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Pronunciation Guide


Izel
(eye-zul)
Deyanira
(day-uh-neer-uh)
Ezryn
(ez-rin)
Seriah
(sir-eye-uh)
Thalassa
(thal-uh-suh)
Deimos
(dee-mis)
Cadmus
(cad-mis)
Bahati
(buh-hot-ee)
Maertisa
(mare-tee-suh)
Ealdir
(eel-der)
Earae
(air-aye)
Codrus
(cod-ris)
Shira
(sh-eer-uh)
Zelos
(zel-iss)
Sitia
(sish-uh)
Rumus
(room-iss)
Thenas
(thay-niss)
Vaella
(vay-luh)
Clazarene
(claz-uh-reen)
Chapter 1
Izel




Warm blood slips down my finger as I trail it along the length of the blade, eyes mulling over the deceitful creature in front of me. At the top of the clocktower, nestled beneath the broken face, he looks as pathetic as he did when I brought him in here an hour ago, albeit a lot bloodier.
“Even gods bleed like the rest of us. Funny how that works,” I mutter, lifting a single brow at the male strapped to the chair. Certainly nothing of a godly sort in spite of the words he’s been spewing to his collection of desperate followers. But when the gods only come when they’re clouded by their lust, anyone is willing to believe anything.
“Just tell me what you want,” he hisses, straining against the metal cuffs locked around his wrists and ankles. Fortified, enchanted, and expensive but worth every cent that I paid for them. Not even a god would be able to break free. Still, a speck of fire burns in his eyes as he struggles to find kindling to keep it going. I’ll take that from him soon enough, stomp it into nothing but ash and smoke.
I slam my foot into the open space on the chair between his legs, grinning as I stare down at him. The feathers on my wings ruffle behind me, my shoulders twitching. He pants heavily, body trembling as he spews hot breath all across my skin. It reeks of buffalo sauce that’s been left out in the sun for weeks on end. He tries pushing himself back in the chair, struggles to spread his legs further apart to keep my foot away. Pathetic.
I level the knife inches from his face, tilting my head as I examine his dark blue skin. It shines with sweat, glistens with icy blue blood from the cuts that I’ve already given him. It’s certainly striking compared to the flaming magenta hair that ripples across his head, sputtering and weak as his strength continues to wither away.
“What I want is simple,” I reply with a shrug, flicking back a lock of dark hair dripping down past my waist. “Stop stealing from the poor and using their money to buy yourself hookers. Is it really that hard?”
His crystal blue eyes widen, fear seeping from his pores and filling the air. Delicious, juicy. My mouth waters as it tingles my nose. “How do you know about that?”
“Everyone knows about it,” I hiss, slashing the blade through his forearm. Blood sprays across the floor, staining the dusty concrete. Not a hint can be seen on my clothes, all black and chosen specifically for this reason.
He yelps, a shrill sound that sends laughter rumbling out of my throat. His hands grip the arms of the chair, but they still tremble. How the mighty fall.
“But if you’re going to pay for sex,” I begin, “then maybe you should find a pimp that isn’t a loose-lipped, light-weight.”
It was a cakewalk, really. Some of the easiest work that I’ve done. Silvanus, a notorious pimp in Sybar, might’ve had a horde of guards armed to the teeth trailing behind him and waiting to strike at anyone that caught their eye, but they didn’t think to check in the shadows where the monsters like to hide. Monsters don’t think they have to be afraid of their own kind. Stalking him from bar to club before pretending to stumble around with a flirtatious grin while prying free his dirty little secrets was boring. Yet the things I learned were worth the price of my night.
“Fine,” Osias gasps, baring his teeth at me. “I’ll stop. Just let me go.”
I step back, tucking the knife into my belt as I survey the male. Fear billows off of him in thick waves, feeding the hunger gnawing at my stomach. It quiets the bloodlust staining my gums. He thinks he’s in the clear, that I don’t know what else he’s been doing. As if I’m an amateur. As if I’m not the greatest assassin that Clazarene has ever seen and will ever see if I have anything to say about it.
“I knew you’d see it my way,” I sing as I walk around behind him. He strains against the back of the chair as he watches me, every inch of his bulky frame trembling. Twice my size in both height and muscle mass, but it was easy to get him here. I hook an arm around his neck and tug, tipping the chair onto its hind legs.
Osias gasps, choking into the crook of my arm as I drag the chair across the tower. The massive face of the clock looms over us, a dull amber light sifting through the room. Frozen at six, left abandoned like most of the creatures that live in the outskirts of this city.
“What are you doing?” Osias sputters, wiggling his body and tilting the chair back and forth as I drag him toward the platform overlooking the four-hundred-foot drop to the ground. Chains hang from the bell mounted to the wooden beams holding the ceiling up, still and undisturbed for years.
I release the chair with a groan, letting it fall onto the ground beside the platform’s edge. My foot rests against his arm as I bend over. “Do you think I’m an idiot, Osias? Do you really think that I don’t know what you’ve been up to?”
He jerks his head away, eyes bulging at the sight of the open pit to his left before he quickly looks back at me. “I…I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“A shame,” I say, kicking the chair into the abyss. His screams bounce off of the brick walls as he plummets and I sink onto the floor, legs dangling over the edge as I watch his body become nothing more than a speck. The chair cracks and splinters across the ground, his grunt flying through the air before the tower grows silent once more.
One less scumbag in the worlds to worry about.
While Osias had been stealing from his followers and buying out various prostitutes for the evening since he’d begun his cult, he’d recently picked up a hobby. Not only would he sleep with these males and females, but he would then slaughter them afterward and leave their bodies in the bed for whatever hotel’s cleaning service to find. Gruesome and brutal, if not a bit tactless. Unfortunately for him, he’d used the same false name at every hotel he stayed at. It was too easy to decipher: Siaos.
Males like him have a special place in my heart; a different kind of slaughter reserved for them.
I laugh at the memory of his stupidity as I slip over the edge, wind roaring in my ears as I plummet through the clocktower. My stomach leaps into my throat, laughter echoing around me as I sink through the open air. The ends of my leather jacket lap against my back, dark hair flying around my face and tangling itself in every which direction.
My wings snap open in an instant, catching the draft and jerking me to a stop. I brush away my hair and look down at the ground mere inches away, the gentle flap of my wings meshing in rhythm with my heartbeat. I tuck them against my back and drop onto the bloodied concrete, surveying the mess at the base of the clocktower that I now have to clean up. Nothing but pulverized flesh and blood and bits of chair. No one will look at the heap of death and recognize Osias.
Symmetry to the work that he’s been doing.
The doors of the clocktower creak open behind me.
“Oh, gods,” Thalassa mutters, a groan seeping out of her throat. Her disgust cascades off of her and crawls across the ground, latching itself onto my bones and churning my stomach.
Yet I grin as I spin around, resting my hands on my hips. “I’ve been thinking about putting a canvas down at the bottom. Abstract art is getting pretty popular, you know. I’m sure we’d make a fortune.”
“You’re disgusting,” she says as she pulls a tie from her wrist. She wraps her vibrant blue hair into a messy bun, matching eyes flickering as she tries not to look behind me. As per usual, she’s wearing ripped skinny jeans tucked into lace-up boots and a billowing top that hides her curves. “Can we just get this cleaned up already? I could hear his scream from across the city.” She doesn’t wait for my reply before plunging her hand into an invisible pocket seemingly created out of thin air, pulling out rubber gloves and aprons and a tarp which she promptly drops onto the ground in between us.
“I was only joking,” I mumble, snatching one of the aprons off the ground. I slip it over my head and tie it behind my back before donning the gloves. With a long sigh, I kneel into the puddle of glistening blue blood and start tossing pieces of battered flesh and bits of broken chair onto the tarp that Thalassa has spread out. Another day, another dumpster chair lost. They’re getting harder to come by.
“How was your day, anyways? You’ve been gone for a while,” I say, lifting a single brow at her over my shoulder.
While she usually chooses to avoid the clocktower when I bring in someone for interrogation, or “torture time” as she likes to call it, Thalassa has normally returned before I send them over the edge to finish the job herself on her own terms. It results in a smaller mess, an easier cleanup task. Not always as extravagant as I prefer, but I’ve never interfered with her work.
She rolls her eyes, grimacing as she kneels beside me. “Don’t pretend like you’re interested in hearing about the bidding wars even though you should be. Killing lowlifes and criminals doesn’t pay the bills, Izel, unless you’re a registered bounty hunter.” Her brown skin shines with an iridescent light in the darkness, freckles twinkling with bits of sunlight as she cleans alongside me.
Bounty hunters get paid significantly well for the work that they do, but they’re bound by laws and contracts. If someone wants the target alive, you must deliver them alive, and that’s not always something that I can promise. After learning what someone has done to deserve the target on their back, my gut usually takes over and I strike first and ask questions later. Far too many deceitful and deplorable people have gotten off easy because of the people putting the price on their heads, preferring the justice of them rotting in a prison cell rather than in the ground.
“It might not pay the bills, but it’s fun,” I say, gesturing to the mess in front of us with a wicked grin. “Don’t tell me that you’re not overjoyed when you get to kill someone before I have the chance to finish them off.”
In fact, I know that she is ecstatic whether she’ll ever admit it or not. And she knows that I’m telling the truth. Despite her magic and powers from the sun goddess, she’s nothing more than shadows and darkness like me.
“I’m not,” she huffs, diving into the infinite pocket once more. She pulls out sponges and a bottle of bleach, dumping everything onto the ground. “Because it isn’t worth anything to anyone. Sure, we might be doing some good work for this forsaken city, but who notices? Who cares?”
“I think the prostitutes and gigolos walking the streets will care,” I answer with a shrug, tossing the last of the chunks onto the tarp. They land with a sickening, sloppy thud and a shiver wrestles itself across Thalassa’s body before ricocheting to mine. I grab the bottle of bleach and douse the floor before picking up a sponge to start scrubbing the blood away from the concrete. “Now they have nothing to worry about aside from greedy males with small—”
She holds up a hand, pressing her lips together as she shakes her head. “We’re not going there.” She stands and rolls up the tarp, tucking it away into the pocket with another shudder. Can she feel the impact? I don’t know much about her infinite pockets, never bothered to ask because of how useful they are. If they work, why question it? “We’ve got an actual job, Izel. And it’s going to pay our way to paradise.”
“You’ve said that before,” I remind her, not bothering to look up from the blood that I’m wiping away.
As it happens, the last time she said those words we had taken a job that we were unqualified for in every sense of the word. We nearly lost our lives and had to flee the country because of the bounties on our heads; hence why I’ve been living in an abandoned clocktower on the edge of the city for the past couple of months. As much as I like to claim that I’m the best, I have to watch the backs of those who aren’t, which results in a lot of slip-ups.
“I’m right about this one,” she says with a firm voice, her pride and confidence swelling and rising through the air like a balloon. I’d rather not pop it just yet. “We just need one more person to pull it off. Luckily for us, I’ve already called him and we’re meeting at Desiccation.”
I groan, clenching my jaw as I look at her over my shoulder. I’ve now decided to stomp on that balloon. “No.”
“He isn’t my first choice either, but what other options are there?”
“Tons,” I snap, tossing aside the sponge and climbing to my feet. I narrow my eyes, assessing the emotions waving off of her body and the conflictions swirling through her mind. She hates the idea almost as much as I do but believes there isn’t another option. Except I know there is. Anything to avoid seeing his smug face again after what he did. “Why do we need him?”
She gathers up the supplies and tucks them away, ripping the apron from my body. “You need to change first. You have blood on your clothes.”
I glance down at myself and shrug in response. “I don’t think it’s noticeable and you’re changing the subject. Why do we need him?” Black covers blood stains remarkably well and the color compliments my wings beautifully. Very few children of the air god are gifted with wings and even less have black wings. It marks me as different, an outsider even amongst the kind that I live with.
Thalassa rolls her eyes but trudges for the door, not bothering to wait for me because she knows that I’ll follow her despite my better judgment. It’s been a long time since I ventured into the heart of Sybar and glimpsed the city and the people and creatures that meander through the streets once the sun has set. Much like me, they’re outsiders and cling to the darkness because it’s been their only friend.
From the top of the hill where the clocktower sits, Sybar stretches out around and below as we walk through the illuminated streets. Glass and metal buildings stagger through the hills, glowing under the blue streetlights speckling the sidewalks. Cars streak by in a daze of yellow and red lights. Flickering neon signs dot the shops and bars fill the central stretch of the city. Even from a mile down the road, the sounds of life can be heard as people and creatures mill about, passing in and out of the various establishments.
Downtown has been modernized, upgraded, transformed into a hub of music and booze and life, while the surrounding districts have been left in shambles. They were forgotten, ignored because of those that are forced to live there. Nothing but the lower class, the homeless, and the deceitful cling to the eastern edge of Sybar. The upper class live on the north and south, creating a bridge of oppression through the city. Long ago, I vowed to destroy the lines that had been made, slaughter the upper class and rip them out of their glass palaces.
Thus far, I’ve yet to do anything. I’ve been distracted, but one day I will. One day, Sybar will crumble by my hands.
“Spill,” I say, lifting a brow at Thalassa after several minutes of walking in silence. I know enough to understand the stakes at risk, the danger we’re walking into, but I need a distraction. I need to focus on something other than whom we’re about to be meeting, otherwise I’ll charge into the bar and rip his heart out straight through his back. He certainly deserves it.
“It’s only a rumor,” she begins, unable to meet my gaze, “but if it’s true then we will be regarded as the heroes of Clazarene. We’ll have enough riches to be set for all of eternity.”
In this instant, I know the fool’s errand that we’re running. I know that some desperate idiot has toyed with Thalassa’s unwavering and immortal faith in the gods and convinced her to hunt down the one fable in our history of the unimaginable. The impossible. Once Cadmus learns, he’ll never agree to help us, and I don’t blame him.
My steps slow and I cross my arms over my chest, wings ruffling behind me. “She’s a myth,” I say with a flat tone despite knowing what it will do to Thalassa. “Earae never had any children, and she certainly wouldn’t have slept around with the humans.”
It’s a deplorable thought, stooping that low, dirtying oneself with the weak-boned, jelly-skinned mortals. Only a fool with a sickening curiosity would cross through one of the portals and enter their world.
I, myself, am one of those fools.
Chapter 2
Deyanira




Gripping the edges of the table, I stared down at the holographic map of Clazarene. It was incomplete as most of the territories were swarming with creatures that wrought unspeakable horrors upon anyone that entered their lands, be it human or not. Though we had the technology and the weapons to dismiss a majority of the threats we faced, there were some that fell out of our spectrum. With how little we knew about the world shadowing ours, we should have rejected the orders and instead focused on gathering more information, more specs before striding right into the wolf’s den.
I suggested as much, only to receive a strict reprimand and an entire month of bathroom duty as punishment for challenging the order. No one wants to acknowledge how weak we are, how unprepared, and I know that it will be the death of us and our organization. Soon enough, it’ll bring about the end of our species as we know it. It’s why such drastic measures are being taken, as I’ve been told over and over again.
And yet, since we’ve discovered Clazarene’s existence nearly one-hundred years ago, we’ve barely made a dent in finding some way to stop them.
With a long sigh, I set aside the wire brush and look across the bathroom floor. I wipe the back of my hand across my brow, my short hair spilling onto my damp forehead as I examine my work. Spotless, as I’ve spent the past hour scrubbing every bit of grime and dirt out from the crevices in the white tile. It’s better than suiting up for my death, though, so I ignore the soldiers swarming the base and clean. I don’t look out the door as a light pulses through the air and drowns the bathroom in a red haze, the announcement of departure crackling through the facility’s speakers. I don’t want to see the faces that won’t be returning again.
It’s happened too many times already.
“Deya,” a familiar voice speaks up, knocking on the frame of the bathroom door. The mere sound of his voice sends a wave of relief washing over my system because it means that he didn’t get sent out; he’ll live another day. “The boss wants to see you in his office.”
I glance over my shoulder and offer a small smile to Ezryn. In the basic uniform, a fitted black shirt and matching cargo pants, he looks every bit the menace people accuse him of being, but I know him for what he is. Despite the lip ring, the septum piercing, and the tattoos that cover every inch of his body aside from his face, he’s a better soldier than half the men aimlessly wandering the halls of the base.
“Tell Henry that I’m busy cleaning,” I grumble, picking up the scrub brush and waving it at Ezryn.
His glossy black hair shifts in the sterile white lights hanging above as he kneels onto the ground, wiping a finger down the tiles. He inspects it for dirt, nodding slowly as he looks back at me. “Maybe you should just stick to cleaning. The janitors don’t have shit on you.”
I laugh but we both know that I can’t. I joined the military for a single reason that I haven’t even confessed to Ezryn. I only offered a vague explanation when we enlisted that mostly consisted of wanting to save the human race, which isn’t a lie.
Prior to that, we had grown up on the streets together. Him because he was an orphan and me because my father disappeared; my mother never being in the picture to begin with for reasons that I still have trouble wrapping my head around. The day Ezryn and I became friends after being merely acquaintances, we never looked back. We forgot that there was ever a way to live without one another.
“Come on,” he says, standing. “I’ll be your escort.” He extends a folded arm with a grin, one that always soothes my aching chest and calms my nerves. He always knows how to put a smile on my face even when I think that I can’t ever do it again.
I toss the scrub brush into the bucket of water and take his arm, letting him lead me through the dull metal hallways of the base.
Black Scar Outpost was erected in the plains of South Dakota shortly after the discovery of the shadow world as a way to prevent further attacks from the creatures lurking beyond the portal that separates our worlds. This special branch of the military was formed as a means to protect our people, the first line of defense. To this day, we’ve only discovered one entrance into Clazarene and have been using it sparingly until recently. Previous missions consisted of gathering information, bringing back creatures to experiment on to help us learn more about the world.
Now…
As it happens, Black Scar is centered around the sole portal. The outpost consists of a box of fortified buildings connected by electrified breezeways overlooking the courtyard with the portal. Armed guards constantly patrol the space, always on alert in case another monster tries to break through. Usually, that’s where I am.
This year, we’ve stopped three-hundred and sixty-two attacks and it’s only midsummer.
A chill wrestles itself through my body in spite of the sweltering air clogging my throat as we cross through the breezeway. The wire fence crackles with electricity, sparking occasionally as I stare into the empty courtyard and to where the portal lies in wait.
A whisper calls out from the ripple of light and air, begging me to pass through. It always speaks to me whenever I venture outside, whenever I’m stationed on the rooftops. It knows exactly what I am and how I’m hiding from everyone that I’ve grown to call friend and family.
Ezryn places a hand over mine, hazel eyes darkening as he stares at the portal as well. “Don’t worry; you’re safe.”
I nod, the whispers ceasing as we pass through an insulated metal doorway and into the main stretch of the outpost. All of the generals and officers are stationed in this long section of steel, two-way mirrors reflecting our timid presence as we walk through the hallways. Their offices are nothing more than steel boxes crowded with papers they mill over, debating what to do next about the portal.
For decades, they’ve been working with a collection of scientists to see if there’s a way to close it permanently, but they haven’t figured it out yet.
I know that they won’t.
“Good luck,” Ezryn whispers as he releases my arm, ducking around a corner outside of Henry’s office. His footsteps pause and he pokes his head out at me, offering a thumbs up. He’ll wait outside for me, eavesdropping on our conversation, as he’s done many times before. As I’ve done when he’s been called into the doghouse.
Inhaling a sharp breath, I scan my badge. The metal door clicks and hisses open, disappearing into the wall. I step into the office and the door seals us inside of the cramped space. Henry’s office has always been a mess even compared to the rest of them. His metal desk has never been seen without a scattering of papers and at least five empty coffee cups crushed on its surface. Today, there are seven cups stacked in the corner.
The otherwise plain walls are decorated with various medals and badges. Recently, black bands of fabric were added to the uniform to symbolize how many times someone has gone through the portal and returned. Embroidered onto the outpost’s crest, a man slaughtering a beast, a new tally is added and hung on the walls of someone’s office or the door to their dorm room. Henry has twelve tallies.
“Sir,” I say with a nod, arms rigid by my side, hands clenched into fists. My back is straight, sturdy, my chin slightly elevated. I’m a soldier first, standing at attention whenever facing a superior. It had been drilled into my mind, pounded into my bones during training. Those were months that I don’t look back on fondly, but appreciate for what they gave me, how they taught me what true strength is.
“At ease,” he says, waving a hand at me. He doesn’t look up from the schematics laid out in front of him. The plain black ballcap, something the man is never seen without, is dirty and scuffed, the edges fraying. No one knows whether he has hair hiding underneath it, but bets have been placed. “How’s bathroom duty going?”
I fold my hands behind my back, legs shoulder-width apart. I don’t meet his gaze. “I understand your frustrations with me for questioning your orders and I accept my punishment.”
He laughs, the bill of his hat casting shadows across his dark eyes as he looks up at me. “Ever the obedient soldier except when it comes to serving your country like you agreed to.” He sets aside the map, leans back in his chair. “Are you a sympathizer?”
I shake my head, stomach burning at the question.
Sympathizers are punished, executed. No one understands their affinity for what lies beyond the portal, the magic and monsters hiding right under our noses, but they’re not accepting of it. Some believe that it stems from wanting to experience it firsthand, get a glimpse into something they’ve always dreamed of. Others think it’s because they want an escape from our world and the problems we already faced before the portal was ever discovered.
“And yet you argue with every mission to go to Clazarene,” Henry points out. “Why is that?”
I bite my tongue, not knowing how to respond to his question without getting a bullet in my skull at one point or another. If I tell him the truth, I won’t be killed. At least not right away. No, I will be taken into the laboratories under the outpost, experimented on. My body will be picked apart piece by piece while I’m still alive. Only when I’m on my last leg will I be put out of my misery. I’ve seen it happen before and hurled my guts up afterwards when I was alone.
“We don’t have enough information on Clazarene and the threats that it poses,” I explain again, just as I did this morning in the briefing. The looks I received and the verbal lacerations I got were humiliating. “There are still a number of species that we don’t know enough about, not to mention the land that we still have yet to map. It’s a suicide mission for the people traveling through the portal.”
Henry opens one of the drawers in his desk and pulls out a single file, tossing it onto the desk. My fake name is stamped onto the front in thick black letters. I fight the urge to flinch. “We’ve recently started digitizing our files, something that’s been long overdue, and your file caught my eye. There isn’t much information on you, soldier. Why is that?”
“I was abandoned,” I explain, gripping my fingers behind my back. “My father disappeared when I was young. I don’t remember much of him or where I grew up.”
One of the greatest lies I’ve ever told and one that I will keep reiterating until my dying breath because there isn’t another choice as far as I’m concerned. While I was abandoned, the people of this world became my home and my family. I want to fight against my history and past for my present and future.
Henry flips open the file, casually glancing through the information printed on the page. One single page. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think that you were hiding something; there’s no medical record. Maybe this lack of information means that you’re scared. Are you afraid of going through the portal?”
There are certain tests that we’re all required to take before being accepted into this branch of the military. Medical assessments and psychiatric evaluations that determine whether we’re in good mental standing. Enabling them to weed out individuals that want to join in order to find their way into Clazarene, to escape Earth entirely.
“No,” I reply. “If I was scared, then I wouldn’t have enlisted.”
“Why did you enlist?”
“To protect our world,” I answer. “To fight for our people.”
“And yet everyone else on this base has been through the portal at least once. Except for you. You’ve refused every mission that’s been brought to you. How can you fight for our people if you won’t go to war?” He closes the file, tucking it into the drawer. He kicks it closed as he stands. “A squad will be entering the portal tomorrow morning and you’re to accompany them as the marksman. If you refuse, then you will be executed as a sympathizer. Do you understand?”
I blink at Henry, heart slowing to a stop in my chest. I know what will happen if I step through the portal, what I will become once crossing the threshold from our mortal world to the immortal one of Clazarene. While I’ve wanted to forget my past, it’s been stamped into my mind, burned into my skin, carved into my bones. I’d been a fool to enlist, to think that I could’ve avoided this fate forever.
For the past two years, I’ve been one of the guards patrolling the courtyard. I’ve fought the monsters that have slipped through the portal, killed them alongside the few memories threatening to eat away at my mind. I’m one of the best marksmen and sharpshooters, able to hit my target from over a hundred yards away without missing a beat. Because I know what I’ve been fighting for, who I’ve been fighting for.
“I have a shift tomorrow morning,” I say, unmoving from my post. My hands slip away from each other, palms drenched in sweat. “Who will replace me?” Whether or not I know what his answer will be, I know what I need to do. I know what I have to do to ensure that I will live another day. And while it might make me a wanted fugitive, there isn’t another option.
“Ezryn,” he answers, strolling over to the left wall. He knocks on the metal, lifting a brow as if he can see my friend standing on the other side. “Isn’t that right?”
There’s a single knock in response.
Henry returns his attention to me. “Are we understood, soldier?”
I salute, back stiff as I face my superior. It will be the last time I see the man’s face if I have anything to say about it.
Chapter 3
Izel




