they’re calling you.” He shrugged. “I may have whispered it in a few ears, of course.”

      What the fuck was he playing at?

      His moss-green eyes narrowed. “But I figure you have your own agenda…”

      I smoothed out my features. “What game are you playing?”

      “It’s called politics. It’s called keeping a handle on the power. No human was expected to survive, you know, let alone slaughter any shining ones.”

      “You didn’t have to tell them I’d killed the others. You could have taken credit.”

      “And alienate the other courts? You killed their princes.” His eyes widened in mock horror. “We would never have done that.”

      “Autumn killed Summer’s prince, not me.”

      “No…No, I’m afraid that was you too. You killed the princes and their entourage, but you protected your prince with your life. You were his shield.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “And you don’t need to. You’re a weapon now, Danika Khatri. Winter’s weapon. Winter’s Blade.” He tapped his chin. “Oh, that’s much better. I’ll have to make amendments.”

      “You’re insane.”

      He sighed. “Oh, if only I was. Existence would be easier. My name is Aspen, and I’m your only friend in this place.” He sounded almost weary. “Play your part, Danika. Smile and nod and accept the boons offered, and you and your family will live to ripe old age in relative comfort. It’s more than many others will ever get.”

      He stood and headed for the door, but I wasn’t done with him.

      “Where’s the prince? Where’s my stuff, my weapons, my sword?”

      He paused at the door. “The prince is indisposed. Your pack of items is on the dresser along with your weapons belt, sans daggers, of course, and if the sword belongs to you, it will find you.”

      He left the room through a sliding door that closed behind him, blending seamlessly into the wall.

      What the fuck did he mean about the sword and the prince…I needed him if I was going to get Nina.

      I lay back down and glared at the ceiling. There was no way I was being paraded around in a fucking ceremony. I needed to get to Nina, find the weapon, and get out of here.
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        * * *

      

      A female Tuatha dressed in a cream tunic and pants entered my room an hour later with fresh clothes in Winter blue and gold. She didn’t speak to me as she laid them on the bed; in fact, her hands shook slightly, but she kept darting looks my way.

      She was afraid.

      Of me?

      A human?

      But she was also curious.

      I needed to get out of the room and find the prince, and maybe this Tuatha would be able to help me.

      “What’s your name?”

      She sucked in a sharp breath and stared at me fully for the first time. Damn, Aspen had done a good job of spreading fear about me. What had he said about me?

      “Your name?” I hardened my tone slightly, playing on her fear.

      “Blossom, Keeper of Winter.”

      “I need to see the prince, Blossom. Take me to him.” Not asking, telling. “Now.”

      She blinked in surprise. “I…those weren’t my instructions. I was told to bring you clothes and—”

      I stepped into her space, and she shrank back. “Do you know what I’ve done? What I’m capable of?”

      Her nutmeg eyes went wide. “I…I was told to bring clothes.”

      “And now I’m telling you to take me to the prince. Believe me, he won’t be pleased if he discovers you disobeyed me. I did, after all, save his life.” I smiled, keeping it cold and thin.

      She swallowed and nodded. “Yes. You saved the crown prince.”

      “He would be displeased if you refused me.”

      God, I sounded poncy, but fuck it. It was working.

      She swallowed again and nodded jerkily. “Of course.”

      I didn’t bother to change into the new clothes. I wouldn’t be here long enough to need them. What I needed were my weapons, and the prince would make sure I got them.
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      The maid, or whatever her title was, led me through a network of silver-walled corridors that reminded me clearly that we were in a spaceship. The Keep, the whole structure, was their mothership. They’d come to our world in this. A whole race of people and the damn thing was huge, but it didn’t hit me how huge until we stepped through a door into a bustling chamber filled with bodies headed to and fro. There were balconies above and below connected by glass lifts that zoomed up and down. I spotted clothing stores and smelled food.

      “What is this place?”

      The maid glanced back at me. “The rotunda. We shop and socialize here.”