Desiccation is nestled on the edge of downtown, lurking more in the shadows than the light due to its primary customer base. An underground entrance was created specifically for the vampires while the bar was being built, giving them access to the establishment whenever they please, and everyone knows to avoid it. While they don’t particularly enjoy fae blood, the bar often runs out of their preferred human blood, and the vampires are known to quarrel with the worst of us in desperation.
Cadmus frequents this bar solely because of the lonely vampires he can lure into his bed, the females often aching for variety in their nighttime companionship as well. Despite knowing his reputation, knowing they aren’t in for anything more than a single evening, they don’t care. To them, the danger is an added bonus, a thrill. From the stories that swirl the streets in the night of the people that Cadmus beds, everyone wants a taste of him.
Except me.
“We need his help, Izel, remember that.” Thalassa pauses outside of the front door, hand braced on the silver latch as she gives me a pointed look over her shoulder. On our way over, she’d changed clothes with a small piece of magic she reserves for such occasions. Now donning a slender black dress that accentuates her curves, her full breasts, it’s hard not to ogle.
“I know,” I reply through a closing throat. One hundred years as friends and yet we’ve never been anything more than that despite the subtle hints I’ve tossed in her direction over the century. I began to think that she was celibate, utterly unwavering in her faith to the gods in spite of their own infidelities, until I learned that she’d been seeing someone in secret for the past twenty years.
She found her mate, as it happened.
Meanwhile, I’m beginning to lose hope that I have one at all. Alive for over three centuries and there still hasn’t been a single prospect on my horizon of my equal, my partner for all of eternity. I’ve certainly tried finding the one, given it my best effort, and only recently decided against stirring the pot in hopes of something good coming out of it. My heart has been toyed with enough, trampled too many times for my liking for me to continue dating.
Thalassa opens the door and ushers out a gust of smoke and the metallic scent of blood, drenching the street in soft jazz as we walk inside. Red lights line the glass bar along the left wall, booths of matching velvet with deep mahogany tables adorning the right. The vaulted ceilings are painted with delicate murals of vampires feeding, pillaging, all while dressed in gossamer gowns and frilly suits. It’s like stepping into another world, entering this bar, and why I don’t come unless I’m forced to.
The bartender’s slicked back red hair glows under the lights as he fills a crystal glass with a thick dark liquid, offering it to a woman with pointed fangs peeking out over her thin lips. She sucks it down in a single drink, veins misting across her face as she releases a long sigh and saunters over to a table across the bar.
Not a single vampire pays us any heed or mind as we steer through the crowded tables. Everyone in this world knows to fear a female with black wings, knows that she will be the last thing they see before death greets them. We slide past the band on the stage in the center of the bar. A trio tonight with a bass, a piano, and a sultry singer in a bejeweled gown.
Cadmus looks up from his drink. Shaggy ash-gray hair frames his slender, birthmarked face, one red eye piercing into my soul as he grins at us. We take a seat across from him, sliding into the same small booth. My wings strain against the back, the right one extending behind Thalassa while the left hangs outside, feathers brushing against the floor.
“I didn’t think I’d ever hear from you again, Thally, but it’s certainly a delight nonetheless.” He casts that smug grin in my direction. “Always a pleasure, Izel.” His red eye glows, flickering with the flames burning through his veins courtesy of the fire god. Not a rare talent, but certainly better used in more capable hands. He’s only a nuisance with it and his simmering temper, his arrogance as wicked as the flames he wields.
He hasn’t always been that way.
Centuries ago, he was timid and shy, and because of that we didn’t get along in school. Then one day, he’d had enough of the fear controlling his life. He prayed to the fire god for guidance and strength, and it resulted in him burning down the school, claiming the lives of many. Something inside of him shifted that day. He understood the destruction his magic could bring and thrived on the power it gave him. We became friends shortly after because we were both cast out from the normal fae, deigned evil despite not having any say in what we are.
Now, I hate him for other reasons. My blood boils at the sight of him because of what he did five years ago. We haven’t spoken since, only hearing of one another in passing. I prefer it that way. There’s a reason that he only has one eye.
“A pleasure?” I hiss, his drink rattling on the table as a steady breeze sifts out from my fingers latched onto the wooden edge. My wings, my powers are a gift from the air god, and I’d love nothing more than to blast him into the skies with a tunnel of wind, send him hurtling as far away from me as possible.
Thalassa places a gentle hand on my knee, maintaining her gaze on Cadmus as she says, “Thank you for agreeing to meet with us.” Her touch, however faint, soothes the anger inside of me. It calms the darkness swelling inside of my chest, mingles with hers. But it doesn’t extinguish it completely.
He nods, taking a long drink from his crystal glass. In the red lights, the liquid glows like fire. “Anything for you, Thally. My brother never would’ve forgiven me if I hadn’t.”
Though Cadmus himself delves into the same field as me and Thalassa, his brother and her mate steers clear of it entirely. Instead, Deimos works in the capital city as a member of the royal guard. This year, he was promoted to captain. The furthest from what any of us would like or even care for, but he’s discreet. There are ties that keep his mouth shut about what his family and their friends do, ties that may one day get him killed if anyone learns of the secrets that he keeps.
Thalassa nods but her emotions stir inside of her, a mix of longing and betrayal washing across her skin and stifling my breaths. She’s only taking this job because of what it will pay if we’re successful. It will bring her one step closer to abandoning it all, and me, to live a peaceful life with her mate. I tried convincing her long ago that she needn’t worry about me, that I can manage without her, but she’s never listened.
Cadmus glances at me, hair shifting and falling in front of his missing eye and the gruesome scar left in its wake. “It’s been a while, Izel. How have you been?”
Thalassa’s grip tightens on my knee, and I offer a strained smile. “Wonderful, actually. Never been better since we parted ways.” My words can’t have been truer, in fact. Life has been pleasurable without him in my life. A pure joy knowing that I didn’t have to wake up and see his face.
He finishes off his drink with a long sigh, pushing it to the edge of the table. The bartender swings by in a breeze, refreshing the drink before returning to his post just as fast.
“I’ve missed you, too,” he says, grabbing his new drink as he switches his attention back to Thalassa. “Why did you call me? I did have plans tonight.” And from the way he speaks, the gentle lilt in his voice, the arousal waving off of him and slamming me in the face, I know more than enough about what his plans entailed.
I choke back a gag at the scent that no doubt everyone in the bar can smell. How can Thalassa maintain such a straight face?
“I have a business opportunity for you,” she explains with a pleasant smile. This is why she attends the bidding wars in my place. Her voice softens as she adds, “One that you would be a fool to turn down considering the payout.”
“I’m listening.” He grins, leaning forward and resting his arms on the table. With one finger, he burns a sigil into the wooden top of the table to deter eavesdroppers. Two overlapping circles with a slash through them. Basic, rudimentary magic, but it works well. No one within a twenty-mile radius will be able to hear what anyone who’s touching the table says.
“You’ll get forty percent of the cut because of your specialized services,” Thalassa begins, not bothering to look at me as I audibly groan and roll my eyes. “For this job, that’s three million.”
He blinks, the only sign that he’s fazed by her words. Even I can’t believe what she’s just said. What idiot is paying this much for a gamble? Cadmus picks up his drink, swirling the ice in the glass. “I’m intrigued. What kind of services are we talking about?”
“We have to go to the human lands,” Thalassa explains, glancing between the two of us. Cadmus grins despite the flicker in his gaze and I stiffen, stuffing my hands into the pockets of my coat as my wings ruffle behind me, bones groaning against the seats they’re pressed into. Vampire bars don’t cater well to wings. “And you’re the only person I know that can get us there and back without a problem. Right?”
He nods. “Right. Why are we going to the human lands?”
“I’ll explain on the way,” she answers, her gaze frozen on me. Her concern and pity flow off of her in thick waves, clogging my throat. She knows what happened the last time that I went to the human lands, the horrors that I endured, and yet she took this job anyways. Did she even think of me, or had she just been fantasizing over her beliefs and dreams of a life uninterrupted with her mate? “Just this one job, Izel. Then we’ll never go back again, okay?”
“Fine,” I grumble. “Let’s get this over with.”
Cadmus wipes a hand over the sigil, smudging it away, and stands. He finishes his drink and drops a single bill onto the center of the table as we follow him out the front doors of the bar. Eyes follow us the entire way, the voices more hushed than they were when we had entered. They know that we had just finished a meeting, but they’re not going to act on their impulse.
Cadmus holds the door open and smiles as he waves us through, whistling low and slow as I pass by him.
I whirl once I step outside, jaw tightening while I clench my hands into fists.
He holds up his hands in surrender, flicking a brow to Thalassa. “Control her, please. I did cancel my plans for the evening, but I’d be happy to reschedule.”
Anger wrangles itself around my fist before I swing, knocking it straight across his jaw. He slams back into the door before regaining his composure a moment later, stepping onto the sidewalk. He strikes, fingers sparking with flames as they collide with my cheek. I grunt as I stumble back, wings fluttering behind me as a growl rips through my throat. I wrench the knife from my belt, lifting my hand as I straighten.
“That’s enough.” Thalassa holds up her hands as she steps in between us. Light sputters out from her open palms, dousing the darkened street in golden rays that sear my eyes.
I curse under my breath as I slap a hand over my face
Cadmus grumbles on the other side of her, his footsteps stomping away.
The light fades and I lower my hand, eyes blurry as I watch Cadmus stride away. Good riddance. We don’t need him for this job. We can find another way to locate the portal. As it stands, the only reason that we need him is because he knows where the portal is.
Thalassa grabs Cadmus’s arm to stop him before he can get too far, scowling as she spins him around. “We’re partners now, alright? Just for this job. You two can kill each other once this is over, but not a second before then. Got it?”
“She started it,” Cadmus hisses, slapping Thalassa’s hand away.
“We all know that’s a lie,” I snap.
He rolls his eye. “Whatever.”
“Apologize,” I growl, still gripping the knife in my hand. “Or I’ll gut you.”
“It was a compliment,” he says with a shrug. “Come on, Izel; don’t be like this.”
“When have I ever not been like this?”
He sighs, starting down the sidewalk once more without looking back over his shoulder. “Let’s go. We’ll have to get to the portal before the next guard rotation if we don’t want trouble.”
Thalassa hooks her arm through mine and pulls me along, offering a small smile as we walk. “It’ll all be worth it,” she promises with a low voice. “I can feel it in my bones.”
I don’t believe her but continue walking if only to keep her arm in mine.
Chapter 4
Deyanira




Trailing me all the way to the dormitories, Ezryn is uncharacteristically quiet. Once I left the office, he had a vacant expression on his face as he straightened, slack-jawed, in the middle of the hallway. Knowing better than to ask him why he was concerned, as he always avoided answering those kinds of questions, I said nothing and started walking. There’s an understanding between us that we will talk when we’re ready, that we won’t pry, and it’s what has kept our friendship intact for years.
After all, I have my own secrets.
I swipe my badge and shoulder the door open, breezing through the metal hallways as I skirt around the various remaining soldiers moving through the outpost. All of them cast sneers in my direction or simply ignore my presence after rolling their eyes at the sheer sight of me. Not a single person in the base is my biggest fan but I’m not concerned about them or what they think, not when everything is on the brink of collapsing around me.
Tucked into the back of the dormitories, past rooms with the outpost’s crest and tallies plastered onto every door, I find my room with the bare door. The only one in the outpost. I unlock it with the key around my neck. All of the dorms use keys as the remodel hasn’t found its way to the south side of the outpost yet.
The plain white room is big enough for a twin bed with scratchy blankets, a shabby wooden desk and rusting metal chair, and a dented mini fridge covered in faded stickers. My clothes are tucked away in plastic bins under the bed, dress shirts and pants hanging in the closet that can barely hold them. I won’t miss this room.
Ezryn closes the door and leans back against it, brows furrowed as he stares at the floor. His fingers drum along the metal door, tongue clicking inside of his mouth as he thinks, considers.
I say nothing as I kneel down in front of my bed and wrench out the duffel bag, yanking out the plastic bins alongside it. I start filling the green canvas bag with all of the clothes that will fit inside, snatching my wallet from under my pillow before slinging the bag over my shoulder.
Ezryn hasn’t moved from his position, hasn’t stopped tapping his fingers or clicking his tongue.
I can’t remember the last time I saw him like this.
“There isn’t another option,” I say with a shrug, breaking the uncanny silence that had been filling the room. It’s the longest I’ve gone without hearing his voice unless he was sleeping or on an assignment. Ezryn loves talking, loves hearing himself talk. It’s a distraction for both of us.
He blinks and stands upright in an instant, tilting his head as he stares at the bag. “You’re leaving?”
“There isn’t another option,” I repeat. “I can’t go through the portal.” I don’t look at him as I speak, averting my gaze to my boots. Worn down, in desperate need of a shine or a replacement entirely. I’ll find new ones once I leave the outpost, after I’ve settled down somewhere new to start my life elsewhere. I can’t worry about them now.
“I know you don’t want to,” Ezryn begins, dragging a hand through his hair, “but maybe it’s time that you do. On your own terms.”
My breath catches in my throat as I look up and meet his gaze. Something flickers in his eyes, the golden hues brighter than I’ve ever seen them before. Like pure sunlight. “I can’t,” I insist, grip tightening on the bag. I can never go through the portal, not with my past looming so close on the other side. Not with onlookers that will know what I am, will hunt me for it.
“You are Deyanira Caceres,” he says, standing taller, hands firm at his sides. “It’s time that you go back home.”
I take a step back, heart pounding against my chest as blood roars in my ears at the sound of my name. My real name. Even my father never called me it, never used my mother’s surname because he was ashamed of what he’d done.
He went to Clazarene, sought out a goddess, and seduced her for reasons that he never told me. After I was born, he stole me away, hoarded me and hid me from the plagues of the immortal world. He told me that it was for my own good, that I would be used and abused otherwise, and I believed him.
When he disappeared, there was nothing left behind but a single untouched note hanging on the refrigerator in our ransacked home. In his own writing, he told me to fight back against Clazarene and defend the humans at all costs. Not once did he mention that he loved me. I can’t remember if he ever said it to me at all.
Shortly after I left Riverwood, took to the streets with nothing but the clothes on my back and the powers in my veins that I never dared use, I came across Ezryn again. No matter how often my father moved us, transferred me to a new school to hide me away from whoever he thought would hunt me down, Ezryn was always there. I never thought anything of it because of the work my father did with the military, and I believed that Ezryn belonged to the same branch as we did because that was the only logical explanation.
But now…
My eyes burn with tears as I stare at Ezryn. My friend. My only friend for years because he has always known what I am, who I am even though I’ve never told him. The bag slips from my shoulder, slams into the ground, and I ball my hands into fists. I blink away the tears as a hot anger slips across my chest, douses me in betrayal.
“You’ve known who I am?” I demand, rage curdling my words and twisting them into darkness. Becoming a soldier wasn’t simply to protect the world from what lies beyond the portal, but to protect them from me. The training gave me a way to unleash my frustrations, my energy, without exposing myself.
To this day, I still don’t know what powers I have, what I can do. I’ve been too afraid to try.
“I’m still your friend, Deya,” Ezryn begins with a cautious voice. The lights flicker above us, electricity humming through the air around me. “I’ve always been your friend, but I lied about who I am.”
“Who are you?”
“I didn’t lie about my name, but I’m just like you. I’m from Clazarene.”
My hands go slack at my sides, and I fall back against the desk, boots slipping over the floor as I struggle to keep myself upright. The last creature I encountered from Clazarene, up close and personal, was tortured beneath the outpost, carved for information about the various species that live on the immortal world. I couldn’t tell whether the creature was a humanoid or not, what their gender was, because of the way they looked and the color of the blood that washed over the floors.
What I know about myself, about what I am, is limited. In fact, the only thing I know is that I can’t go through the portal under watchful mortal eyes and that I have a power inside of me that I’ve never unleashed before. My father never wanted to discuss Clazarene and what he’d done, how he’d gotten there. He had always avoided the subject entirely, steering me in a different direction. Always telling me that the shadow world was nothing more than a vicious cesspool.
“We’re faeries,” Ezryn explains with a calm voice, the light shimmering from his eyes pulsing into a warm wave that brushes over my skin. “We’re the children of gods that are more powerful than those of this world. It’s why we have certain abilities; it’s why some of us look different than others. But we’re not all evil, Deya. Whatever your father told you is a lie.”
“It’s not,” I whisper, glancing behind me and out the window. Though I can’t see the portal, the dormitories overlooking acres of forest that swallow the outpost and hide it from the rest of the world, I can feel its presence. And it’s filled with rage and darkness and bloodlust. I flick my eyes back at Ezryn. “If you’re from there, then you know of the things that have crawled through, that we still haven’t found yet. You know that Clazarene is dangerous.”
“This world could be considered the same given the weapons and the morals of some of the people,” Ezryn scoffs, shaking his head. “There are two sides of every coin, Deya, and you’ve only seen the bad side of Clazarene.”
“How do you know who I am?” I ask, ignoring his sentiment. The man, the faerie, standing in front of me isn’t my friend. I hardly recognize him and the snarl in his words, the hatred burning in his eyes. He feels the same way about this world that most do for Clazarene. A sympathizer in the flesh.
“After your father stole you from your mother and home, the king sent his prized warriors to this world in search of you. He wanted to bring you back, protect you.” Ezryn takes a small step back, blocking me from the door entirely. “I found you first and was going to take you back to Clazarene when your father was attacked by the rebellion, murdered for stealing you away. They’re still prowling this world in search of you. They even have forces on the other side of the portal waiting for you, which is why I haven’t taken you back yet.”
“Why? What do they want with me?” I ask, tears slipping down my cheeks as everything unravels around me. I knew that I was stolen away from Clazarene, but my father claimed that it was to protect me. He said that my mother was a vicious woman that had no remorse, that would destroy the world if she were ever given the opportunity.
“Your mother is Earae Caceres,” Ezryn answers. “She is the goddess of creation.”
I shake my head, bending over to pick the duffel off the ground. “I have no mother.” And with every fiber of my being, I mean the words leaving my mouth. She hasn’t been a part of my life. She only gave birth to me. That doesn’t qualify her as anything more than an egg donor. “I don’t want anything to do with Clazarene.” I walk across the room, stopping short of Ezryn. How can someone I’ve known my whole life be someone that I’ve never really known at all? “Get out of my way.”
“It’s not safe for you anymore,” he says, gingerly holding out his hands. “Henry threatened to execute you not twenty minutes ago. What are you planning on doing with that?” He points at the duffel, rolls his eyes. There’s a hint of my friend, but it’s only a vague memory. “You can’t run forever, Deya.”
“Actually, I can. I have all of eternity to run.”
“Let me take you back to Clazarene, to the people that can protect you,” he says gently, still unmoving from his post by the door. “Let me take you home.”
I pull the knife from the pocket on my thigh and lift it to his throat, pressing him back against the door as I stare unwaveringly into his eyes. “Get out of my way or I will kill you.” My voice is cold, unrelenting like the knife in my hand, but I don’t care. I don’t care about the flicker of pain in Ezryn’s gaze, the bob in his throat that kisses against the edge of my blade. Not when he’s lied to me. Not when I don’t even know whether our friendship was real or not.
He moves in an instant, knocking my arm away and wrenching the knife from my hand. The bag falls to the ground as I stumble back, staring at Ezryn with wide eyes. He moved faster than I ever thought possible, ever knew could be done. What else can he do?
He twirls the knife in his hand before tucking it away, holding my gaze. “I’m your friend, Deya. Whether I lied or not, I’ve always been there for you. I’ve always had your best interest at heart.”
I swallow the lump in my throat, hands balled into fists. “If you’re really my friend, then you’ll let me leave.” I pause, pulling in a deep breath. One way or another, I’ll get rid of him when he’s least expecting it. I’ll leave him and Clazarene behind forever. “You can come with me if you want, but I’m not going through that portal.”
“I know somewhere we can go,” he says, stepping away from the door. “No one from the mortal world will be able to find us and anyone from Clazarene won’t dare go there. You’ll be safe.” His words grow softer as he speaks, eyes lost in thought as his mind drifts elsewhere. Hiding another secret, no doubt.
“And what of your king?” I ask, lifting a single brow. “Do you really expect me to believe you’re simply going to forget about whatever promises you made to him?”
“I made a promise to you, too,” he says solemnly.
I nod slowly, remembering the words we uttered to one another in the dark of night all those years ago.
He snatches the bag off of the ground and slings it over his shoulder with a grin. “Let’s blow this popsicle stand.”
Though I follow behind him, feigning a pleasant smile, my nerves haven’t fully unwound themselves from everything that I’ve just learned, from the deception. Will I be able to run and escape if given the chance? Is he fast enough to stop me? Strong enough to incapacitate me without much of a fight?
I don’t know what my life is becoming, but I don’t like it.
Chapter 5
Izel




The alley reeks of rotten meat and stale liquor. Cadmus rubs his hands together as he scopes out the brick buildings towering above on either side of us, leftovers from what Sybar used to be. He pauses in front of a section washed clean from the rain, reaching into the pocket of his leather coat. With a single piece of chalk, he draws a rectangle into the bricks along with a series of sigils on the frame.
To me, they mean nothing. Just symbols without a language connecting them to anyone, but to the gods that scan the world in search of them, listening to their silent calls, they are precious.
Cadmus tucks the chalk away and takes a step back, glancing between me and Thalassa. “Are you ready?”
We nod, arms still interlocked.
He lifts a single finger, igniting it with fire which he casts onto the chalk lines. They burst into flames, crackling with a green hue as they extend to the sigils. The ground shakes beneath our feet, the sky rumbling overhead as the bricks groan, grinding against the pavement as a door opens where there hadn’t been one before. Smoke pours out from the darkened doorway and Cadmus grins as he waves us through.
I roll my eyes and pull Thalassa alongside me, keeping her a step behind as I walk into the shadows. Once my foot touches down on the other side of the doorway, into a patchy spot of dying grass, a new world opens up around us.
Jagged cliffs with fog spilling over the edges like waterfalls tower above in all directions, vines climbing up the rocky walls in a mess of tangled ivy. Some of the rocks are jutting straight out of the wall while others curve down, no pattern in sight. Faint blue orbs dance through the air, decorating the darkened sky in a sea of soft light.
Cadmus saunters in between us, shoving us apart as the door closes behind him and vanishes into nothing but open air. “We’ve still got a hike, so we better start moving.” He trudges ahead, the thick soles of his boots crunching twigs under his feet as he points a finger at Thalassa. “And you better start talking. What kind of job is this?”
“Twenty years ago, King Codrus D’Arezzo sent an elite squadron of warriors to the human lands in search of someone,” Thalassa explains. Though her voice is timid, barely louder than our footsteps, I can feel the excitement and hope radiating off of her. Almost as brilliant as the sunlight hidden beneath her freckled skin. “Six were sent but only five returned and they didn’t know where the sixth warrior went or what became of him.”
Cadmus groans, head falling back. “You’re talking about Earae’s daughter, aren’t you?”
She nods, a precocious smile forming on her lips. In an instant, the dress is replaced on her body with pants and a plain shirt, lace-up boots matching my own. “Some believe that he killed the daughter, that he didn’t want her to come to Clazarene and fulfill her purpose to the world. Others believe that he’s been hiding her using magic, protecting her from her fate. Prince Seriah wants nothing more than for her to be returned safely so that she may become his bride and our queen.”
“Yeah, I know all of this,” Cadmus mutters, igniting a vine dripping into our path. Flames lick up the leaves, illuminating the curving path in front of us. “I’ve never believed a word of it because of how stupid it sounds. Why would the prince turn to people like us to get her back?”
“He believes that the king and queen don’t want Earae’s daughter to return because they think that she will take their power from them. He couldn’t go through the proper channels to find her otherwise his parents would’ve known.” She grins as she looks at me, cheeks flushing with color brighter than the darkness surrounding us. “He came to the Warf, Izel. The prince.”
I smile gently but only for her sake. The prince is of no consequence to me. In fact, his whole family I could do without. They’re nothing but figureheads in the capital city, smiling and hosting grand parties and balls to distract everyone else from what’s really happening to Clazarene—the people that rule in the shadows and the monsters that they keep on leashes to maintain their control.
“The prince isn’t anything special,” Cadmus scoffs, trudging ahead farther, faster. “And his family’s parties are boring.” He would know, considering that he’s attended a fair number of them courtesy of his brother. Though he’s never been invited to anything that the common people weren’t, he’s always returned with the same glower in which he wore when he left.
Personally, I’ve never been to them. Or to the capital city in general. Much too gaudy and frivolous for my tastes.
“You’re just jealous because of his wealth,” Thalassa mumbles, waving a hand at him. “To be that rich would be…” Her voice trails off, her lust drenching the air and watering my mouth. We all know what she was going to say. It’s what we’ve all dreamed of, why we shied away from working normal jobs that pay incredibly low for the increasing number of hours considering the amount of work being asked.
To be that rich would mean never worrying about when my next meal will be. It would mean not having to hide from the world.
We curve around the narrow valley through the gorges, and they falter out, sloping downward toward a vast expanse of empty space. The former city of Eslynd. The city was once beautiful with towering buildings and glass bridges connecting them. It was the hub of art and spices in Clazarene, the grand streets always tangled with an aroma of a thousand different scents mixed in with the undertones of gentle music that poured out of every theater. The city wasn’t prepared for the first attack that the humans made and suffered dearly, never fully recovering despite the reinforcements that were sent. It only got worse with each attack and the city was abandoned.
Afterwards, the most powerful sorceresses and sorcerers worked together to create a spell to erase the knowledge of Eslynd’s location from everyone and everything. How Cadmus found the lost city, how he miraculously can bring us here with portals, I’ll never know because he won’t say. Being the keeper of the portal locations earns him a good sum of money.
Cadmus holds up a hand at the end of the cliffs, eye scanning the barren wasteland opening up in front of us. Nothing but cracked, hardened sand drenched in dust with faint ruins tracing the outlines of the lost city. But on the horizon, specks of shadows move through the darkness and around a rippling wave of light.
The portal.
Cadmus pulls out his phone and checks the time before slipping it back into his pocket. “Six minutes to race across the field and get to the portal before the next changing of the guards. It’s seven miles.”
“Easy,” I reply with a grin. The feathers of my wings ruffle as I extend them, holding out a hand to Thalassa and Cadmus. They each hook an arm around my neck, latching onto my back with the other while I grab onto their waists. With a slow inhale, I burst into the sky.
My muscles strain against the extra weight and I curve downwards, gritting my teeth and adjusting my wings to guide us higher as we race through the sky. The wind answers my call and propels us into the clouds, faster, farther as my wings glide over the breezes I’ve summoned.
The ground is a blur beneath us, my shadow struggling to keep pace as we race across the land. Cadmus’s laugh echoes through the air, fading away behind us in a distant breeze while Thalassa presses her face into my chest. I tighten my grip around her, hand latched onto her waist. She’s never been a fan of flying, always preferred to travel by car or train. Despite our immortal bodies and souls, she’s always been afraid of heights.
Growls rumble across the land as we approach the portal. Nothing but a tower of shadows and darkness swirling through the air, lightning crackling through it and illuminating the slew of guards still waiting along the ground. A barrage of shots and magic explode through the sky as we approach, fireballs and spandrels of ice and bullets weaving through the air that I swerve and duck to avoid.
“What happened to the changing of the guards?” I yell, gritting my teeth as I swing back. My wings groan against the draft as we sink to the ground, landing with a grunt as fire explodes in front of us.
Cadmus jumps into my line of sight, dismissing the fire with a single hand as he sends his own flames licking at the guards. “I guess they changed their shifts,” he grumbles, smashing through another wall of fire with his own.
It dissolves into smoke and dust as a creature with arms and legs the size of tree trunks stomps toward us, the ground shaking beneath his steps. Its navy skin shines with a slimy goo that slips off its body and sizzles against the ground. How can this behemoth of a creature be a guard? Does it even know what it’s doing?
The air crackles around us as the portal shifts and warps, lightning blinking through it in a haze of white. Three monsters charge forward with roars that curdle the air, all of them ranging from beast to humanoid or a mix of both. Their various weapons glint in their hands, fangs snarling and snapping as they charge toward us with their claws shredding apart the ground beneath them.
I race around the beast Cadmus is toying with and block the path to Thalassa, thrusting out my arms. A gust of wind slams into the creatures and one of them flies back, his screams piercing the air before he’s sucked through the portal. The other two don’t falter. One of them raises a sword with a blade the size of my body and slashes through the air, the tip landing inches from my boots. I jump back and pull the gun from its holster on my hip, firing two shots that ripple through the air.
One bullet hits the beast in the leg, sending it tumbling across the ground while black blood stains the cracked sand in its wake. The other bullet misses entirely, and the behemoth wrenches its sword from the sand before slashing again, swinging low. I slam into the ground as the blade slices through the air above me, a blinding light projecting across the field from behind me that withers the portal, weakens it.
The behemoth staggers back, shielding his eyes as he blindly swings his sword. The other monster growls as it limps across the field, eyes glowing gray as it sniffs the air. Blind.
I fire another shot and the bullet pierces through its neck, a howl rippling out of its throat as it collapses on the ground, blood sputtering from its wound. With another shot, the behemoth hits the ground with a thud, but he isn’t dead. He groans, limbs twitching as he struggles to push himself back up.
Cadmus leaps in front of me and latches a rope of fire around its neck, soldering the skin and sending its guttural cries into the air around us. It slams back into the dirt, vibrating the ground beneath me as its body goes still.
I gasp on my breath as I stand, holstering the gun as I look over my shoulder at Thalassa. My heart drops through my chest and I race across the sand in a gust of wind, skidding to her as she clutches her stomach, keels over onto the ground. Golden light curls around her fingers, growing fainter and weaker as sweat beads on her skin.
Tears blur my vision as I pull her into my lap, pressing my hand over the top of hers. “No, no. Come on, Thally, you’re fine. You’ll be okay.” I wrench on the speck of magic trickling through my veins, forcing it into the world and the open air. It sings as it greets Thalassa, hushing and cooing the pain waving off of her. The last of my magic; something that I had been saving for a special occasion.
Cadmus joins me and places his hands on top of mine, meeting my gaze as he takes a shred of his own magic and gives it to Thalassa. The energy crackles as it intertwines with mine and dances across Thalassa’s skin beneath our hands. Her body rumbles, warmth and light spreading through her as the magics work in harmony to heal her, save her.
Thalassa gasps as she sits upright, knocking her head into mine. I flinch as sparks dance across my vision, panting as I look down at her. The slash in her stomach has been stitched, closed with slender golden thread that shimmers under the light of the stars beneath her tattered shirt. She smiles at me and then at Cadmus, as she wraps an arm around my neck.
“Thank you,” she whispers into my hair.
A shudder ripples down my spine as I hold her, relief soaking the land and drowning my lungs. “Anything for you,” I say. Anything and everything for you, I want to add but don’t. It’s not my place to say those words to her, words that mean more to me than anything else in all of the worlds simply because of who said them to me first. Once. Long ago.
“Deimos would’ve killed me if I let you die,” Cadmus says, releasing a breath as he stands upright and looks over his shoulder to the portal.
“Your magic,” Thalassa begins, pulling back before pushing herself out of my lap. I help her stand, her grip weak in my hand. “You gave me the last of your magic.” Her gratitude is swept away, replaced by regret that I stomp down, choke back.
I nod, clearing my throat as I tuck my hand into my pocket. My voice comes out strained, tight, but I don’t care. I would’ve given my own life if it meant saving hers. “Of course. Deimos would’ve killed me, too, if I hadn’t.” And that I know for a fact, having received a number of calls from him over the years informing me to protect Thalassa or answer to him. Threats that she knows nothing of, nor ever will.
“I’ll help you restore your magic once we’re finished,” she says quickly, nodding as if to make herself believe the words. “Somehow, I’ll find a way.”
We are all born with a supply of magic, magic that isn’t connected to our powers that we’re gifted by our godly parents. Over the years, it drains away. Just a trickle, nothing we notice, but it fades from our bodies. With more usage, the drops become a stream that grow to a gush and if we’re not careful, we’ll expend all of our magic.
To get it back or to replenish one’s supply, you must compete against a slew of others in the same predicament. Every year, in the capital city, a rite is hosted. It’s nothing more than a series of trials and games, the losers forfeiting their lives to preserve the remaining magic in Clazarene. The winner is granted a full supply of magic, exorbitant wealth, and is received as the honored guest of the king and queen, earning a stay in the royal palace for the following year. Among other, more trivial, prizes like becoming a mediocre celebrity.
“It’s fine,” I say, waving a hand at her. “I don’t need magic.”
“What a liar,” Cadmus scoffs, shaking his head as he walks for the portal. He pauses in front of it, glancing back over his shoulder at the two of us. “Everyone needs magic. Otherwise, what fun is this immortal life?”
“Plenty,” I answer, though I’m not sure that I mean it.
Thalassa loops her arm through mine, offering a sad smile at me as I stare at the portal.
The last time I went through, nothing good came from it. There were nothing but vicious monsters disguised as humans with tools that picked apart skin and cut through bones like jelly. Sometimes, I still get nightmares from it. Sometimes, I still wake up and think I’m strapped to a table with men in white suits tearing into my body.
Cadmus pauses at the threshold, glancing back at me. His emotions have always been harder to read, but I know the look in his eye. It’s the same one that he gave me when I returned from the mortal world, bloody and battered. “We’ll keep you safe, Izel. We won’t let them get their hands on you again.”
I nod, following my friends through the portal.
Chapter 6
Deyanira