      She led me across the balcony to a bridge that stretched across it. For a few moments we were above it all, so many floors above it. This was no ship. This was a fucking city unto itself. This Keep was enough to house them all. Why did they need Middale? I caught a few curious looks, but no one stopped us or said anything to us, and then we were on the opposite balcony.

      The maid slipped through another door and into another network of silver corridors.

      The place was a maze.

      We took a short lift ride and exited onto a corridor where a silver door faced us. There was a panel beside it.

      The maid pressed it. “Your Majesty, the Keeper of Winter wishes to see you.”

      I was suddenly nervous. What was I doing? This place was insane. Even if I did get to Nina, even if I managed to get to this weapon that Killion wanted me to find, how would I ever get out again?

      Speaking of Killion… “What time is it?”

      The maid blinked at me.

      “Day or night?”

      Without windows, it was impossible to know.

      “It will be sundown within the hour,” she said. “The celebrations will begin at eight p.m.”

      Plenty of time to get the fuck out of here, and then the door slid open, and the crown prince was staring at me. It hit me that I didn’t even know his name.

      “Danika…”

      “Your Majesty, a word please.” I gave him a polite closed-lip smile for show.

      He nodded. “Of course.” He ushered me in but didn’t invite Blossom to join us.

      “I’ll be here to escort you back,” Blossom said.

      “No need,” the prince said. “The Keeper of Winter is now in my charge.”

      Blossom inclined her head and then walked off.

      The door closed, and the prince turned to me. “Does Aspen know you’re here?”

      “No. What the hell is going on?”

      He rolled his lips into his mouth. “A play of some kind. I have no idea what kind, though. I woke up in my chambers to be told you’d been put into Aspen’s care by the council.”

      “What?”

      “He owns you now, Danika. They’ve given you to him.”

      “Like a pet? I’m not a fucking thing to be given.”

      He looked sad. “You know that isn’t true.”

      Yeah, these Tuatha had a god complex, all right. “Well, I’m not staying. You promised to help me if I kept you alive. Well, I did. So, you need to hold your end of the bargain.”

      “Your sister.”

      “Yes.”

      He looked away.

      “What? What the fuck is it?”

      “I’m sorry, I…I needed your help…”

      A chill trickled down my spine. “You have no idea where she’s held, do you?”

      He shook his head. “I know she’s in the Keep, just not where. The Hunt passes the humans they reap to Cronos, the head of our council and advisor to my father.”

      “They’re not given new families, are they?”

      His eyes were dull as he shook his head.

      “How can you do this? How can you lie to us like this? What are you doing to our children?”

      His expression hardened. “I don’t have control over any of this.”

      “Then what is the point of you? I mean, you’re the crown fucking prince. This will be yours someday, and you have no clue?”

      His expression hardened. “My father paid to have me killed. That’s how much I matter.”

      Ah, yes. I’d forgotten about that. He was useless to me. “I need to go.”

      “You can’t walk around the Keep without a chaperone.”

      “Why not?” My lip curled. “I’m the Keeper of Winter, the prince’s protector, and slaughterer of anyone who challenges Winter’s reign.”

      He sighed. “Yes. Aspen has made quite a name for you.”

      And I intended to use it to my advantage. “You say you don’t know where Nina might be kept, but there must be some part of this Keep that is off-limits? An area that’s classified.”

      He wouldn’t meet my gaze again, and it struck me. He knew exactly where she might be; he might not be certain, but he had a hunch. He was just too afraid to tell me.

      Softly, softly, Dani. “I don’t know your name.”

      He looked at me in surprise. “Palamon.”

      “Palamon, I know you don’t agree with what they’re doing to the humans, and I know that my sister is in danger.”

      He looked torn.

      “You promised to help me. You gave me your word.”

      “I can’t be seen with you. I can’t take you there without putting my life more at risk. The red zone is off limits to all but a few; any breach is punishable by death. My father won’t hesitate to uphold that punishment if I’m found there.” He turned away. “I didn’t realize I was such a burden…”

      He needed comfort, but I was on a deadline, and to be honest, I didn’t care about his issues or Tuatha politics. I needed out of this metal coffin.

      “Then tell me how to get there. A map, something.”

      “If you’re caught—”

      “I’m on my own. I get it.”