Sneaking away from the outpost was easier than I ever expected it to be given the number of armed soldiers constantly patrolling the space, monitoring the vehicles. Ezryn was able to skirt us past the guards at the entrance to the motor pool using a trickle of his powers to warp the light around us and render us invisible to onlookers. Stealing a vehicle had been more difficult, but not impossible thanks to whatever else was in his unseen arsenal allowing us to leave the base and sift through the metal walls without a scratch.
I sit beside him now, arms crossed over my chest as I rake over the control panel in front of me and the various gauges and buttons and switches. I’ve never needed to learn how to drive one of these before, never given the opportunity to try. Luckily for us, Ezryn has been sent out on a number of patrols through the acres of forest surrounding the outpost and knows exactly what he’s doing and where he’s going.
Away from the portal, which is all I care about.
Without him, his help, I don’t know how I would’ve escaped on my own without getting caught.
“How did you do that?” I ask, hooking a thumb over my shoulder and back to the outpost. “We went through the walls.”
He nods, grinning as he glances over at me. “It’s magic, Deya. We all have it coursing through our veins. In Clazarene, we go through years of schooling and training from mages in order to properly learn how to wield it without expending ourselves entirely. There are different types of magic and different ways to use it.”
“How many years?” I ask, nerves winding themselves around my stomach as I look him over. He’s always been handsome, always had a young appearance, but I know better than to underestimate him. The last faerie we had in custody looked my age but was well over six hundred. They’re granted immortal lives, able to outlive any of their opponents to conquer their worlds.
“Fifty,” he answers. “And if that’s your sly way of asking how old I am, then I’m four-hundred and some odd years. You tend to lose count after the big centuries.”
“But you looked like a child when we met,” I reply, shifting my gaze out the window to the shadowy forest stretching out for miles around us. The outpost has over a hundred acres of land tucked away in the middle of the Midwest. In the middle of nowhere.
“It’s magic,” he explains. “I can make myself look however I please. This is just my natural form. We only look like children for the first few decades.”
“Why do I age normally?”
“Because you’re not a full faerie. Your body works differently than mine. Hell, you might not even be immortal.”
“Does that mean my magic is different? And my powers?”
He releases a long breath, slowing to a stop as we approach a road. Nothing more than a dirt path with miles of open field stretching out in front of us. He turns right, the headlights of the Humvee flickering as we rumble down the path. “What did your father have to say about any of this? Did he teach you nothing?”
I nod, leaning back into my seat. “He wouldn’t tell me anything. I’m not sure if he even knew anything to begin with. There isn’t much I know about him, actually.” And it’s the truth.
He disappeared when I was seven and never explained what he did for the military; never wanted to pretend to be a normal dad when we were home together on the base. Instead, he would always lock himself away in his office and order takeout for me.
“Earae is the goddess of creation in Clazarene,” Ezryn explains, eyes focused on the road. “She is responsible for everything that we know and see and feel and smell and touch and hear. With her abilities, she can create without much thought involved. Given that you’re not a full faerie, I don’t believe you’ll be able to do anything near her level, but with practice you might be able to do something…smaller? I’m honestly not sure, Deya. You’re the only child of Earae that we know of.”
“Why?”
“Earae is secretive,” he answers with a shrug. “No one has seen her since your birth. Even before that, she was a tricky goddess to track down for reasons that many have speculated over. After you were stolen, she vanished. Her temple is empty, though many still visit and place offerings in hopes of her return. Maybe once you’re back home, she’ll resurface. As it stands, her absence has left parts of Clazarene in ruins, and it’ll only grow worse.”
I stiffen in my seat, narrowing my eyes. “I’m not going back.”
“I’m not taking you back,” he says, giving me a pointed look. His hazel eyes shift and the golden light flickers as he returns his attention to the road. “Not until you decide that you want it for yourself. And trust me, it’ll happen. Once I teach you about magic, explain what Clazarene has to offer, you’ll be begging me to take you to one of the portals.”
I blink, registering what he’s said. “So there’s more than one.”
He nods. “There are dozens, in fact. The one at the outpost gets the most traction because of the people constantly near it. If they hadn’t built Black Scar around the portal, then they wouldn’t get attacked as often as they do.”
“Why haven’t you said anything?” I demand, slugging him in the arm. It’s firm, coiled with dense muscle, and harder than it looks. How have I never noticed it before?
In fact, now that I’m looking more closely at him, there’s a subtle difference in his appearance. He’s more…striking. Slender pointed ears peek out from under his dark hair, a sharper jawline, thicker muscles, and the tattoos are dense lines and curves of black against his olive skin. Even his eyes are more piercing as if they’ll burn through my skin and tear into my soul.
Heat burns across my cheeks and I look away, turning in my seat and pivoting away from him.
He chuckles softly. “I’ve removed the glamour from myself, Deya. This is who I’ve always been. Though it’s still muted because of your human senses.”
“Glamour?” I ask, voice straining against my throat.
“A disguise, of sorts, to blend in with the mortals.”
“You didn’t answer my other question,” I huff in response, fighting the urge to look back over at him. How can someone look that beautiful? That ethereal?
“I couldn’t have said anything,” he replies. “You’ve seen what they do to those that cross through the portal and get captured. I wasn’t going to risk my life when I needed to be protecting yours.” He laughs at the thought. “Besides, if they had captured me then I would’ve demolished everyone on that base within a single minute. You would’ve been terrified of me.”
“How powerful are you?” I dare to ask, glancing over my shoulder only to find him staring at me.
His dark hair shifts as he laughs, hazel eyes glowing with the light of the sun that isn’t there. “I wasn’t appointed general of the king’s armies without reason.”
“General?”
Armies?
He nods, focusing his attention on the road in front of us once more. “The youngest he’s ever had. I’ve worked very hard to get where I am, Deya, and what I’ve risked by not taking you back to Clazarene will very well cost me greatly.” He pauses, smile fading. “But I made you a promise and I intend to keep it.”
“What are you risking?”
“Everything,” he answers with a sharp exhale. “I’m risking everything for my promise to you.”
Guilt nestles itself deep within my stomach, carving straight through my anger and indignation, and I ignore it. But even as I try, I hate myself a little more for it. Knowing that Ezryn has been there for me through the toughest parts of my life, knowing what he’s giving to help me…hasn’t he done enough?
“What’s it like?” I ask, clearing my throat.
“Being a general?”
“Clazarene,” I reply, lifting a single brow.
“Much like I was saying earlier, it has its good parts and bad parts. The humans have only found themselves in the bad parts because of where that particular portal is in Clazarene. Beyond that, hiding behind veils to keep mortals away, is a world so similar to this one but better. With magic, we’ve done well for ourselves and built enormous civilizations that would topple any on Earth. We’ve taken the rudimentary technology here and advanced it, carving the way for the eternal future that we have.”
“Do you have a family?”
“Yes,” he begins, grip tightening on the steering wheel as we pass a sign that signals the edge of the outpost’s property. “Parents and a younger brother and sister. They live at the palace and receive excellent care because of my position.” He clears his throat, muscles tensing in his arms. “Except I don’t know how they’re doing now since I’ve been away for so long. Thirteen years might not seem like much to someone that has an immortal life, but I’ve been going out of my mind the entire time that I’ve been here.”
I don’t say anything, don’t know what to say. Should I apologize for keeping him away from his family? I thought he had none, like me. I thought there was no one waiting on his return, that he was as alone in this world as I’ve been.
“Clazarene probably believes me to be dead,” he continues amidst my silence, relaxing in his seat. “In my contract, it was stated that upon my death, my family would be well cared for. When I return all of these years later…” He shakes his head, banishes the thought. Except I know what he was going to say. The world might believe him to be a traitor and execute him and his family for simply hiding me away, ignoring his orders.
A sigh escapes my throat, the words tumbling out of my mouth before I have the chance to stop them. “Take me to one of the portals. If only for your family and their safety.”
“Really?” he asks, cutting a glance in my direction. There’s relief in his gaze, in his voice, where there had once been tension and pain.
“Yes,” I answer with a small smile. “Maybe we can convince them that there were threats that prohibited us from returning sooner. Weren’t you saying something about there being people hunting me?”
He nods as an explosion rattles the vehicle, tossing it to the side. I scream as I fall in my seat, the belt snagging against my waist and scraping against my chest as we flip onto the roof. Glass shatters around us, metal grinding and crunching as we roll to a stop. My hands smack against the roof, hair dripping around my face as I strain to look out the broken windshield to find the source of what caused this.
Does Henry know that we left? Is the base attacking us?
Or is it the rebels that killed my father? The ones that have been hunting me?
Ezryn moves before I can think, my head pounding as I struggle to watch him sear through his seatbelt with a glowing hand and flip down onto his feet with catlike ease. He rips the belt from my body and catches me in his arms, a ripple of light reflecting over us as he kicks the windshield out. He slips out, thin abrasions on his arms healing right in front of my eyes as he clutches me against his chest.
“What—”
He shakes his head, silencing any words that would’ve otherwise left my mouth as he scans the area in front of us. Nothing but open roads with telephone poles dotting the edges, empty fields stretching out on either side. He turns away from the vehicle and starts running, taking off faster than I can process with my throbbing head.
I curl into his chest, nestling deeper into the hard contours of muscle as he runs, the wind echoing around us. His steps barely make a sound, his breathing even and measured as it leaves his mouth.
Behind us, however, growls echo across the land and grind against my ears, sharp as knives as they pry into my mind and threaten to rip me apart. I clench back a scream, hands gripping Ezryn’s shirt as white-hot pain courses through my body and burns through every muscle.
Ezryn sets me down, brushing a hand through my hair. “I’ll protect you,” he says before racing away, pulling a sword out of thin air. The blade is streaked with white as tears glaze over my eyes, drowning the world in a muddled puddle of muted colors as he charges into the darkness. Howls and screams shatter the air, slamming into me with a blow that rips the wind straight from my chest.
I gasp as I curl myself tighter into a ball, squeezing my eyes shut. My hands clap over my ears to block out the noises, the sounds echoing around me in a flurry of rage and bloodlust.
And in an instant, everything is silent once more. My body trembles as I straighten out, sit up, and look to the direction where Ezryn ran.
He casually saunters over to me, the curved blade of his sword dripping with dark blood. He twirls it and it disappears into the air with a cascade of sprinkling light as he kneels in front of me, holding my chin as he looks me over, inspects me for injuries. “What happened, Deya? Why did you scream?”
“Those sounds. They were so…vicious,” I whisper, eyes scanning the field.
Bodies lay in the darkness near the smoldering vehicle; their corpses as broken and mangled as the scientists had done to faeries and monsters in the laboratory beneath the outpost. Not a single scratch on Ezryn, nor speck of blood staining his skin or clothes. The general of the king’s armies for a reason, indeed.
“What were those things?”
“Nothing good,” he answers, pulling me back into his arms as he stands. “We need to find a portal and fast. I had a spell lining the outpost’s property to protect you from the hunters that crossed here through other portals. Out here, we’re sitting ducks.”
“Then let’s go back to the outpost,” I say, voice scraping against my throat.
“We can’t,” he replies, starting on foot once more. “Once we left, we became part of those prohibited from entering the property. It’s off-limits now.”
“Where’s the closest portal?”
Ezryn sighs as he looks down at me. “I don’t know.”
“Can you remove the spell?”
He shakes his head. “I don’t have enough magic now. It required nearly all of my supply just to create it. I only had a sliver left which I’ve used to heal myself, store my weapons.”
“What about me? I have magic, right?”
“Yes,” he says with a small, withering laugh. “But you don’t know anything about magic, Deya. It will be easier to find a portal than to teach you how to properly wield your magic well enough to destroy the spell.”
“Which portal did you come through?”
“The one at the outpost,” he answers. “But I can track the portals. We just need to get within a few hundred miles of one, first.”
“We’ll need a car,” I scoff.
“Which is why we’re going to steal one,” he explains. “And then we’ll have our own little road trip, and I can try and teach you some basic spells along the way. Then maybe by the time we find a portal you’ll be more prepared to face Clazarene because I don’t know where we’ll end up.”
“Oh,” I say.
He nods. “Oh, indeed. You better start praying to whatever god you believe in because we’re going to need all the help we can get.”
Chapter 7
Izel




Gunfire explodes all around us, shouts grinding against my ears as I throw my arms into the air. A gust of wind shatters the glass on the building boxing us in while fire rains down from the sky, illuminating the people crowded on top of the roof. They scream as their clothes ignite, frantically running around as they struggle to remove their jackets. Thalassa sends a burst of light into the air and silence echoes around us, her hand latching onto mine and Cadmus’s as she wrenches us away from the portal.
I punch through the air, sending a tunnel of wind pummeling into the wall in front of us. It implodes on itself, metal screeching as a hole is cut straight through it. Together, we run through the new opening and charge into the dark forest beyond the familiar building drowning my body in waves of agony as memories flash across my vision, threatening to drag me underneath the ground where my screams can never be heard again.
Cadmus latches onto my waist and pulls me along as we sprint further from the portal, his other hand hooked around Thalassa’s wrist. Fire awakens in each of his steps, igniting the forest behind us and spreading in a line across the military base. Only once the screams are nothing but faint echoes in the backs of our minds do we finally stop, bracing our hands against the trunks of trees as we catch our breaths.
“That was pathetic compared to last time,” Cadmus offers with a fading grin, eye trained on me. It scans my body, assessing the expression written on my face and the slight trembling in my hands that I struggle to hide. “Maybe the humans are taking pity on us.”
“Wouldn’t that be convenient?” I scoff, standing straighter and rolling my shoulders. My wings twitch behind me and relax a stretch, feathers readjusting themselves.
The last time we came through the portal, a bomb rocked the earth beneath our feet. Thalassa and Cadmus were thrown back into Clazarene while I’d been left unconscious in the grass. When I woke up, I was blinded by fluorescent lights that burned into my bare skin. Men in white full-body suits leered over me, masks covering their faces as they peeled away my skin just to test how long it would take to heal, dousing my body in gasoline and igniting it to see how long I would last before my body repaired itself automatically. Removing one of my eyes to see if it would regenerate. It didn’t. Cutting off my nose to see if it would magically fix itself. It didn’t.
Luckily, there are some top-notch healers in Clazarene.
For an entire week, I was tortured by the humans as they tried prying information out of me about Clazarene and what I was, what I wanted when I came to their world. It wasn’t Thalassa who had saved me, or even Cadmus, but Alaida, my sister. She blazed through the military base and slaughtered everyone in her path, demolishing an entire wing before we managed to get back to the portal and return home. That was twenty years ago, but the memories are fresh as if it happened yesterday.
Cadmus straightens as he sniffs the air, tilting his head toward the north. “I can smell her.”
I suck in a deep breath, the scent tangling itself through my nose. My mouth salivates at the roses mingling with the energy and magic tangled in the air. Nothing like I’ve ever smelled before because everyone’s powers smell differently.
Fire smells like smoke; water smells cold; wind smells like crisp leaves; light smells like warmth; darkness smells like death. But this…I don’t know if there’s a proper word for it.
Thalassa inhales a breath, smiling wide as she looks through the trees. “She smells like hope.”
Cadmus rolls his eye, starting through the forest as the wall of fire holds steady to our right. It won’t fade, won’t wither away until he wills it so. “Yeah, whatever,” he mutters, but even as he speaks, I feel a muted emotion waving off of him. Hope.
Thalassa grabs onto his hand and mine, her smile illuminating the darkness around us before the world shifts, and we stand in the middle of an empty field. A mangled vehicle sits in a ditch. Beasts lay at our feet, broken and bloody bodies smoldering as their dark blood seeps into the soil. Whatever they were is unrecognizable. Whoever destroyed them so viciously, so completely, is a professional.
Could it be the girl?
Cadmus kneels, eye scanning over the carnage. “Can you smell that? It’s…” His voice fades and he jolts upright, pointing across the field.
There, two miles from where we stand, is—
Thalassa warps us through the world again and we stumble in front of…
“General Bacino,” Cadmus breathes.
Ezryn stiffens, hands tightening around the girl in his arms.
I choke on a breath as a shudder tears down my spine, colliding into each vertebrae with enough force to make me stumble forward a step. My knees quake beneath me as I release my hand from Thalassa’s, unable to tear my gaze away from the breathtaking girl in the general’s arms.
Her short dark hair waves to her shoulders, full lips trembling as her slender gray eyes lock with mine. A fog that I would gladly lose myself in. A smoke that I would follow through the world until the very end. Her black clothes are torn, wrinkled, while small cuts and abrasions line her forearms. The sight of her injured sends a wave of rage burning through my stomach.
Where is this coming from?
“Oh, shit,” Cadmus hisses, crossing his arms over his chest as he looks between me and the girl. But his words are nothing more than a faint tapping on my ears as the world melts away from me, becoming a long-forgotten memory.
All I can see is the girl, so fragile and small in Ezryn’s grasp. All I can hear are her frantic breaths and the rapid beating of her almost human heart. All I can feel is the tether binding me to her, tying us together with a white glow that I’m surprised no one else can see or even feel. It’s so bright and so warm.
And then it hits me, pummels me into oblivion.
What I thought I would never have, what I had stopped searching for long ago, is right in front of me. The answer to all of the questions I had yelled into the sky heartbreak after heartbreak.
Three centuries alive and my mate is a human.
The gods and fates certainly love making jokes at my expense.
I blink and the world resets itself, the anger burning through my arms collecting in my fists as I growl, “Release her.” And I can’t believe the words have left my mouth until they’re already out in the open, low and guttural and stirring the fear building in the girl’s body, washing over my lungs and drenching me in a sour taste.
I flinch, taking a step back.
Ezryn doesn’t waver. His voice is hard as stone as he says, “State your business here. Faeries are prohibited from crossing into the human lands.”
Thalassa is still speechless beside me, her eyes flicking from me to the girl in his arms, lingering more on her. Every look at her sears something in my spine. I want to kill everyone that dares to look at her without my permission and…and I can’t because of the fear staining the girl’s skin. Her flawless, delicate, honey-toned skin.
“We came for her,” Thalassa finally says through a breathless voice, pointing a trembling finger at the girl. “Prince Seriah dispatched an array of bounty hunters to retrieve her in your absence, General.” She adds the title quickly, quietly, unable to meet his gaze.
My breath abandons my lungs, leaves me behind entirely as I remember why we’re here and what we need the girl for. To hand her over to the prince so that she can marry him. So that she can spend the rest of her immortal life tethered to that prick. But she deserves it, deserves someone like him as opposed to me. The life he will give her will be nothing shy of everything she deserves.
I don’t even need to know her name to know that.
“I have her,” Ezryn replies with a firm nod. “I ran into complications on my mission here and had to make a detour. There are monsters patrolling these lands and the nearest portal isn’t safe. We’re trying to find a new one back to Clazarene.”
“Some detour,” Cadmus mutters under his breath.
But Ezryn isn’t concerned with my friends, his gaze solely trained on me because he recognized the shift in the wind, the scent tangling into everyone’s noses. Everyone except the girl seems to have understood what’s passed over me, her eyes glistening as she stares at me. She still hasn’t looked away from me and I don’t know if it’s because of how I appear to her or if something inside of her is keeping her there. The bond between us is trying to make itself known to her.
“What are your names?” Ezryn asks, more so to me than the other two. If he’s been in this world for the past however long, then he is bonded with the girl. He has protected her and feels an attachment to her, like that of a mating bond. Except what he feels is a vague comparison to what’s burning through every limb and bone and muscle and fiber of my body as I continue to stare at her in his arms.
I want to know her name. I want to encompass myself with everything that she is, tangle her life into mine for all of eternity. Anything and everything for her.
“Thalassa.”
“Cadmus.”
I blink again, unable to form the word on my mouth. Why didn’t anyone tell me that it would feel like this? I’m making a complete and utter fool of myself in front of my mate and I—
“She’s Izel,” Thalassa says with a nod in my direction.
“Izel what?” Ezryn asks, narrowing his eyes on me. They shift from my head to my feet, skirting to the wings on my back. No doubt he knows who I am, what I’ve done.
“Just Izel,” I answer with a smile, ruffling my wings behind me. “No family name.” No family name to inherit since everyone I once called family is gone, either dead or simply missing. Good riddance to them all, except one.
“What’s your name?” Thalassa asks, voice gentle and soft as she nods to the girl.
She clears her throat, relaxing in Ezryn’s arms as she looks to my friend. “Deyanira.”
Warmth bristles through my entire body at the sound of her voice, at her name. Equally as breathtaking as her. My smile deepens as her gaze flicks back to me, her head tilting as she stares at my wings. Under the light of the mortal moon, they’re striking. As pure a black as anything can get, glistening with silver along the edges of the feathers.
I would certainly be impressed.
“They’re like the night sky,” she whispers with such timid awe. “Like starlight.”
I nearly keel over at her declaration.
“Don’t say stuff like that to her; it’ll only go to her head and she’s pretty insufferable now.” Cadmus elbows my arm with a grin, startling the girl.
She shrinks deeper into Ezryn’s arms as her gaze jerks to him, gray eyes wide with fear.
I’ve never wanted to obliterate his existence more than at this moment.
Ezryn shifts his gaze to Thalassa, pivoting his body so that Deyanira’s face is hidden from my view. I will tear him to pieces. “Can you find a portal and take us there?”
I clench my jaw, not realizing I’ve started to take a step forward until Cadmus latches onto my hand and shakes his head. I jerk my arm away, feathers rustling behind me. This is a dangerous game that I’m playing, a fine line that I’m walking. Not only is my mate in the general’s arms but destined to marry the prince of our world. How can the gods be so cruel?
Then again, I’ve certainly never done anything to deserve their praise or forgiveness, their generosity.
Unless she recognizes the bond for what it is and we declare it, everything in this world is going to rip us apart. But I can’t ask her to do something like that no matter how much my hands ache to hold her, to touch her. I can’t give her a life that she would ever want. As it stands, I’m a wanted assassin living in an abandoned clocktower. What can I offer her that a prince can’t?
And then it hits me. One of the dumbest plans that I’ve ever concocted.
“Yes, I can find a portal,” Thalassa answers. “Of course.” She grabs my hand and we all link together, my gaze frozen on the ground at my feet as we’re whisked away from the field.
Chapter 8
Deyanira




There aren’t enough words in the world to describe what I’m feeling. No, there are, but none of them are right. The sense of familiarity radiating off of Izel, the power flowing off of her and those wings…I’ve never seen such beautiful wings before. She looks like an angel in every sense of the word.
I could barely think when I saw the trio appear in front of us. The instant they landed, something shifted in the world’s core. Three of the most beautiful people—faeries—I’d ever seen and yet Izel was a step above them all. Even with the scars on her face.
One on her right cheek just under her green eye. One cutting through her brow and down her left cheek through her violet eye. One bridging her cheeks across her nose. Beautiful. A slender face with thick, plush lips, tangled dark hair flowing down past her shoulders and barely concealing her pointed ears, flawless olive skin, and her body…carved with fine muscle but still feminine, beautifully filled out.
What was the world thinking when they allowed someone to look like that? It’s unfair to everyone else.
Emotions I’ve never felt before, thoughts I’ve never had in regard to anyone, flood my body and wash over every inch of my skin and bones as we vanish into the air. Wind rips at me and I gasp on a breath, biting back a shrill scream and squeezing my eyes shut before it all ceases in a single moment.
When my eyes open, Izel is staring at me with such intensity that all breath escapes my lungs and is taken away. But it isn’t just her; her friends are staring at me as well, panicked and confused.
“She’s half-human,” Ezryn explains to them with a slow nod, clutching me tighter against his chest. “Certain magic and creatures affect her differently than they do us.”
Thalassa offers a small smile, a faint accent tracing her words. All three of them have unfamiliar accents, but I can’t place their origins. Ezryn doesn’t have one. Is it because he’s been on Earth with me? “I’m sorry, Deyanira; I didn’t mean to startle you.” The way she looks at me is different from how Izel does.
While Izel stares at me with such an intensity that warmth instantly floods through my body and swarms in my cheeks, Thalassa looks at me with awe and devotion. As if I’m a savior to her, a goddess in the flesh.
Is that what I am to these people? Why would my father think that it’s so wrong?
Ezryn turns, looking across the sprawling hills rolling out before us. A gentle breeze sifts through the long grass, and at the crest of a hill, spiraling into the moonlight, is a portal almost the same as the one at the outpost. Except this one is different. Darkness floods into the world and seeps through the grass around it, devouring the land in a void of near-silent screams that pierce my mind, burn my eyes.
I shudder against it, blinking up at Ezryn.
He nods, understanding flashing across his face. “Whatever is on the other side of the portal isn’t good by any means. We’ll have to be careful when we cross.” He looks back between the other faeries, nothing but strength and power radiating off of his body and dripping from his words. “We protect Deyanira. She is the key to our salvation.”
I furrow my brows as we start walking, the screams growing louder the closer we get. We pause at the threshold, and I squeeze my eyes shut, cover my ears with my hands as the screams plow into my mind and body, wrenching a cry from my throat. They want something from me, something that I can’t give them because I don’t know what language they’re speaking in. It’s a mix of a thousand voices, a slurry of genders and ages pummeling into me.
There’s nothing but agony and writhing and thrashing and—
Silence, blissful silence encases me, and I release a slow breath as I lower my arms and blink up at…Izel smiles down at me, her arms tucked firmly around my body as she holds me against her chest. Warmth and strength pour off of her, coating my body in a sense of safety that I’ve never felt before, even in Ezryn’s presence. Her wings twitch behind her, the graceful arches of them peeking up past her shoulders.
“You are in capable hands,” Ezryn says, answering the question I hadn’t thought to ask. A question that I wasn’t going to ask. “She will protect you with her life.”
“Can you really fly?” I ask, my voice nothing more than a whisper as I stare into her eyes. Such pure colors, nothing like I’ve ever seen before. Deep green like pine trees paired with the violet of a setting sun, a sky kissing the world goodnight. How are all faeries this incredible to behold?
She laughs gently and nods. “Of course. Maybe I can show you when we cross through.”
Cadmus grumbles something under his breath that causes Izel to stiffen. Her hands tighten around my knees and back as he trudges through the portal, disappearing in an instant. Izel relaxes once he’s gone, casting me one final look before entering the portal as well.
Green light waves through the gray sky, pulling my attention away from Izel and toward sharp and jagged cliffs that jut out across the land in front of us. Beyond the cliffs and towers of rock, surrounded by a moat of shining green water, a castle stands and dwarfs everything around it. Cries and screeches bounce off of the rocks as winged beasts soar through the air above us, nothing but menacing black specks against the swirling clouds.
“The Emerald Lake,” Cadmus groans, single red eye glowing and casting shadows across the rest of his face. While he might be striking, it’s a devious kind of handsome that would have one second-guessing whether he means them harm or not. “Out of all the places there could be a portal. Arlin Marrow must really enjoy this.”
I furrow my brows at the names, shrinking deeper into Izel’s arms.
“Arlin Marrow is no one to concern yourself with,” she says gently to me, and I believe her. I think I’ll believe every word that comes out of her beautiful mouth.
Why do I feel like this?
I’ve never had a crush this sudden, this overwhelming in…ever.
Izel’s eyes narrow as she glares at Cadmus. “Mind yourself, would you? She’s terrified.”
“She should be,” he scoffs, crossing his arms over his chest as he cuts a glare in my direction.
I flinch under the weight of his stare causing Izel to tighten her grip around my body.
Her breath is strained in her chest, lungs quaking with anger against my ribs. Are they really friends?
“Clazarene is full of deadly beasts lurking around every corner. The sooner she learns that the better, otherwise we’re all doomed.” He rolls his eye and strides down the valley of cliffs, scuffing his boots against the stones as he goes. He pauses in front of a relatively flat piece of rock and pulls out…chalk?
Ezryn nods, sword ready in his hand as he scans the skies above and the beasts circling overhead like vultures in search of their next meal. “Teleportation magic,” he explains to me, voice hushed as he walks down the valley. “An advanced form.”
Cadmus finishes drawing a door marked with symbols that I don’t recognize and steps back, hand igniting with flames as he grins at me. “Only the best know how to do this,” he says, casually flicking a ball of fire at the wall. It explodes with an array of sparks, withering away as they speckle the stone at our feet. He furrows his brows, throwing another burst of fire against the rocks that bounce helplessly off, landing on his leather coat before falling away.
“Arlin Marrow is the best,” Thalassa mutters, staring down the valley and toward The Emerald Lake and the castle shrouded in darkness looming in the distance watching over us. “We must need his permission to use certain magic on his lands. He isn’t a fool.”
“I will get it,” Ezryn says, glancing between the four of us. His gaze lingers on me before shifting to Izel.
I still don’t understand why he gave me to her, why she’s been tasked with keeping me safe, but I certainly don’t mind. Not when she can silence the screams and block out the pain. Not when everything about her arms around me feels…meant to be, as crazy as that sounds.
“Protect her until I return.” And then he turns and starts down the valley, abandoning us as his footsteps echo off the jagged cliffs towering above us.
Thalassa smiles at me. “It’s a divine honor to finally meet you, Deyanira. I knew that the stories were true.”
“Stories?” I ask, glancing between the three people surrounding me. They all seem to know who I am, came for me because of a prince. What kind of world is this where monarchs still rule? And what does he want me for?
“You’re Earae’s only child,” she explains. “The powers within you will be a sight to behold. With them, who knows what you’ll be able to accomplish and—” Her blue eyes glaze over as her gaze is jerked to the sky, mouth falling open as a shadowy beast plunges through the air and straight for us.
Izel springs back in an instant, wings snapping out and sending us rocketing into the air. I stifle a scream and wrap my arms around her neck, burying my face in her chest as wind howls in my ears and tears at my exposed skin.
“You’re safe,” she says, voice strained as her body pivots, the muscles in her abdomen flexing against my side. We jerk sideways and I bite back another scream, forcing my eyes to snap open.
A beast whirls around below us as flames rain down onto its scaled back but they roll right off and splatter the stones, dousing the ground in green smoke. Cadmus throws his hands into the air, coaxing a wall of fire to block him and Thalassa as she wields a sword carved from straight sunlight that sears my eyes as I stare at it, but I can’t look away. She swipes the blade through the fire, and it slashes through the beast’s elongated neck, blood the color of limes spilling onto the stones before it collapses with a hiss.
Steam billows into the air, coaxing the other winged creatures toward us. Four more begin their descent; one of them aiming straight for Izel and me.
She grins, nothing but feral anger lacing her smile, as she pulls a gun from the holster on her belt. The shot rings through the air and vibrates through my bones. The bullet slams into one of the beast’s thick legs and it cackles as it charges harder, wings slicing through the air.
She holsters the gun and thrusts out a hand, wind howling from her palm that slams straight into the creature as it forces us back. One of its wings snaps in half and it plummets down to the ground and straight toward Thalassa and Cadmus. Izel cuts another slice of wind in its direction with a kick of her leg and sends the animal soaring back up through the air, plowing right into one of its friends. They both tumble through the air and land on the pointed cliffs, bodies skewered and dripping bright green blood down into the valley where Cadmus and Thalassa fight off the remaining two.
My heart lurches in my chest at the sight and Izel’s grip tightens on my body as she plunges through the air. She repositions my legs, tucking them around her waist while I wrap my arms around her neck. In a flash of silver, a curved dagger is in her hand. She carves through the air and spins beneath one of the beast’s necks as a barrel of fire plows straight for us.
With one strike, she severs the creature’s head and takes off back into the sky as the fire washes over the space where we once were. The heat burns my legs and I wince at the hissing pain, glancing down at my pants only to find embers burning holes through the fabric. Not a single lick of fire stains the feathers on her wings or her pants as if they’re coated in magic to protect them from the flames.
Izel lands in an instant and sets me onto the ground, a calm breeze brushing over my legs and extinguishing the fire. She cuts a sneer back at her friends as they finish off the last monster before returning her attention to me. “Do you mind if I examine your legs?”
I shake my head, pressing my lips together as she gingerly tugs the ends of my tattered pant legs out from my boots and up to my knees. Bright red splotches shine on my skin, and I grimace as a gentle breeze washes over them, stinging my exposed nerves.
Thalassa runs over with a gasp while Cadmus trudges behind her, rolling his single eye once more.
Izel doesn’t say anything as she reaches into the pocket of her coat and pulls out a slender, curved bottle. The liquid inside glows a brilliant blue and she uncaps it with her teeth before pouring it across my legs. She is nothing but power and casual grace. Nothing but everything that I want to be and have only ever dreamed about.
A chill races over my skin and I wince as she massages the ointment into the burns, the nerves singing under the cold liquid. Her hands are gentle and soft despite the calluses, careful. After a moment, the burns disappear and Izel holds onto my calves, examining them for further damage. It sends a different kind of heat racing through my veins, dousing my chest and organs in warmth.
Her touch is reluctant as she pulls back, taking the cascade of warmth away with her. “Good as new,” she mumbles through a strained throat, glancing down the valley with furrowed brows as footsteps echo around us.
She stands, her body and posture rigid, tense.
Ezryn nods to Cadmus, tucking away his sword as he looks down at me. “What happened?”
“Nothing,” I answer with a small voice, staring at the places where Izel touched my skin. The faint traces of her linger, hugging my bones. I want her to touch me again, to never let go. I want her hands caressing every square inch of me.
My gaze slips to the rocks beneath me as I search for something to ground myself, steady my flustered thoughts.
Cadmus casts another ball of fire to the chalk doorframe, and it ignites, sparks raining down onto the ground as the rock grinds and groans against itself. A door opens with nothing but pure darkness on the other side. He glances over his shoulder at the four of us, his gaze lingering on Izel before he steps through and disappears.
Ezryn lifts me into his arms, taking a step back. “Given your wings, you probably shouldn’t go with us when we return to the palace,” he says to Izel. “Thank you for keeping her safe, but she has a duty to fulfill in Norria.”
“What’s wrong with her wings?” I ask, breathless at the thought of her not returning with us, stomach aching at the idea of anyone disliking her wings. My eyes burn as I stare at her, bones quaking at the thought of leaving her.
Why do I have to leave her?
“I’m not good,” she answers softly, eyes falling to the rocks at her feet. Her words are so small, so strained. “Goodbye, Deyanira,” she whispers before walking for the doorway, disappearing into the darkness without glancing back over her shoulder.
And once she’s gone, an absence weighs down on my chest and clogs my throat. The way she said my name, with such longing and grief, shatters a piece of me. I want to hear her say my name with a smile staining her lips. I want her to say my name in a hushed moan.
Why do I feel like this? How is it entirely possible to feel like this after just meeting someone? I’ve never been one to believe in love at first sight, thinking the books and movies to be utterly ridiculous.
But now, I think I’m beginning to understand it.
“Where is she going?” I ask, frowning as I look between the last two remaining faeries.
Thalassa sighs, brushing a hand through her blue hair as she looks down at me. “Izel isn’t welcome in Norria. But I will return with you two to collect the payment and say hello to my mate, Deimos.”
“Mate?” I ask, looking between her and Ezryn. “Like a soulmate?”
Ezryn nods, heading for the darkened doorway. “Something like that.”
Chapter 9
Izel




My knees buckle on the other side of the portal, and I inhale a shuddering breath, anger coursing through every inch of my skin as I leave my mate behind. My fist connects with the pavement before I can stop it, pain sparking up my knuckles and across my forearm. A guttural scream claws its way out of my throat as my wings wrench me from the ground, taking me into the sky as the echoes of my pain fade behind me and stain the streets of Norria.
The palace rests on the edge of a waterfall that stretches across the cliff for miles, arching and pointing into the sky. The spires glow with white light, matching bricks shining under the stars. At the center of the palace, a tower stands twenty stories above everything else while the rest of the structure staggers down in a staircase of rooms filled with lavish luxuries and riches deserving of Deyanira.
Down the single bridge leading to the palace, the city of Norria dots the Caspian Sea on various platforms, docks and islands that climb into the sky. All connected by a series of bridges and ladders, all teeming with bustling and thriving life that I’ll never experience for myself. Not that I’ve ever wanted to so badly before this moment. Nothing that I’ve ever wanted to share with anyone until I met Deyanira.
And in the distance, nestled against the mountain range dwarfing Norria, rests the arena where the rite will take place.
In one week.
I hover above the capital city, eyes burning as I stare down at the doorway and watch three figures emerge from it, one tucked into a pair of firm arms. My stomach burns as I steer myself away from everything, guiding my way back by the stars glowing above. They taunt me, mock me for believing that I could have something so far out of my reach that even with my wings I’d never touch.
But maybe it isn’t as far-fetched as I’m trying to force myself to believe.
If I compete in the rite, not only will I win back my magic, but I’ll earn forgiveness for my crimes. I’ll earn more money than I can dream of and a year in the palace. A single year, three-hundred and sixty-five days to be within the same walls as my mate.
And the risk of death is worth it to see her face once more, to hear her voice, to hold her in my arms again. To convince her of the bond, to prove to her that what we have is something divine and special. Even if I had started to believe that it wasn’t anything worth anything mere hours before. Even if I seldom look to the gods for help and guidance.
But for a human?
Her kind has done nothing for me. Less than nothing, in fact. They’ve shown me the true horrors of the world she once called home. The scars on my face that I know Deyanira has seen, gawked at, are courtesy of the humans. My two different colored eyes are a gift from them as well. Proof that they can do far worse damage to an immortal body than anyone ever thought possible.
After I returned to Clazarene twenty years ago, I was thrashing in Alaida’s arms. It was pain that I’d never felt before drenching my body and every exposed nerve from my missing nose to my gouged eye socket. We don’t heal naturally, but magic works its way across our systems to fix what’s been broken. I didn’t have enough magic in me to heal myself, to restore what I’d lost.
A healer gifted me a new eye, though it wasn’t the same color as my original one. It took mere minutes to replace what I’d lost in full, to erase the pain that still haunts me. She gave me a new nose, though the scars have lingered as a reminder of what deplorable creatures the humans are.
And yet, Deyanira is nothing like them. There was kindness in her eyes, love in her small hands. A trust that I’ve never known before oozing out of every pore in her body.
For her, for my mate, I will enter the rite.
I land at the clocktower and kick through one of the doors. Chunks of wood clatter against the stones, splinters flitting through the breeze. I freeze in the threshold, eyes narrowing on Cadmus. His hands are tucked into his pockets, red eye mulling over the wood now resting at his feet.
“Do you know what it’s like to love someone and have them hate everything that you are?” he asks with a voice so quiet that I barely recognize it. My stomach tightens as he continues, muscles stiffening under my skin. “No matter what you do, no matter how hard you try to earn back their forgiveness, they push you away.” He pauses, single eye flickering with fire as he stares at me. “For years, Izel. For decades I have loved you. And what do I get for it? To watch and feel and smell your mating bond snap into place with someone else. With a human, out of everyone in the godsforsaken worlds.”
I choke on a breath at his declaration, at the words leaving his mouth. How could he even think to mention any of this now? Especially given our history. When he knows that I hate him and can’t stand the sight of him. The anger I’d left behind in Norria finds itself at home in my fists again as I cross through the clocktower, glaring at Cadmus.
“Don’t you remember what they did to you?” he demands, jerking a hand at my face. “How can you be so willing to accept this mating bond and forgive her when you can’t do the same for me?”
“You don’t deserve my forgiveness,” I hiss, slamming my fist into his jaw. He stumbles into the brick wall with a grunt. “After what you pulled, I don’t even know why you’re bringing this up.” My boot connects with his stomach, and he flies through the room, crashing into the brick wall at the opposite end. Dust falls on top of his hair as he sinks to the ground, eye sputtering with dying flames.
“Because I love you,” he snaps, clenching his hands into fists as he stands. His single red eye is boring into my soul, the scar on the left side of his face covered by the curled slopes of his hair. “Did you hear me when I said that? Do I have to spell it out for you?”
I gave him that scar, beat him so viciously and thoroughly that his left eye was absolutely pulverized. Though, unlike me, he chose not to get a replacement. He told me on the day that I saw him after the fact that he wanted to live with the reminder for the rest of his life. He never wanted to forget the pain that he caused me.
I slap him with a gust of wind, sending him careening into the wall next to him. “I heard you, but I don’t care. Where was this so-called love five years ago when you ruined everything?”
The reason I don’t have a family name, the reason that I’m alone in this world and will remain that way for all of eternity it seems, is because of Cadmus. While I’ve cursed most of my family to every hell and back for simply leaving me behind one day, I’d never spoken an ill word about my sister who chose to stay with me in spite of the circumstances.
Anything and everything for you, she’d said.
“I didn’t know what they were planning on doing,” Cadmus mumbles, uttering the same words that he spoke to me five years ago. The same broken, pathetic excuse that I’ve thought about every day since then. “We’ve all done things for a paycheck, Izel.”
“Sure, but I’ve never sold someone’s sister out to a rapist when I knew exactly who they were,” I snarl, fist connecting with the bricks above his head. They crumble beneath my hand, shatter all over his body beneath me. “She’s dead now, Cadmus. How am I supposed to forgive you for that? How can you ever expect me to look at you the same way that I used to?”
Thalvith was known throughout Clazarene for being vicious and ruthless, more so than most of us who claim it. He practically owned the rights to those words. He bought and stole hordes of females throughout his centuries of life, took pieces of them that could never be returned. When he was finished, he slaughtered them. Far worse than anything that Osias had ever done. But not before sending a video of his heinous acts to the family.
Five years ago, exactly two days after I got the video, I hunted him down and tore into him with every ounce of my being. I picked him apart the same way that the humans had done to me in their basement. I carved into him while he was still alive and used magic to keep him awake, forced him to experience everything and feel everything. It’s why my magic was nothing but a morsel. After I finally killed him, I tracked down Cadmus and beat him into almost nothing before Thalassa found us and tore me away.
If she hadn’t stopped me, I would’ve killed him. And he would’ve let me.
“I didn’t know who he was,” Cadmus whispers, coughing out a spew of blood across the concrete smooshed into his cheek. “I hadn’t heard the stories, Izel.”
“And yet you still sold her location to him?”
He sighs as he pushes himself up, unable to meet my gaze as he strides past me and toward the broken doors of the clocktower. “Tell Thally to forget the money.” And he disappears into the night.
My eyes flicker from the blood on the ground to the doorway that Cadmus left through. He didn’t try to fight back, didn’t try to stop me on my rampage. For the first time since we’ve known each other, apart from that one day, he accepted his defeat without question. He let me win because he knew what was at stake, what’s always been at stake between us. The fine line that we’ve walked since five years ago has only gotten thinner. Now, I can’t even see it anymore.
I don’t owe him my forgiveness. I don’t owe him anything.
No, the only person I owe an apology to is my sister. I had been there at the time when Thalvith came, cackling the entire time he had searched through the home. Five years ago, I was an entirely different person. Five years ago, I didn’t know how to wield a blade and I didn’t dare use my powers to harm anyone. I was afraid of becoming the monster that everyone had already believed me to be. Sure, I might’ve stolen and worked various jobs with Thalassa and Cadmus, but I wasn’t a murderer.
Thalvith found my sister and ripped her from her bed. She screamed and thrashed the entire time, but he broke her wings so that she couldn’t escape. They were the purest shade of white that I’d ever seen before. Blood splattered feathers were left sprinkled through the home that the two of us shared. I hid in my closet and listened until there was nothing but silence and her phantom cries lingering in the eerie silence before I acted.
My negligence cost Alaida her life.
Since that day, I’ve done everything that I can to try and dispose of the creeps running amok in Clazarene. Since that day, I’ve sworn to never be as pathetic as I was. And I’ve kept true to both of those promises.
I’ve become the monster that everyone has always believed me to be.
Now…
My feet are moving before I can stop them, wings launching me into the air once I cross through the broken doorway. The Registration Administration is located in Sybar, the city being a halfway point between all of the continents. It never closes, always anxious to give someone the chance to sign their life away for a generous fee. The square building shines in the gray of dawn peeking over the horizon, metal walls sprinkled with the last of the stars fading away in the sky above.
I land on the sidewalk with a crack, the pavement splintering under my boots. Wings tucked tight against my back, I hike up the steps and into the office. I didn’t fight for my family before, but I won’t make the same mistake again.
Even if Deyanira doesn’t understand the connection between us.
Even if she deserves someone far better than me on every level that there is.
Even if she would be happier living in a grand palace with a prince.
I will fight for her.
Chapter 10
Deyanira