      He strode away from me, farther into his room, and I registered the opulence of his chambers for the first time.

      Here the metal was hidden by drapes and carpets and fancy cushioned seats and a low coffee table. There was a door to the left, leading into a connecting room. Bedroom maybe? The whole setup reminded me of one of those fancy hotels. How could he live here, day in and day out? It was so impersonal and generic. There was nothing unique about this space. Nothing that felt lived in.

      But maybe that was a Tuatha curse. He fiddled with something on a side table, and then came over to me and handed me what looked like a watch.

      “It’s a navigator. We use these outside the Keep, but I’ve programmed in a map of the Keep. If you’re caught, you can’t tell them where you got this.”

      I nodded and strapped on the device.

      “Just tap the button on the side, and it will bring up the map and track your movements. You’ll be the dot. See?” He tapped the button, and the screen lit up. A map bloomed to life and then zoomed in on one location with a green blinking dot. “The dot is you.” He used his finger to scroll across and up to a part of the map that was marked in red and blanked off. “This is where you need to go.”

      It wasn’t far, at least it didn’t look far on the map.

      “You need to hurry,” he said. “Aspen will come looking for you in just over an hour to take you to the hall for the celebrations. My father will want to show you off to all the dignitaries and other court officials. If you intend to leave, you need to do it before then.” He scrolled again. “There are two exits. One here, and one here.” He marked the spots on the map with the tip of his finger, and they lit up orange. “I’m sorry…” He looked genuinely torn, and the anger that was simmering inside me ebbed a little.

      “I get it. You want to live. Who doesn’t, but there comes a point where you have to ask yourself…what is it you’re living for?”

      I turned away, not waiting for an answer.

      I was done with the prince.
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      Tuatha are self-obsessed arrogant wankers. I mean, I’d always believed that, but now my beliefs were confirmed. No one gave me more than a cursory glance as I made my way through the fucked-up maze that was the Keep. It was only when I got to the red zone on the map that it hit me: I had no way of getting past the security on the fucking doors, which were barred by a panel. This was techno-shit and way above my expertise.

      Fuck.

      Wait. My pack. I had the penknife.

      I might be clueless when it came to electrical shit, but if I could get the panel off, I might be able to disrupt the circuit, force it to short-out, and get the damn door open. If there were alarms, then I’d be fucked, but—

      Awareness skittered up my back. I froze, hands on the panel, barely breathing, and then familiarity coursed through me, and my eyes pricked with relief.

      “Killion.” I turned to my shadow mentor.

      “You made it.” His voice held relief.

      I grinned up at him. “Did you doubt it?”

      He smiled, his eyes lighting up. “Not for a second.”

      We locked gazes for a long beat, and heat stained my cheeks. I dropped my gaze. “You don’t happen to know anything about tech, do you?”

      “Enough to get you through this door.”

      “I thought you couldn’t get into this part of the building?”

      “I can get past this door, but there are a couple of rooms beyond that I cannot enter. The room that houses the weapon is one of them. You need to open this panel.”

      I flipped the panel off the wall with the knife.

      “The red wire needs to be cut,” Killion instructed.

      I obliged, and the door hissed open. There was a long corridor beyond.

      “Hurry.” Killion led the way down the corridor, past a series of silver doors, all closed.

      “My sister, which room is she in?”

      “The weapon first,” Killion said. “If we have that, then we can save your sister.”

      My gut twinged, and I came to a standstill. “No. I came for my sister. The weapon was just a bonus.”

      He turned to me and grabbed my shoulders. “Listen to me, Danika. Without the weapon, there is no escape from the Keep. There will be no way to get your sister out. We may have already tripped an alarm. Guards could be on their way. We need the weapon to fight them off.”

      Dammit, he had a point. “Fine, show me where it is.”

      Killion grabbed hold of me, and the world shifted, and when it righted itself, we were outside a chamber with a door made of thick wood. It looked odd against the silver ship walls. Symbols were etched into the wood, familiar symbols that teased the back of my mind.

      “You’ll need to use your knife to alter them. It will disrupt the power of the symbols.”

      I flicked open the knife and did as asked, then looked at Killion. His eyes glowed brighter in his head, and then he stepped through the door.

      “Wait!”

      There was no way for me to get in. No button or panel. Unless…I pressed my palm to the door and pushed.

      It swung open, admitting me into a circular chamber that was empty except for a glass coffin in its center. Killion hovered above the coffin, but my attention was on the man beneath the glass.

      Dark hair, alabaster skin, chiseled cheekbones, and a perfect pout of a mouth. I stepped closer and looked down at him. Dark lashes made fans against his cheeks, and a straight nose spoke of aristocracy and breeding. His chest was bare, hairless but muscled. Silver tattoos marked his upper arms and chest, but it was the face I kept coming back to because I knew that face, even though I’d only ever known it as shadow.

      “You need to wake me up, Danika,” Killion said softly.

      I looked up at Killion, hovering above the coffin, and my throat pinched. “You…” Would his eyes be as blue once open in his flesh-and-bone face? “How?”

      “There is no time to explain. You have to trust me.”

      But my mind was whirling with information and possibilities. “You’re the weapon?”

      “Yes.”

      He was powerful, strong, even as a shadow, and if the Tuatha were holding him here like this, then there was no doubt in my mind he was more powerful in the flesh.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “What do I need to do?”

      “Break the glass.”

      And that’s when I saw the symbols woven into the glass so finely that they were almost undetectable, or maybe I’d just missed them because I’d been too busy ogling Killion’s body.

      His head jerked up. “Quickly. Guards are coming.”

      I smacked my fists onto the glass, but the damn thing was solid. The penknife? I used the blade to stab the glass. Not even a scratch.

      Killion’s agitation was a palpable force now. “Hurry, Danika.”

      “It won’t smash. Dammit. I need my daggers or my sword. Fuck, the sword would smash this thing to smithereens.”

      I punched the glass again, heat lighting up my lungs because, dammit, if only I’d gotten the prince to get me my sword…

      Figures spilled into the room. Guards in blue, toting weapons the likes of which I’d never seen.

      “Guns,” Killion confirmed. “Don’t move. They can shoot you from a distance with them.”

      Guns? I’d never seen anything like them. Small plastic-looking things that fit in their palms. A new kind of weapon or maybe one we’d been conditioned to forget.

      “You can’t fight them,” Killion said. “Don’t fight, or you’ll die.”

      The guards looked confused, keeping their weapons trained on me, but their gazes flitted across the room, searching for the owner of the voice. And then a shadow rushed them, knocking each off their feet. Sharp sounds ricocheted off the walls, and I crouched, covering my head.

      More guards poured into the room; these had swords. Killion wouldn’t be able to fight them all. Shit. With the blade of my penknife as my only weapon, I dove into the fray, ducking and stabbing. If I could get a sword off one of them, I could use it on the glass. I took a boot to the chest and fell back onto the coffin. The guard’s hand was on my throat, his sword arm coming up to stab. Terror rushed through me, followed by anger at being so defenseless.

      No!

      A weight settled in my palm, the hilt of a sword. I swung, spearing the guard in the head with the blade of my sword.

      “Fuck, I could kiss you.”

      Please, don’t.

      I shoved the guard off and brought the sword down on the glass with a crash. It splintered, disrupting the symbols.

      Ah, so this is the path we’re taking.

      Behind me, Killion had cleared the room of threat. He stood, staring at the cracked coffin, and then he closed his eyes and vanished.

      What the fuck? “What just happened?”

      I stared at the body in the coffin. “Killion?” I leaned over him, staring into his face. “Killion, are you in there?”

      He opened his eyes, startling blue that speared me with heat, and then his mouth parted, and his voice spilled from perfect lips.

      “Step back, Danika.”

      I stumbled back and turned away. The glass exploded, and when I looked, I found Killion standing in the flesh where the glass coffin had once stood.

      “Killion…” I rushed toward him, and he wrapped his arms around me, real, solid, warm arms. “I can’t believe it.”