The grand palace of Clazarene dominates the space around it, spires and towers soaring above the mountains and into the clouds. My legs tremble as I stare at the gleaming windows and the golden light shimmering from within, steps reluctant as I follow Ezryn and Thalassa down the bridge. Pure blue water churns beneath the white bricks, crashing into the supports holding it in place. Each knock of the waves sends a ripple through my body as I scan the sky in search of Izel.
Ezryn places a gentle hand on my back as we ascend the steps, offering a tight smile. “Welcome home, Deyanira.” He braces a hand on the white doors dwarfing us, pushing them open with an ease that leaves me wondering how strong he actually is.
I freeze, breath fleeing from my lungs at the sight unfolding before me.
Home.
How can this be anyone’s home?
How can this be my home?
A hallway grander than any that I’ve ever seen, ever dreamed of existing, opens up before me with vaulted ceilings arching over the space. Beige walls lined with bronze pillars support the ten floors with matching railings overlooking the hallway. Faeries of all different sizes and shapes and colors mill through the space and pause as we enter. Glistening teal floors stretch down the hallway and back to the arched windows overlooking the ocean lapping beyond the palace, the rush of water like static filling the space. Dapple granite tiles line the edges, wrap up the stairs at the end of the space curving on either side.
I start walking, my feeble steps echoing through the otherwise silent hall as I move to the stairs at the back of the room and the windows overlooking the ocean glistening under the early morning sky. A glass platform sits above a waterfall flowing out from under the stairs, spilling down to a glistening pool several levels below where I stand. My hands grip the railing as I lean over, wanting to dive into the water and feel its embrace, the rush of it washing over my skin.
Hands latch onto my waist, pulling me back onto the ground. They’re firm but gentle, unfamiliar.
Slowly, I turn and slam back into the railing as I stare at a man that surpasses even Ezryn’s beauty. Hair as rich as polished mahogany under a setting sun sifts around his chiseled face, magenta eyes glowing as they rake me in. A crown of black iron sits atop his head, faint trickles of magenta light glowing atop the points.
“Be careful,” he says with a voice as smooth as honey lilted with the same crisp accent as Izel, “or you’ll fall right over the edge.”
“I…” My voice trails off as I devour every inch of the exquisite man standing in front of me. Yet, as dashing as he is in a black velvet suit with stitching that matches the color of his eyes, there’s something different about him compared to Izel. She’s regal, powerful. Strength radiating off of her, composure leaking from her skin. It was infectious. While this man is that, it’s…dampened.
He bows, slow and graceful, a delicate smile puckering his lips as he straightens. “I am Prince Seriah. What’s your name, dear?”
“Deyanira,” I reply, hands twitching by my sides. I’m still wearing my uniform from Black Scar, but am I supposed to curtsy? It seems laughable to do it in my tattered pants, scuffed boots, and wrinkled shirt. I didn’t even think to consider what a mess I must’ve looked like to everyone. Izel didn’t seem to mind.
“I have been waiting decades to finally meet you,” Seriah says, extending a hand.
I go to shake his hand, but he takes mine in both of his, kissing the top. A shiver ripples down my spine. My eyes skirt past the prince and to the hallway where Ezryn and Thalassa had been, but they’re gone. Where did they go? Why did they leave me alone in this strange new place with this strange new prince?
“I’m sorry to keep you waiting, but there was trouble on Earth. It isn’t Ezryn’s fault,” I add quickly, not wanting his family to be punished because of a promise that he had made to me. A promise that I wish I would’ve let him fulfill.
“No one said that it was,” Seriah says with a gentle laugh that floats through the air and brushes against me. “We’re grateful that both of you returned home unharmed. His family has certainly been concerned about his absence; I’m sure they’ll be relieved to see him.”
My heart pounds against my chest, breaths coming in shallow gasps as I look around the palace and the unfamiliar world that’s supposed to be home but feels nothing like what a home is supposed to feel like. I don’t know anyone here, don’t have any friends here. I’ve been left alone in the palace with the prince and I don’t know if I’m ready for any of this and all I can think about are a pair of eyes, one green and one violet, and how they steadied the uneven world around me. How her touch silenced the screams and the chaos. How familiar she felt, like what a home is supposed to feel like.
Where is she now? Why did she have to leave me?
I shake my head and start moving, fumbling my way down the steps. My boots scuff against the tiles, squealing as I pick up my pace and start jogging for the open front doors.
I can’t be here, I can’t be in this world. Everything and everyone are wrong. It’s all too beautiful and too perfect to be meant for someone like me, to be my home. Why did I agree to come here? What was I thinking when I decided to leave Earth behind and forget about everything I’ve come to know and tolerate?
The doors slam shut as I reach them and I skid to a stop before slamming into them, blood roaring in my ears. Sweat trickles down my temple as footsteps follow after me. I flinch as they grow louder, as they approach, and squeeze my eyes shut as I press myself further against the closed doors.
I don’t want to be here anymore. I don’t want to be here in this palace with this prince.
“Deya,” Ezryn coos, his hands warm as they brush over my shoulders.
I collapse against his touch, spinning and flinging my arms around him. Sobs crack through my lungs, break apart my ribs as I clutch Ezryn tightly against my body. As I hold onto the one familiar piece of a world that’s so foreign and strange.
He folds me into his arms, letting me curl myself against his chest as silent tears stream down my face and dot his…armor?
I peel my face away and blink at the shining silver armor adorning Ezryn. Carved and sculpted with fine lines that sweep down from the neck and roll over the shoulder cuffs lined with gold that close around his wrists. Swirls of metal flow down his chest, gold chainmail adorning his thighs and meeting with the decorated silver boots that hike up past his knees. A teal cape hangs off of his shoulders.
In his armor, dressed as the general of the king’s armies, he’s never looked more right. Even with the tattoos crawling up his neck and the piercings, he’s where he’s meant to be.
He smiles gently at me, reaching up to brush black gloved fingers through my hair. “You’re safe, Deya. No one is going to hurt you here. You’re home,” he says again as if trying to make himself believe it as well. But the golden light in his hazel eyes is dim, fading.
I know that I was born here, know that I was stolen away from this world shortly thereafter, but how can this be my home when it all feels so wrong?
I blink up at him, sniffling in silent question and he sighs, lifting his gaze. I follow it and my spine goes rigid at Prince Seriah quietly observing from a mere foot away. He doesn’t appear to be annoyed or angry, but…concerned.
“It will take time to adjust to this world,” Seriah explains, voice lilted with patience and understanding. “I will do everything within my power to ensure that you feel safe and welcome here, Deyanira.”
I don’t know what to say, don’t know how to explain to him that there’s only one person in this new world that feels familiar out of everything else around me. Even though we’ve only just met, even though there’s no reason that I can think of to explain it. Izel feels like home in Clazarene. And I want to go home.
“I’ll stay with her for a few nights,” Ezryn offers softly, holding the prince’s gaze. “Just to help her acclimate. We were friends in the human lands. I’m the only person she knows in this new world now.”
Seriah nods, tucking his hands into his pockets. His gaze doesn’t stray from mine. “Of course. Whatever she needs will be granted. Her chambers are in the north wing on the twelfth floor.” He pauses, offering a small nod and a gentle smile to me. “I will come by later, after you get some sleep, to check on you.” And then he shrinks into shadows that don’t exist, melting straight through the marble floor.
I flinch, clutching Ezryn’s armor tightly. “He…”
“The son of the night goddess,” Ezryn finishes for me, finding the words that I never would’ve on my own. He sighs, looks down at me. “What’s wrong, Deya? I thought you wanted to be here.”
“I came for you,” I answer softly as he starts walking, carrying me up the spiraling staircase on the right side of the hallway. At the top of the landing, we enter a bronze elevator. Twenty floors. “The only reason I came was to protect your family. Not because I wanted to be here. How are they doing, anyways?”
“They’re well, all things considered,” he says through a tight voice, pressing the button for the twelfth floor. “As I suspected, some believed that I had perished in the human lands. My family was sent to live in the royal family’s summer home across Clazarene; they’ll be returning to the palace within a few days.”
“Do you have any siblings?”
He nods as the elevator slows to a stop. The doors glide open silently and we cross through the open-air hallway overlooking the entryway, the rushing water nothing but a whisper now. “I have a sister and a brother, both younger, and both eager to follow in my footsteps and join the king’s army.”
“You must be excited about that.”
He shrugs, pausing in front of a set of white doors at the end of the hallway. He gently sets me down, opening the doors for me. “I think there is more that this world has to offer than fighting for someone that you don’t entirely believe in.” His voice is quiet, nothing more than a whisper in my ear as he waves me into the room.
Gilded in white and gold with speckled tiles shining under the incandescent lights, the first room is adorned with plush rose settees, couches, and chairs scattered about. A white marble fireplace sits along the right wall, matching shelves lined with books taking up the left wall and sloping up to the vaulted ceiling painted with a soft collection of clouds against a dusty pink backdrop, sprinkles of gold peeking through the puffs of white.
“Magic keeps the books in place,” Ezryn explains, pointing to the curving shelves. Not a single book is on the verge of toppling to the floor despite the precarious angle they sit at. “I’ll sleep in this room until my family arrives and then I’ll return to my chambers in the east wing.”
My heart seizes at the thought of being left alone again, but Ezryn takes my hand and pulls me deeper into the room, letting the door fall shut behind us. Once it closes, once it latches, he releases a strained breath and relaxes more. As if there are unseen eyes in the hallways watching, unknown ears listening and hanging onto every word. Judging by how the prince seems to travel, there might just be.
“You don’t believe in the king’s mission?” I ask as we enter the bedroom.
Arched windows overlook the city of Norria and the lake it rests upon, a massive bed with plush white blankets sitting against the left wall atop a platform of marble. White gossamer drapes the bed, dripping down from the ceiling. A desk sits along the left wall near doors to a balcony stretching the length of the chambers. To my surprise, there’s a laptop resting on the surface of the desk.
“They have internet?” I ask, stifling a laugh as I look at Ezryn.
He reaches into a slit in his armor and pulls out his phone with a grin. A pocket in his armor for his phone. One of the last things I ever expected to see. “Of course. We’re not cavemen.”
My eyes widen and I tap the pockets on my pants, finding my badge for Black Scar, but my phone is gone. Lost in the chaos of the car wreck, no doubt. Who would I even call with it? Who do I know in this world aside from Ezryn and…if I can somehow get Izel’s number, then I could call her. I could talk to her. The idea soothes something in my chest, eases an ache in my heart. To hear her voice again…
“Can I get a new phone?”
“You would have to talk to Prince Seriah about it,” he replies, unable to meet my gaze.
I nod despite a chill nestling its way into my bones as I glance out the window. “Where in Clazarene are we? And why does everyone have an accent except for you?”
“We’re in Seynia, the capital country. On Earth, it would be considered a majority of Europe. The accents stem from when the first of our kind snuck away to Earth to learn the ways and customs of the humans. A long time ago, we spoke a language that could’ve been considered a combination of multiple tongues. Now, all that remains is an accent. I had to relearn how to speak when I went to Earth considering where you were. Couldn’t have people asking the wrong questions that I wouldn’t be able to answer.”
The tongues of multiple languages combined into one, melded together and then swept away to create a symphony of voices. Izel’s voice is sultry, rich. I want to hear more of it.
Ezryn points to a door along the far right wall. “The bathroom and closet. You’ll no doubt want to bathe and change after you rest before tonight.”
“Tonight?” I ask, noticing that he still hasn’t answered my question about the king.
“A ball is in being thrown in your honor,” he explains. “A masquerade ball, as it happens.”
“I don’t like dancing,” I scoff, crossing my arms over my chest. “I’ve never been good at dancing.”
He laughs, giving me a teasing smile. “Don’t I know it. You stepped on my toes at all of those stupid military balls. But you had fun, right?”
A gentle laugh escapes my throat as I nod, remembering all of those ridiculous parties that the outpost threw.
Most of them didn’t have a rhyme or reason but one night, everyone would be gathered in the commissary, and someone would connect their phone to the speakers and start playing music. Everyone would start dancing and laughing, ignoring the reasons we had all gone there in the first place. Those nights, I think we were celebrating simply getting to live another day.
“A masquerade ball, though?” I groan, backtracking until I hit the platform. I slam into the bed and sink to the floor with a pitying chuckle. “Doesn’t that seem a little outdated?”
He nods, walking over and taking a seat beside me. His armor groans and clinks against the marble as he sits. “To celebrate your return home while also protecting your identity. There are plenty of people that will want to have you as their own, use your powers for whatever their agenda is.”
“I don’t even know what my powers are,” I mutter, resting my head against his plated shoulder.
“That won’t stop someone from trying to kidnap you,” he replies with a shrug. “But you don’t have anything to worry about. There’s a spell on the palace and the captain of the royal guard is more than qualified to do his job. He won’t let anything happen to you tonight, Deya. Or throughout your time here at the palace. And I’ll be there tonight to make sure that you don’t step on anyone’s toes.”
I roll my eyes but laugh. “Thank you for being here for me. Without you…” My voice trails off and I release a slow sigh, unable to stop my mind from wandering back to the same place. To home. “Why can’t Izel come to Norria?”
“She has done things in her life that make her an enemy of the royal family,” Ezryn explains softly.
“Then why did you give me to her before we came to Clazarene? Why did you let her protect me?”
“It’s complicated,” he answers, getting to his feet. “Get some sleep, Deya. You have a big evening ahead of you tonight.”
Chapter 11
Izel




I dream of her smile and a laugh that I’ve never heard before. I dream of her arms wrapping around me in ways that no one has in a long time. I dream of holding her in ways that I’ve never done with anyone before. And I wake up to an empty bed and silence. Just the same as every night before.
The wooden bed frame is cracking apart, creaking and groaning under my weight every time that I move, the thin blankets scratching against my skin. I yawn and scan the top of the clocktower and the makeshift closet where my clothes hang, knowing that Deyanira doesn’t deserve this. And yet there isn’t anything that I wouldn’t give to her, do for her.
Thalassa looks up from the worn green chair she’s lounging in, groaning as she sits up. “Finally. I’ve been sitting here for hours. Where’s Cadmus? I tried calling him, but it keeps going straight to voicemail. I need to give him his cut.”
“He said he doesn’t want the money,” I reply with a shrug, standing from the bed. I roll my shoulders, ruffling and readjusting the feathers on my wings. “We got into a fight and now he’s gone.” But I don’t care about him and his confessions. They’re nothing but faint memories brushing against the back of my mind, hidden behind dreams of Deyanira.
“I thought that might’ve happened,” she says softly, eyes falling to her lap. “Did he tell you?”
Anger burns through my chest as I stare at her. “Yes. How long have you known?”
“Years,” she admits, standing from the chair. She crosses the room and drops a small bundle of money onto the bed. Still more than I’ve ever seen before, held in my hands. “The rest of it is already in your bank account.”
With this, I could find somewhere else to live. With this…
“But I didn’t say anything because of what happened between you two five years ago. He didn’t have any right telling you, Izel. I tried to tell him that. Especially after what happened in the human lands with Deyanira.”
“She’s my mate,” I whisper, absently staring at the money on the bed. “And she’s supposed to marry the prince and live in the palace and—”
“There’s a masquerade ball tonight,” Thalassa explains, taking a seat on the end of the bed. “Deimos was telling me about it. To honor Deyanira’s return. All of Clazarene is invited.”
I stiffen, jerking my head to her. “Don’t they know what kind of danger she’ll be in once everyone learns of her return? What kinds of idiots are running this forsaken world?” I roll my eyes, not waiting for her to answer before snatching the money from the bed and tossing aside the blankets. Still dressed in the same clothes as yesterday, boots still tightly laced onto my feet, I hike over to the edge of the pit and look back over my shoulder at Thalassa. “I’m going.”
“I knew that you would,” she replies, joining me at the edge. She takes my hand, eyes wide as she stares down at the pit. “We can go shopping together, find something reasonable and appropriate for you to wear tonight. Except I don’t know what we’ll do about your wings.”
I step off the ledge and pull Thalassa into my arms, wind howling in my ears alongside her screams as we plummet to the bottom. We land gracefully and she shudders as she steps away, inhaling several deep breaths while I tuck my wings against my back. If I had my magic, I could glamour them, hide them from sight.
“We’ll figure it out,” Thalassa says with a quaking smile, striding for the patched doorway. She shoves it open and leads the way into Sybar.
Under the morning light, the city looks different. Clean and shining, glinting in the sun. More faeries and creatures crowd the sidewalks as they pass to and from shops while sleek cars speed down the road and whiz by without a care in the world, plowing right through stoplights.
Our first stop is at Thalassa’s favorite boutique. Thanks to Deimos, her wardrobe mostly consists of designer brands and labels. Everything to impress the creatures stalking through the streets in the light. It’s nothing that I could’ve afforded before—nothing that I would’ve wanted to buy before tonight—but I follow her into the frilly shop that smells of roses, the peach walls stained with feminine laughter. Golden racks line the walls, all of them stuffed with gossamer gowns of every color and shape and size and style known to the worlds.
Thalassa busies herself with a collection of blue gowns matching her hair and eyes while I move deeper into the store, toward the darker sections of color. I trail a hand along the gowns as I go, callouses scraping against the soft silken fabrics. Nothing that I could have pictured myself in before.
One gown in particular catches my eye and I pause, reaching out a delicate hand. The base fabric is black, but as I turn my head navy blue shines under the lights. The strapless neckline is adorned with a heavy stripe of silver crystals that grow fainter and sparse as they trail down and past the waist, trickling to faint streaks of white. The ends of the layered skirts are stitched with thick black feathers.
Like the night sky. Like starlight.
Thalassa rushes over, a cream gown in her arms. “If you don’t buy that, then I’m going to hate you forever.” She snaps her fingers, and her gown replaces the clothes that she was wearing. Hazel and turquoise gemstones adorn the sweetheart neckline and run down the length of the bodice to the flowing lacy skirts, turquoise tulle fluffing out the ends of the gown. A hazel collar dotted with matching gemstones extends to pointed shoulder cuffs, cream lace dripping down her arms.
I roll my eyes but pluck the dress from the rack. Though I’ve never been a fan of dresses, this one seems to be calling my name. It was made for me to wear tonight, made for me to wear when I find my mate once more. “No, you’re right. I would hate myself, too.”
Thalassa grins, blue eyes gleaming. “Now it’s time for accessories and hair and makeup. Oh, I don’t know if we really have enough time for all of that. And then there’s your wings. We better be quick.”
I nearly choked when the cashier told me the price of the dress but swallowed my pride and paid for it. To pay this much for a gown only for it to be worn once is utterly ridiculous, but it will be worth it. I can already imagine the look on Deyanira’s face when she sees me tonight. Her gray eyes will be alive with pure starlight, radiant enough to guide me home. Her smile will captivate everyone. Her heart will race and be a sweet melody in my ears.
The following shop we went to made custom masks to match our gowns and the third was for jewelry. Mine is nothing more than a simple silver necklace that hugs my throat and a matching bracelet. We didn’t want to take away from the dress. Thalassa, however, went all out as I was expecting.
I stare at my reflection in the illuminated mirror and don’t recognize the female staring back at me. With black eyeshadow sweeping across my lids, fading at the top and curved into a sharp wing, my eyes are piercing. Navy gems rest in my inner corner, tying in the colors from the dress. My lips are painted black with a dusting of the blue in the center. Even my hair—more often than not a tangled mess—has been swept off my shoulders and pulled into a thick bun with a braid wrapping around it, delicate strands pulled free for a careless look, to frame my face.
Thalassa’s eyes glow with shimmering cream and bronze, turquoise poised above and below her eyes while white glows on the inner corner. Her hair has been brought back in a thick braid with curls at the front. Jewels and crystals adorn her hair, sparkle in the light. She smiles at me in the mirror, and I smile back at her.
She pulls a vial from her pocket and sets it on the vanity in front of me. “Last thing. For your wings. I spoke with a witch while you were getting your hair and makeup done.”
“Not a glamour?” I ask, picking up the slender vial. The gray liquid shines in the light, a thousand stars tucked within the glass bottle. I uncork it and drink it, swallowing the night sky. A shimmering light douses my wings and stains the feathers and though my wings are still visible, they’re a mirage of silver light that shift with my movements.
“Not a glamour,” she says with a smile. “Are you ready to go?”
I pick up the mask from the vanity and slip it on with a nod, standing from the chair. “Oh, I think there’s something I should tell you,” I begin as we leave the shop. “I signed up for the rite.”
Thalassa scowls beneath her mask. “For the magic or Deyanira?”
“Why can’t it be both?” I answer with a shrug, reaching out to take her hand.
She pulls it back. “She has a destiny to fulfill, Izel. We can’t stand in the way of that.”
“Weren’t you convincing me earlier to go to this stupid ball to see her?”
“To say goodbye,” she says softly.
I flinch at her words. “I don’t want to say goodbye.”
“I understand how you feel, but what other choice do you have? She’s set to marry Prince Seriah.” Thalassa finally takes my hand, gripping it harder when I try to pull away. “She might be your mate, but the choice is hers to make in what becomes of her life.”
“I know that,” I mutter, looking down at the suffocatingly heavy dress. “But what other choice do I have?”
“Say goodbye and make your peace,” Thalassa says, whisking us to Norria.
Chapter 12
Deyanira