      He held me tight, crushing me to him, and then he slid his hand into my hair, urging me to tip my head back. His lips found mine in a desperate kiss that tore the breath from my lungs and seared me with wanton heat. I melted into him, winding my arms around his neck and sliding my tongue against his, hungry for the taste of him, sweet like nectar.

      He pulled away with a ragged moan. “Dani…you did it. You freed me. Thank you.”

      My heart felt swollen, and my chest ached with the need to laugh and cry at the same time. My lips throbbed with the desire to kiss him again, and my arms begged me to hold him some more, to inhale his sweet scent. But we weren’t safe. Not yet.

      I took a ragged breath of my own and composed myself. “We have to grab Nina and get out of here.”

      He took my hand, and we shifted out of the room and appeared outside another chamber.

      “Here,” Killion said. “I’ve seen them take humans through this door.”

      There was no panel on it.

      “How do we get in?” I scanned the frame, looking for a lock, anything.

      Killion stepped forward. “Allow me.” He stepped toward the door and slammed into it. He stood, palms braced on the metal, a look of confusion on his face.

      “What happened?”

      “I can’t get inside.” He sounded perplexed.

      “What?”

      “I thought once I was whole again, I’d be able to shift through this.” He slapped his palm to the metal. “Why can’t I get in?”

      My pulse fluttered, and my head grew light as panic took hold. “You said you were a weapon…”

      He looked devastated. “It seems I need time to build my strength back up. I’ve been in that glass box for a long time.”

      What to do now? There was no way into this room, none I could see. I needed help. Information. I needed…time.

      The thud of boots echoed down the corridor behind us. Killion grabbed me, and we shifted once more, and I knew instinctively that he was trying to get us out of here.

      “No!”

      I pulled on the shadow strings that controlled this mode of transport. I felt the trajectory shift, and then we materialized in a corridor just outside the red zone. Killion pressed me into an alcove, wreathing us in shadow as more guards ran past. The length of his body was pressed to mine, my mouth level with his collarbone. He smelled like moonlight and stars and night blooms.

      He tucked in his chin and brushed his lips against my temple. “Dammit, Danika. Don’t fight this. We have to get out. We can come back for Nina once I’ve built my strength.”

      I wanted to go with him, but the reality told me that was impossible. The truth which I’d avoided finally hit me in the chest like a sledgehammer. There was no freedom for me even if I got to Nina. Not while my family was trapped in Middale. If I ran now, if the Keeper of Winter disappeared, there was no doubt my family would pay the price somehow. I’d only get one shot at escape, and it had to be with Nina in tow when my family was safe and far away from Middale.

      I pressed my cheek to his chest. “I have to stay.” My words were a whisper.

      Killion made a sound, part pain, part sob. “I can’t leave you here with them.”

      I took a shuddering breath. “You have to.” I gripped him tighter, inhaling him, memorizing his unique aroma. “Gather your strength and come back for me.”

      His fingers dug into my hips. “Seven days,” he said. “I’ll give you seven days. After that, you’re mine regardless of whether you find your sister. I won’t lose you again, Dani.”

      “Again?”

      His expression twisted in torment, his gaze misting as if he was being assaulted by memories.

      “Killion?”

      His gaze sharpened, fixing on me with a determined intensity. “You’re mine.” He kissed me, a bruising kiss that left me aching. “You always have been.” His chest heaved against mine, his hands moving over me as if memorizing my every curve.

      I arched into him, offering him my breast so he could cup it and knead it before he claimed my mouth, swallowing my moans. What were we doing? This was madness. This was dangerous. But I couldn’t stop.

      We couldn’t stop.

      The tension of the past year, the almost-kisses, the fleeting caresses, they all pooled together to create this moment. This explosion.

      His hands tangled in my hair, and he pinned me to the wall, groin to groin, his arousal pressed against my heat. He devoured my mouth as if it were a ripe peach, swirling his tongue inside and sucking on my lips like a man possessed. Our moans and groans were too loud, and yet I didn’t care. I needed this. I wanted this. The pressure, the friction in just the right spot.

      “Fuck!” Killion pulled away. “Dani…” He nuzzled my neck. “Come with me. There is more at stake than a handful of lives. The whole of humanity is at risk, and you and I, we’re connected. If I’m going to save your people, I need you by my side. I may be the weapon, Dani, but you…” He pressed his palm to my cheek, brushing his thumb across my lips. “You’re my trigger. You always have been.” His lips brushed mine in the softest of kisses, and I shared his breath. “I can’t lose you, I won’t.”

      I wanted to. I wanted this. I wanted him and freedom and safety, but I wanted my family’s safety, too. More than anything I could want for myself. “Seven days.”

      His gaze tracked a path across my face as if committing it to memory. Then he gripped my jaw and pressed his lips to my parted mouth, branding me with an unquenchable heat. “Seven days,” he growled. “Play the part, Dani. Play the fucking part.”

      And then he was gone.
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      I’d made it back to my room. I was safe, but Killion was gone. I was alone. My chest ached. What if I couldn’t do this? What if I failed?

      Part of me wished I’d left with Killion, but the bigger part reminded me that I would never have forgiven myself if I’d abandoned my loved ones. My mouth was still swollen from his kisses, my body ached for his touch. Seven days. I had seven days to make this work for me.

      Focus.

      I fingered the deep blue tunic the maid had left for me. I’d put it on, along with slacks. The clothes fit my body snugly, but the material was light, breathable, and easy to move in. The blue shade matched Aspen’s clothes, except mine weren’t embroidered in gold at the cuffs and collar.

      Someone would come for me soon, and the show would begin. They couldn’t know I’d had anything to do with Killion’s escape. If I was going to get into the red zone again, they needed to think I was their puppet. That I was loyal.

      They needed to believe I would do anything for them.

      You need to hide me.

      I looked at the sword on the bed beside me.

      Hide me now.

      Someone was coming.

      I grabbed the sword and shoved it behind the dresser before perching back on the bed just as the door slid open.

      Aspen stepped into the room, bringing the crack of frost and the sharp, sweet scent of berries with him. He was holding something in his hand—a weapons belt? I didn’t get a good look at it before he tucked his hands behind his back.

      He looked down at me, raking me over. “You clean up well.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I suppose you heard the commotion.”

      It wasn’t a question. “What was it about?”

      He shrugged, but his expression was speculative.

      “You don’t know?”

      “Being a Prince of Winter is merely a title. It doesn’t come with knowledge or power. Not even the Regency holds power. The power is held by the council.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because we are about to play a game, Winter’s Blade, a game where the odds are life or death, and if you want to survive, you’ll need to learn the rules, and to do that, you’ll need to trust me.”

      My pulse kicked up at his words, and my mind scrambled to figure out the possible meaning behind them. Wait, had he just asked me to trust him?

      “You’re deluded. Why the hell should I trust you?”

      “Because you wouldn’t be alive if not for me.”

      He’d killed his teammate to save me. How could I have forgotten that teensy fact?

      Question was, why? “What’s your game?”

      “Play along, and maybe, if you’re a good girl, I’ll tell you.” He slow-blinked, dark lashes fanning against high cheekbones.

      What choice did I have?

      I nodded.

      He handed me the weapons belt he’d been holding. “Put this on. It’s time.”
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      The new weapons belt housed a dagger with a gold hilt and a blade that was so sharp I could probably cut myself looking at it, but I’d barely had time to appreciate the weapon before being whisked out of my room by Aspen.

      The sense of being trapped intensified as he led me through winding corridors, deep into the maze that was the Tuatha mothership, and into an ornate antechamber. Double doors faced us, tall and wide, and two liveried guards stood ready to open them.

      Aspen looked down his nose at me. Frightening and regal with his burnished stag horns curving up from his head. “Blink away the tears, and cover your pain,” he said coolly.

      Tears? I touched my cheek to find it wet. Motherfucker.

      “Winter’s Blade does not cry. Winter’s Blade is deadly.”

      I had no idea what his agenda was, but I’d go with it.

      Seven days.

      I wiped away the traitorous tears.

      And then the doors were being swept open, and I stepped through, ready for the performance of my life.
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