I barely slept. I don’t know how anyone was expecting me to, given everything that’s happened in the past twelve hours. Every sound that echoed outside of the windows caused me to flinch in the bed that was too big, too plush. Every voice outside of the room made me tremble.
So, in the silent hours before the masquerade ball, I spent my time in the bath. A sunken pool the size of my bed, I slipped into the steaming water and sat on the tiled edge for what felt like an eternity. I washed away everything that I was on Earth, wiped away all of the lies my father had drilled into my head, and emerged as a new person.
At least, that’s what I wanted to happen. While I felt clean and smelled like a hundred fields of flowers, I knew that nothing had changed. It would never be that simple. Especially when I looked at my reflection for the first time since arriving here and saw pointed ears replacing my human ones as if I’d been glamoured while living on Earth.
My father had been right about some of the monsters that live within the confines of Clazarene. Whenever I had done something that he didn’t approve of, he would sit me down and tell me different stories of the beasts ravaging the lands. They ranged from winged demons that would slice through the air with screams that could kill you instantly and all the way to the beautiful faeries that charmed you with smiles while poisoning you behind your back. Being half-fae myself changed nothing.
While I had been standing in the closet, eyes raking over the flowing and shimmering gowns hanging from the racks, Prince Seriah had invited himself into my chambers. Fortunately, I’d been wearing a dressing robe, but it didn’t stop me from feeling utterly vulnerable in his presence. He chose the gown that I will wear this evening, claiming that it complimented his suit nicely. Before he left, he told me of a present on my desk that I was expected to wear tonight.
Now, in the gown matching whatever he’s going to be wearing, I stare at my reflection in the mirror. I’ve worn dresses before, but none of them were as regal and elegant as this. None of them had ever made me feel like a princess, like someone worthy of such a title. I suppose it makes sense that I look like one now, feel like one, because that’s exactly what I am to Clazarene for reasons that I still don’t understand.
The fitted bodice is carved of a soft metal that’s cold against my skin, forming ornate latticework that trails down my chest over the top of sheer lace. My breasts are concealed by leaves and flowers of the same silver, the vines curving up and around my shoulders to hold it onto my body. At my waist is a belt of the same silver, leaves dripping down over the tops of my thighs and hugging my hips. The fluffy skirts are a dark gray, matching the sheer sleeves draping down my arms.
I run my hands over the skirts and shudder at how soft they are, how luxurious. This dress must have cost a fortune. Definitely more than anything that I would’ve ever seen on Earth outside of the Met Gala considering how little Black Scar paid its soldiers. We were always told that the benefits of living another day were greater than a paycheck, that fighting for our country didn’t have a price tag on it.
What would they do if they saw me now?
There’s a soft knock on the door before it opens.
A faerie smiles gently as she enters the room and I’m frozen as I stare at her in the mirror. The color of her hair reminds me of a rainbow reflecting in falling water drowned in sunlight, flowing gracefully in gentle waves around her back and arms. Yellow eyes rimmed with pink glow as she approaches, almond skin smooth and silken. Silver lines speckled with flecks of rainbow curve around her left eye, drip down her right eye, and slip down her throat and around her shoulders. Dressed in a baby pink chiffon gown that swims around her legs, it whispers across the floor with her graceful movements.
“My name is Bahati,” she says as she curtsies. “I have been sent to help with your hair and makeup.”
I nod, letting her lead me away from the full-length mirror and to my desk where a collection of makeup sits beside an ornate wooden box with golden clasps. I take a seat and stare at the box. Energy ripples off of it in soft waves, cooing at me and urging me to open it, to accept the gift waiting for me inside.
Bahati chuckles softly as she opens one of the drawers in the white desk. She pulls out a golden brush and starts combing through my hair. “Are you nervous, Princess?”
“I’m not a princess,” I reply softly, shrinking lower in my chair. I don’t deserve to be in this palace, to have a ball thrown in honor of my arrival and return. If I’m a princess to these people, then they must all be royalty because I’m no different than any of them. My mother is a goddess, just like half of theirs. The others are children of gods. We are all the same. What makes me so special?
“Earae is considered the highest of the celestials,” Bahati explains gently, her voice like silk against my ears as she answers my silent questions. Her fingers are careful and nimble as they work through my hair, the brush set aside so that she can start braiding pieces back. “By all rights, by our laws and beliefs, she is the queen of everyone. Being her daughter makes you a princess.”
“I don’t know much about her.”
“Born from star and space, Earae was infused with magic. As she walked across the empty world, she filled it with life. She pulled on the sun’s rays and created Vaella and when night fell, she plucked a star from the sky and her sister Yone was born. From there, she breathed life into the barren land and created grass and trees, willed mountains to rise and oceans to fill. Sitia and Thenas were given charge of the land, of the sea. Zelos and Ealdir were the last to form, the fire god and the air god.
“Clazarene was beautiful in its very beginning, but it was still, silent, and Earae knew what to do. From her hair, she created birds. From her teeth, she made dragons and monsters. Chaos to harmony; a balance. Piece by piece, she gave herself up to create life on Clazarene.” Bahati finishes braiding my hair, leaving most of it draping onto my shoulders. “She was still for years before your father braved the journey to Clazarene and sought her out.”
“Why?” I ask, still trying to wrap my mind around everything she has just said. Giving away pieces of herself to create this world and all of the good and bad parts of it. How much of her was left by the time my father had found her?
“No one knows for sure,” she replies, turning the chair and delving into the collection of makeup scattered across the desk’s surface. I close my eyes, utterly still as she coats my face with a variety of liquids and powders. “Some believe it to be greed while others believe it to be love and hope.”
“What do you believe?”
“Love,” she answers softly. “What are we without it?”
“What are mates?” I ask, remembering what Thalassa had said about Deimos even though my mind drifts back to Izel once more.
The way she stared at me when we had first met, the way the world seemed to warp and freeze as we held one another’s gaze. I don’t know how to explain the connection between us, how to understand the way she was able to calm the chaos that no one else could. I don’t know how to explain the familiarity of her presence.
“Humans believe in soulmates and it’s relatively the same concept, but it’s far different with the fae. Mates are equals, partners. They are bound by a connection that goes deeper than everything the world is made up of. Some claim that mates once shared a soul before birth and that the soul was split apart. When you find your mate, it’s like finding the missing piece of yourself that you didn’t realize you were living without. A harmonious connection. A peace to the chaos.”
I stiffen, eyes snapping open. “How do you know when you’ve met your mate?”
“I don’t know,” she admits with a sad smile. “I’ve yet to find mine, so I can’t honestly answer your question. Do you believe that you’ve met your mate?”
“Maybe,” I whisper, eyes falling to my hands folded tightly in my lap. “What does it mean?”
“Nothing if you don’t want it to. Like with every relationship, you are in control of who you love and who you don’t.” She tilts my head up with a gentle finger. “If you choose to accept your mate, then nothing and no one can stop you from being together. The world will part for the two of you if you deem it to be.”
“How do I accept the bond?”
She reaches behind me and sets the square wooden box in my lap. “Speak with your mate, Princess. Confess how you feel and decide what must be done.” She gives me one final look before leaving the room, closing the door behind her.
To be Izel’s equal, partner…I don’t know if that’s who I am. I don’t know how I could be considering everything that she is.
I stare at the box in my hands, fingers trembling as I lift the lid. A black tiara glints at me in the light, black crystals winking at me as they sweep up the curves to sharp points. It sings to me in a language I don’t understand, caressing my mind with delicate waves of a melody that I don’t want to hear. I close the lid, a shudder rippling down my spine.
“Do you not approve?”
I bite back a scream, jumping from my chair. The box clatters across the floor, the tiara spinning away from me.
Seriah leans against the wall beside the desk. The black satin jacket slips past his waist and drips behind his legs, a gray vest matching the color of my dress fitted to his chest. Ornate silver cuffs accentuate his shoulders and wrists. Smoke sifts through his hair and drips onto his shoulders before disappearing into the air. A black crown sits atop his head; the twin to my tiara.
“I’m not a princess,” I mumble again, wrapping my arms around myself. The room is suddenly colder than before, the sheer sleeves and open bodice offering little protection and comfort. “I don’t deserve to wear that.”
“I certainly beg to differ,” Seriah chuckles, standing from the wall. He walks over to the tiara and picks it up from the ground, brushing his fingers over it as he inspects it. “Do you know why you’re here, Deyanira? Has anyone told you yet?”
I shake my head, pressing my lips together as I stare into his magenta eyes. Despite the fact that he can control shadows—that they sift around his body like a cologne—his eyes glow with such a vibrant light. The color of the sky when the sun is setting.
I’ve always loved sunsets.
He closes the distance between us, gently holding the tiara within his hands. “Not only would I love for you to become my queen when I take the throne, but I would deeply enjoy training you and helping you grow your powers. From there, we will abolish the portals and converge Clazarene with the human lands.”
I blink, taking a small step back. “Why would you want to do that?”
“To end the blight their existence has created. They constantly invade our lands and fight with us. Combining the two worlds would grant us the power to restore peace to Clazarene and destroy the humans altogether. Their land and resources are certainly an added benefit.” He smiles as he speaks, eyes glowing with a blinding light even as the shadows grow thicker, darker around him.
“No,” I whisper, taking another step back. “I don’t want any part in that.”
Did Ezryn know that this is why they wanted me to return to Clazarene? Did he really think that I would simply go along with this? How can I be expected to play a part in destroying the world that has been my home for my entire life? How am I supposed to turn my back on the people that helped raise me and make me the person that I am?
The person that I am.
I am a soldier. I am a protector. I am a savior.
I lower my arms, clenching my hands into fists. Without considering the consequences—without considering how powerful the male standing before me is—I stride across the room and swing my fist. It connects with his jaw, sparks rippling down my forearm as he stumbles back. The tiara clatters from his hands, clinking as it comes to a rest on the tile floor.
Seriah presses a hand to his jaw, eyes narrowed as he stares at me. “That was brave.”
I shake out my hand and ball it again, hurling my fist through the air.
Seriah catches it, shadows slithering down my arm and slicing at my skin.
Heat burns through my muscles, knees buckling beneath me. I hit the ground with a crack, wrenching my hand from his grasp as a small cry escapes from my lips.
He chuckles softly as he kneels in front of me, one single finger lifting my chin and forcing me to look at him. “I would like for us to be friends, Deyanira. I would like nothing more than for this to be a compatible partnership, but I can and will take your mind for my own if I need to.” He grins, inhaling a deep breath as his eyes glow brighter, burn hotter as they stare into mine. “Do we understand one another?”
I smack his hand away, scrambling to my feet. I backtrack until I hit the window, breath coming in hard gasps. “I’m not afraid of you.”
“Are you sure about that? Because I can smell it, dear, and it’s divine.”
“Touch me again and—”
He crosses the room in a slither of shadows, bracing his hands against the window on either side of me. I flinch at the impact, at his proximity. He towers over me, the shadows clinging to him mingling in the air between us. “You’ll what? What can you possibly do to me in your current state?”
“More than you think,” I hiss, bringing my knee up between his legs. He grunts and keels over.
I shove him aside and race through the room, latching onto the door and wrenching it open. I burst into the hallway and start running, heels slipping on the tiled floors. I ignore everything and everyone around me as I race for the elevator, blood roaring in my ears.
Where is Ezryn?
Where is someone that can help me? Where are these powers and this magic that everyone keeps mentioning? How am I supposed to defend myself in a world of fae and monsters that are unbelievably strong and powerful when I don’t know how to do anything?
My heart pounds against my chest as I press the button to call the elevator over again and again, daring to glance back over my shoulder. The bedroom door is still hanging open, the hallway empty aside from me and my frantic breaths. They’re deafening in my ears, mocking how I thought I was a soldier.
The elevator doors glide open, and I turn, biting back a scream as Seriah latches onto my arm and yanks me inside as I struggle to pull myself free. He spins me around and slams me into the metal wall, groaning as the doors close behind him.
He holds up a single hand and my body stiffens, legs straightening beneath me. “This isn’t going to work unless you cooperate, dear. I warned you what would happen if you didn’t listen.” He flicks a finger and my mind splinters at his invisible touch, thoughts and words melting into—
Chapter 13
Izel




I’ve never been to the palace before, never had the desire or urge to visit. Now, as I walk through the gilded halls alongside Thalassa, following the giddy crowd to the ballroom on the south edge of the palace, I can’t believe that I thought of taking Deyanira away from this. There has never been a more worthy home for an individual like her. If this is what she wants, then I will not stand in her way.
How could I?
Though she may be my mate, I want nothing but for her to be happy. I want her to enjoy this life that she has been given, use it to the fullest even if she may not want to be here in our world. Even if she’s terrified of being in a world that’s so strange and unfamiliar to her, so different from everything that she’s used to.
If that means she spends all of eternity with someone else, with the prince, living in this palace, then so be it.
The crowd slows and grows silent as we enter the ballroom. Jutting out from the rest of the palace, the glass floor overlooks the waterfall plummeting hundreds of feet below to the sea. Marble pillars gleam with a golden light, curves of shining flowers and leaves curling around and down them to weave throughout the room. A domed ceiling decorated with multicolored glass reflects rainbows of light across the floor, encasing the band in sheer light. They’re already in full swing at the back of the room.
Guards line the walls, security cameras placed every twenty feet to watch and monitor everything and everyone. The crowd flows down the marble stairs and into the ballroom, immediately flocking to the center. Everyone starts dancing to the music pouring through the open space and rising to the ceiling, a symphony worthy of the occasion.
Thalassa swoons as she finds Deimos along the wall, clad in his pristine white uniform with a matching mask, offering me a pointed look over her shoulder before crossing the ballroom and embracing her mate. Her partner.
I pick up my skirts and descend the stairs, weaving through the hustle and bustle to the left side of the room where banquet tables are lined with a collection of food and beverages. The steam wafting from the platters tingles my jaw. Nothing like anything that I’ve ever eaten before, nor will ever eat if I have anything to say about it. I don’t need their fancy food.
I head for the end of the table and snatch a glass of champagne from one of the seven towers, drinking it all in one swallow. Golden and sparkling, it tingles my throat and stomach.
Thalassa has already pulled Deimos away from his post, the pair sweeping across the center of the room in a twirl of gossamer and white. Compared to Cadmus, Deimos is definitely the more attractive brother. His glossy dark hair streaked with ash gray flows delicately around his face as he dances with Thalassa, pure white eyes glowing against his golden skin. His smile radiant as he holds Thalassa.
I pull another glass from the tower, depositing my empty one in the bin at the end of the table, and absently scan the masked faces for Deyanira and the prince. No doubt they’ll be dancing together, clinging to one another’s sides all night long. It will be nearly impossible to steal her for a moment, to tell her everything that I’ve wanted to since I first laid eyes on her. But those words seem far off, plummeting down the waterfall beneath the glass floor.
The dance finishes and the crowd applauds the band before they begin again, another song filled to the brim with love and life. The world is mocking me tonight.
Thalassa waves to Deimos before drifting away, soloing while he skirts through the crowd with his white eyes locked on me.
I stiffen, leaning back against the table as he approaches.
“Izel,” he says with a nod, hands poised and ready by his sides. Along his belt is a sword with a golden hilt, a matching dagger, and a silver gun.
“Deimos,” I reply, finishing off my second glass. Faint echoes of warmth trickle through my stomach, stir against my chest. Despite their bottomless wealth, the royal family couldn’t be bothered to buy the strong stuff. Not for the guests that will be here tonight. Not for the common folk.
He’s silent for a moment, pivoting until he’s positioned to easily watch the crowd and me at the same time. As if he thinks I’m bold enough, brazen enough to do something reckless at the royal palace.
Depending on how the night goes, he may be right to be suspicious.
His eyes soften as they meet mine for a single moment. “Thank you for saving Thalassa’s life. She told me what happened when she visited earlier.”
“What other option was there?” I ask, taking a third glass from the tower as several people begin making their way over to the tables. I move to the corner beside the stairs, Deimos following close at my heels. We’ve never been friends, never truly cared for one another, but we share a common interest: Thalassa. He only tolerates my friendship with her despite the strain it puts on their mating bond, due to my long-since forgotten unrequited feelings for her, because he knows that I won’t let anything happen to her.
“I know the sacrifice you made to save her, and I just wanted to thank you for it. But she’s worried about your reasons for signing up for the rite, alongside the general concern for your safety.” He adds the last part tersely, strained.
“My reasons are my reasons,” I reply with a shrug, taking a long drink from the glass. “As for my safety, she has nothing to worry about. I know how to handle myself. The fae entering the rite should be worried about themselves.”
Ever since five years ago, I’ve trained tirelessly to become the best assassin in all of Clazarene. I sought out the best teacher that there was. Day and night, I’ve practiced and worked to never again feel as frightened and helpless as I did once before.
“It isn’t just fae entering,” Deimos explains softly, white eyes darting to those around. “All races and species with a refillable magic supply have been permitted to enter this year. There will be creatures like which you’ve never seen or faced before in the rite.” He gives me a pointed look, one that tells me that I should withdraw while I still have the chance to do so.
After two days, there is no turning back. I haven’t once thought of doing so.
“Then Clazarene will be in for a treat,” I say with a smile. “I hope everyone buys extra popcorn.”
The magic rite is televised, broadcast across all of the worlds that we’re able to reach aside from the human lands. Free to watch from home but tickets are sold at exorbitant rates at the arena itself for those that want to experience the bloodshed in person. It’s become a popular pastime over the centuries, earning Norria more money than they’ll ever know what to do with.
Apparently, good booze isn’t on that list.
“Thalassa doesn’t want you to enter.”
I shrug, tipping my glass in his direction. “I’m sure you do, right? If I die, then that means you’ll have nothing to worry about anymore.” Not that he has anything to worry about. Once I learned of her mating bond, I backed off entirely. Just as I’ll do with Deyanira, I’ve given Thalassa the space to be happy and I won’t stand in the way of that.
“If you die, then Thally will be devastated.”
“You’ve got two shoulders for her to cry on,” I offer, finishing off my drink as I narrow my eyes on the crowd. When will the happy couple make their grand entrance? Are they even coming at all?
Footsteps echo on the stairs, my heart racing against my chest as I strain my head to see who’s entering now. Ezryn descends in a flurry of black and red, pausing at the bottom to scan the crowd gathered in the ballroom. Alone, without a partner. He turns to the banquet table and stops when he sees Deimos and me.
“Captain,” he says by way of greeting, plucking two glasses from the tower. He offers one to me and keeps the other for himself. His hazel eyes find mine, radiant even under the black mask. “Izel. I was wondering whether you might show up tonight.” He tilts his head as he looks behind me, searching for my wings. “A spell?”
“Thalassa gave me a potion,” I answer with a soft smile. “I couldn’t very well show up here as myself, could I?”
He chuckles softly as Deimos nods before disappearing into the dancing crowd, once again finding his place with Thalassa. Ezryn watches them for a moment in silence before returning his attention to me. “Deya and Prince Seriah will be arriving shortly. The king and queen won’t be in attendance tonight.”
I nod. “And why are you telling me this?”
“Deya was asking about you earlier. She wanted to see about getting your number.”
Heat bristles through my stomach, coats my cheeks. “I’ll be sure to give it to her when I see her tonight.” Does she understand the connection between us? Or does she simply want another friend in this new world? Either way, I won’t deter her by any means.
“I don’t think she knows why she feels attached to you, Izel. Our world and our customs are still unfamiliar to her.” He pauses, eyes shifting with a darkness that is unusual for a child of the sun goddess. “I want her to be happy, but I don’t know if you can give her what she wants considering everything that you are and what you’ve done and what you still do. When was the last time that you were truly happy?”
“You don’t know anything about me,” I hiss, shattering the glass in my hand. Champagne spills down the front of my dress, broken glass piercing into my palm. I curse under my breath and shake away the shards and drops of blood, scowling at Ezryn. “I want her to be happy, too.”
But when do I get to be happy?
“If you wanted her to be happy, then you wouldn’t have come tonight.”
I clench my bloodied fist, anger curdling my organs as I scowl up at him. “Weren’t you just telling me about how she was asking about me? Why would you do that if you didn’t want the same thing that I do?”
“Because I want you to make the right decision, Izel.”
Rolling my eyes, I storm away from the fae general and hike up the stairs in a breeze, the skirts of my gown flowing around my legs as I move through the hallways of the palace in a blind rage, red soaking my vision and drowning the palace in blood. Women scurry out of my way as I charge into the bathroom, kick the door shut with my heel.
In the silence with no one else around, no one to bear witness to what I’m about to do, I cry.
Chapter 14
Deyanira




My legs are stiff as I follow Prince Seriah through the maze of hallways that make up the palace. My back is rigid, skin burning as he holds onto my arm interlocked with his. Tucking me tight against his body, chaining me to his side.
I want to run; I want to scream; I want to gouge his eyes out, but I can’t do any of that. My body is not my own to control anymore, not now. I don’t know when it’ll ever be mine again.
Even my words are frozen in my mouth, trapped behind the cage of my teeth as my jaw clenches shut despite the smile plastered onto my face. No one will know that I am a prisoner in my own skin. No one will know that Seriah has taken every ounce of control from my body, that I am breathing on his command and moving with his thoughts.
The music grows louder as we approach the ballroom, voices and laughter echoing through the empty marble hallways. Outside, the sun has started to set and casts a pink and golden glow across the world, staining the hallways in amber. I hate sunsets. The party has been going on for hours, the people anxiously awaiting our arrival despite not knowing why they’ve all been gathered at the palace for a masquerade ball.
Seriah will announce who I am, what my purpose is in this world, for everyone to know. He will paint a target on my back for anyone that might want to harm me, steal me away from the palace. And I hope that someone does. With every day that will follow, I’ll hope that someone manages to sneak into the palace and whisk me away into the night. I’ll hope that they kill me and rid me of this wretched world.
My father was right about everything.
If he could see me now, what would he think? Would he be outraged at the sight of me on the prince’s arm? Would he hate me almost as much as I hate what’s become of me? Would he fight for me and try to take me back home? I’ve no doubt that he would do all of the above, that he would stop at nothing to ensure that I never see this world again. And I would thank him for it.
Even if I can’t stop thinking about Izel. Even if she has awoken something inside of me.
We pause outside of the open doors, the ballroom stretching out and below us. Though we can see the crowd, they haven’t noticed us yet. Once we pass through the doors, the music will stop and everyone will turn to get their first glimpse at the prince and his princess, as Seriah already explained to me. They will look at us in awe and admiration, rejoice at the news of my return.
“With one single thought, I can render you as nothing more than a husk,” Seriah warns, grip tightening on my hand tucked around his bicep. “Behave tonight, dear Deyanira, or you will pay immeasurably for your crimes.”
The ease of his power on my mind ripples through my body and I drop the smile as I glare at him. “Your threats mean nothing to me. You need me and my power.”
“My threats are promises,” he whispers with a catlike grin. “There are a number of ways to make you suffer without killing you. Your friend Ezryn and his family, perhaps. Have you stopped to consider what I might do to them if you don’t act accordingly?” He pauses, turning to face me entirely. Shadows drip out from his hair, hissing as they curl into the air in front of me. I hold my breath. “With each misstep you take, I will take something from you. With each act of refusal, I will make you suffer. Do we understand each other?”
My eyes burn with tears as I stare at him. With the fitted black mask covering the top half of his face, his smile is even more menacing. The tiara atop my head is a death sentence.
“You’re a monster,” I whisper, taking a small step back.
“Monsters are the only ones that can get anything done in this world.” He tugs me back against his side and turns, pulling me into the ballroom.
The music softens to a close and everyone turns in an instant, gowns whispering across the floor. Hundreds of fae with an array of colorful hair and curving horns and white wings and flicking tails smile up at Prince Seriah and me, their masks casting devious shadows across their faces.
I frantically scan the crowd in search of one person, in search of the only person that I know can help me in this moment, that can erase my fears and silence the pain with a single touch, but I can’t find her.
Where’s Izel?
“I would like to thank each and every one of you in attendance tonight for coming on such short notice,” Seriah begins in a voice that I don’t recognize. It’s charming, alluring, and boisterous. The voice of a prince speaking to his people, fooling them all into believing that he isn’t a vicious monster. “Tonight, we are celebrating the long-awaited return of Deyanira Caceres, daughter of Earae. With her, we will take back what is ours and restore Clazarene to its former glory!”
Everyone applauds, cheers, and then they watch in silence as Seriah and I descend the stairs and get swept away in the blur of people.
The music begins playing again, a grand piano appearing out of thin air. A soft trickle of keys echoes through the room and the crowd parts, clearing away from the glass floor as Seriah takes me into his arms and we start dancing, my feet moving and following his own to a rhythm I don’t know and recognize. The piano plays a slow melody that haunts my mind, laughs at what I’ve become. A violin sings across the crowd in low strokes, mourning me.
As the tempo increases and the keys carve out various chords, Seriah guides me through the motions with ease. His power and control over my body turn me into a person that I don’t recognize; someone that can dance perfectly without falter. A perfect princess dancing with her prince. My gaze is frozen on his, unable to look toward the gawking crowd and search the masked faces for Izel, for Ezryn.
With his hand on my lower back, the other holding mine by his shoulder, we sweep around the room in an array of circles as more strings join the song. His grin never once fades as he stares down at me, nor does the one forced upon my lips. A swirl of smoke, of shadows as we twirl and elegantly float across the dance floor in perfect rhythm with the piano highlighting our movements, the strings tracing our shadows.
I’ve never felt more like a fraud than in this moment. I am the perfect version of myself, a girl that I might’ve once dreamed of being when I was a child. If only I could go back in time and warn her that this isn’t a dream, but a nightmare.
The music draws to a close and we stop in the middle of the dance floor as a barrage of applause greets the room, fills the otherwise empty silence. Seriah steps away, hand still locked around mine, as he waves to the people. He bows and I curtsey and then the floor is flooded with life and smiles once more. They crowd around us, devouring the edges of the room in a blur of motion and dancing.
Seriah gives me a pointed look before easing the control on my mind, my body.
I stumble back a step, ripping my hand away from his.
“I’m always watching and listening, Deyanira. Remember that.” He winks and turns, dissolving into the swarm of bodies.
I shudder as I scramble through the crowd, backtracking my way through the room. I find banquet tables lining a wall and fumble my way to the towers of champagne, ripping one of the glasses from its shimmering pedestal. My hands tremble as I lift the glass to my lips, the liquid bubbling and fizzing through my mouth before crackling down my throat.
A hand snatches the glass from mine, and I flinch, jerking back as I lock eyes with Ezryn. He sets the glass on the table and smiles gently at me. “You shouldn’t be drinking this early in the evening, Deya. People will get the wrong impression of you.”
My eyes burn as I stare at him, my mouth opening to cry out to him about everything wrong with this wretched world, when a claw drags itself across the back of my mind. A not-so gentle reminder. A chill races down my spine as I look past Ezryn, eyes wide as I search the room for Seriah, but he’s lost in the sea of dancers. He’s invisible to me, but I’m not to him.
Ezryn furrows his brows, straightening as he looks over his shoulder. He takes a step away from the banquet table and grabs my hand, pulling me to an unbothered corner beside the staircase. “You look beautiful, Deya. And you danced incredibly. I almost didn’t believe it was you.”
My smile is weak as I nod, eyes raking in his lavish black and red suit. Patterns of swirls and vines sparkle under the light, a black tie shimmering around his neck. “You look very handsome. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in a suit before.” The words come out strained, hesitant, as I try to remember who I am and who I’m not supposed to be.
How can I fool Ezryn into believing that everything is fine and that his life isn’t in danger because of me?
“They’re constricting,” he replies with a shrug. “There was never a reason to wear one at Black Scar.” Handsome isn’t even a proper word to describe him, to convey how incredible he looks even with the tattoos adorning his body. They’re a deeper black against the dark fabric of the silken suit.
I nod again but find myself looking past him to search through the sea of faeries flooding the room, dancing and laughing as they twirl over the glass floor. I’m expected to dance with them, be part of the celebration, but the thought gnaws at my stomach and twists my heart. To immerse myself with them and everything before me shatters something inside of me.
“Are you okay?” Ezryn asks, tilting his head as he looks me over. From the tiara atop my head to the ruffle of fabric covering my feet, he furrows his brows. “I know how scary this must be for you, but you don’t have anything to worry about. There are guards here to protect you, ensure that nothing will happen.”
Tears burn my eyes and I blink them away, turning to readjust my mask so that he can’t see how truly terrified I am of even opening my mouth. “I need time to get used to this. It’s very different from life on the outpost,” I mutter, hoping he’ll believe my words and the guise of truth lining them.
“Isn’t this what every girl wants? To be courted by a prince and given life in a glamorous palace?”
I chuckle softly as I look back at him. “Maybe for other girls, but I’ve never wanted to be a princess. I was fine with being a soldier and living a mediocre life.” I was more than content with having to camp in the woods with nothing but a mat to sleep on, using the stars as my blanket. I was fine with eating bland meals every day and training for hours.
I’d give anything to go back, to do it all again.
“But you deserved more,” Ezryn says, reaching up to place a delicate hand on my shoulder. “You deserve this.”
A single tear frees itself from my grasp and slips down my cheek beneath the mask. “There’s a difference between deserving something and wanting it for yourself.” I pull in a trembling breath, brushing away his touch. “This isn’t something that I want.” I stride past Ezryn and move toward the dance floor, wanting a distraction from everything else in this room.
A vision of the night sky on wings descends the stairs, stopping in front of me.
She pauses at the sight of me, one green eye and one violet eye locking with mine.
Izel.
I can’t stop myself from staring at her and how utterly perfect she looks in a gown of black and navy blue. How stunning in the dress that hugs her chest, accentuates her breasts, and shows off the curves of the muscles lining her arms and back. Though I can’t see her wings, I catch the faint outline of them in the light as she turns to face me. They’re shrouded in a glistening shimmer.
Like starlight.
Her eyes, transcendent under the black mask, find the tiara on my head, and she curtsies, a softened smile playing on her lips as she straightens. I didn’t realize how much taller she is than me. “More divine than the gods themselves,” she says with a nod, something shifting in her gaze as she stares at me. A muscle feathers across her jaw, posture going rigid before she inhales and relaxes again, smiles at me.
The music in the room is veiled, faint, the people sifting behind her nothing more than blurs of color. Every fear that wound itself around my mind, weighed down my chest is forgotten. Every wish to return to Earth is abandoned.
“You’re beautiful,” I mumble, unable to tear my gaze away from her. Except that word isn’t strong enough to describe the vision in front of me. As pure as the night sky twinkling over our heads, as graceful as that which we have always known and admired. How is it possible that her eyes look even more stunning with the black mask?
Her smile deepens and she extends a hand. “May I have this dance?”
I take it with a matching smile and warmth trickles down my fingertips, sparking as it washes over my skin and muscles. She guides me onto the crowded dance floor, easing our way into the mix of faeries. In the center of the room, in the same spot in which I had danced with Seriah, Izel spins me into her arms as the music stops, changes. As everyone around us stops, stares.
A new memory to replace the old, the broken.
The piano opens with a collection of low chords, and we start moving, Izel gracefully leading the way with her hand resting on my lower back, holding me close to her chest. My feet stumble over one another and my cheeks burn as I tighten my grip on her hand and around her shoulder. She turns us with an ease that soothes my chest, makes me forget how foolish I must look in her awe-inspiring presence.
“Relax,” she whispers into my ear. “Focus on me.” She pulls back, smiles down at me.
And I give her my attention wholly and irrevocably. I focus on the way in which she moves as if she’s the one that created this dance, her steps flawless and gentle on the glass floor. The music shifts, increasing in tempo and volume as a quartet of strings joins the piano, sweeping alongside us and creating a barrier around us.
In this moment, there is only Izel and me. As if this moment was carved out by the gods long before life had ever existed.
The strings and piano work in rhythm with our movements, caressing us and sweeping my heart into a whirl as we spin and weave over the glass. Izel’s focus never once strays from me, her smile as pure as the stars twinkling above us. As bright as the moon.
A trickle of chimes and we’re flowing once more, faster as Izel holds me close to her chest. I ease in her arms, gently holding onto her waist. My smile pure and genuine as I behold everything that she is. As I stare into the eyes of my lost soul, the missing piece that I didn’t realize was gone until this moment.
How could I have never noticed her absence?
“Thank you for coming,” I say as we skirt to the edge of the dance floor.
“I wouldn’t have missed it for anything,” she replies, pulling us back to the center of the room, dragging everyone’s attention with us. The music softens, slows, and she eases us into a gentle pace.
“I don’t want you to leave,” I whisper, clutching her tighter. My words are strained, clogged with tears.
The music slows to a devastating close and Izel dips me, suspending me inches above the floor. She holds me there, staring down into my eyes, and every breath is pulled from my chest. Every broken word is fixed within her arms, every fear swept away by her exquisite smile.
She stands, pulling me up with her with such grace as the music finally stops. The silence is deafening, but her following words shatter something inside of me that I know will never be fixed again. “I don’t want to leave you, either.”
“Then don’t,” I say, keeping a firm grip on her body.
She steps back, gently pulling her hands from my body as the music starts again. But no one makes a move back onto the dance floor. No one says anything as they stare at us.
“I will do whatever you ask of me, Deyanira. I will give you the stars and the moon if you desire it.” Her eyes gleam as she stares at me. Her voice so soft, so gentle as she says, “Anything and everything for you.”
My eyes burn with tears, but I pull in a deep breath and whisper, “You’re the only star that I want to see every night for all of eternity. You’re—”
Seriah clears his throat, stepping up beside me and tucking a hand around my waist. I stiffen, quickly averting my gaze as icy fear replaces all of the warmth stemming from Izel’s gaze, her touch. “What a wonderful dancer you are. I haven’t seen you at the palace before.”
“No, you haven’t,” she says with a gentle calm. “But I can assure you that you will be seeing me again.”
Chapter 15
Izel




From the moment I laid my eyes upon Deyanira, I knew that something was wrong. While I wanted to focus on how immaculate she looked, how it nearly shattered every ounce of composure inside of me, how the dress seemed to be made specifically for her and hugged her body in such delicious ways, I couldn’t. The fear tangled into her was unbearable to smell, to feel, despite the way it softened once she saw me.
I wanted to believe that it was because she was afraid of the world that she had found herself in, how different her life now is. And then Prince Seriah made his grand entrance, as I knew that he would, and I realized where the fear stemmed from.
It takes everything in my body, my core, to keep my hands still at my sides as I turn and vanish into the crowd. Anger sears my back, burns with my steps, and I choke it down as I shove open the balcony doors and slip into the chill night air. I grip the railing, the metal groaning beneath my hands as I stare out across the darkened sea stretching into the horizon.
Even the memory of holding her once again, guiding her stumbling feet across the dance floor, can’t erase the rage burning my entire soul. Even the sight of her in that devastating gown, her smile that was purely dedicated to me, can’t disguise the disgust gnawing at the back of my throat.
Her terror was so pure, so visceral when the prince showed up. Her agony was gut-wrenching as he slipped his hand around her waist. As if he had the right to touch her. As if he’s the one that she’s meant to be with, destined by the forsaken gods to be with for all of our immortal lives.
No, there’s no question about it now.
While I had come to say goodbye to her, to make peace with what’s become of her life, I know that I can’t. I can’t simply walk away and leave her here, not when she’s utterly terrified of the prince. Who would I be if I left her be?
What did he do to her to make her feel this way so deeply?
The railing snaps beneath my hands, glass shattering at my feet and plummeting over the edge of the balcony. I curse into the air as I hurl the pieces into the ocean, swiftly turning back around. I look through the massive windows and into the ballroom, the crowd soaked in nothing but red.
Deyanira has disappeared into the cluster of fae, swallowed by their overwhelming joy at her return. But I can still smell her fear, feel it gnaw at every nook and cranny of my core.
One person stalks through the crowd, the sea of faeries parting for him, and strides toward the open doors to the balcony in a suit resplendent of Deyanira’s dress. A match to her. I want to rip his head off. Prince Seriah’s black crown glistens under the stars, magenta light radiating from the points as he stops in front of me. He’s silent as he surveys the mess at my feet, lifting a single brow as he looks back at me.
“That was an excellent show that you put on,” he begins, hands tucked into the pockets of his pants, “but we both know that’s all it was.” His eyes flicker as he stares at me, screams of hatred boiling beneath his skin. The feeling is mutual.
“I don’t know what you mean,” I reply, hands balling into fists as I stare at the prince. I’ve never liked him. Not once since he was born have I ever swooned at the mere whisper of his name like most of Clazarene. Knowing what he’s done to Deyanira makes my hatred burn with a fire that won’t be extinguished until she’s safe, until she’s free from him and whatever he has planned for her.
Until he’s six feet under.
“Everyone in the room could smell it,” he says. “If you think that your mating bond has any sway over what becomes of Deyanira’s life, then you’re mistaken.” He grins as he takes a step closer, inhaling a slow breath. “Have you thought about what she looks like without all of those clothes? Or what she’s like in bed? I’m certainly excited to find out.”
Rage stabs me in the chest, wrenches my heart out from my back and tosses it into oblivion. My body shakes, fuming, as I school my face into neutrality. He’s trying to start a fight, one that he knows he would win.
If I beat him into a pulp, I’ll be executed. If I kill him, I’ll be executed. While it would certainly be preferable to rip the light from his eyes and spit on his corpse, I can’t do that to Deyanira. Not yet. I can’t risk myself for his petty games right now.
“I’ll be sure to let you know,” I reply with a smile. “When she wants to declare the bond, then you won’t be able to do anything. You won’t be able to stop it even with your status and power.”
Does she know this? Has someone told her what must be done in order to declare our love to the world? It’s time sensitive, annual. Only a couple of weeks away. Can she last that long?
“She won’t,” he says simply. “Not with the control that I have over her. In fact…” His voice trails off and he glances over his shoulder at the open doors, grin widening as he lifts a single finger and curls it toward us.
Through the crowd, amidst the blur of people gliding across the dance floor, Deyanira emerges. She walks to the balcony with stiff legs, her body rigid as she approaches. The smile plastered onto her face, the light dull in her eyes that were once striking beneath the gray mask. He’s taken her mind from her, ripped what control she has over her body and perverted her into a puppet.
My throat tightens, teeth grinding against one another as she stops beside Seriah. Though she smiles at me, her fear and despair curdle the air around us. I choke on a breath, fists trembling as I whip my gaze to Seriah. “Release her or I will slaughter you and everyone that you know and love.” My voice is nothing but a growl, a hiss of the darkness that’s always coddled me when I was alone.
Seriah clicks his tongue, reaching up to stroke Deyanira’s cheek. She doesn’t move, doesn’t even blink. She’s hardly breathing, the breaths so shallow and faint. Her heart races against her ribs, slams into my ears. “I don’t think you’ll do anything, actually. Because if you try, I will snap apart her mind and crush everything that she is in a single instant.”
Tears sting my eyes as I look from Seriah to Deyanira. Still smiling. Still helpless.
Anything and everything for her.
I clear my throat and take a step back to the broken railing, heels brushing against the open edge of the balcony. “When I win the rite, when I’m invited to the palace as an honored guest, you will be sorry.” And then I let myself fall over the edge.
Wind roars in my ears, the rushing water gushing below the palace spritzing my back as I plummet. With my descent, I release my anger. I let it drift away in the breeze and sink to the bottom of the ocean miles below me. Otherwise, I know what I’ll do, and I can’t let myself become that person in front of Deyanira. I won’t become everything she fears in this world.
Not yet. Not until I have to.
My wings snap open and the veil disguising them disappears, trickles of light fading behind me as I soar higher into the sky and sweep above the palace. I glide along a current, wind plucking at the feathers stitched into the dress. They drift through the air, sifting to the ground as I leave Norria behind and return to Sybar and the darkened alleys stained with mayhem and destruction. My dress is nothing more than tatters of black beaded silk when I land but I don’t care.
A vampire hisses at me, looming over a limp body at the end of the alley. His fangs are dripping with blood, eyes the same shade of red as he charges for me.
I grin as he approaches in a blur, ducking his blow with ease. I jab my elbow into the back of his neck and spin around, slamming my heel into his back. It breaks off in his spine as he yowls, collapsing to the ground.
I snap the other heel off and clutch it in my hand as I tear into the vampire at my feet. With each stab, I think of the way Seriah touched Deyanira. With each spurt of blood, I think of her smile as he held her mind between his fingers. A rare, forbidden magic. When the vampire is nothing more than a mottled mess of flesh and blood, I finally stand, releasing a haggard breath as I glance back over my shoulder at the body still sprawled across the end of the alley.
The metallic tang of blood stings my nose as I kneel beside the girl. Red blood. A human stolen from her home, her land, and torn apart by the monsters of Clazarene. Exactly like what will be done to Deyanira if I don’t win the rite and save her from the prince. If I could simply swoop into the palace and carry her off into the night, I would, but it isn’t that easy.
Residents of the palace are bound by magic, meaning their forced removal from the grounds would result in the person taking them to be instantly killed. Even if she wants to leave with me, she can’t. Even if I blaze into the palace and slaughter every guard and creature living there, she still wouldn’t be able to leave. Not until she’s released from the spell.
I straighten, pressing my lips together as I stare down at the body of the human. I don’t know how I’m going to free Deyanira from the palace, from the spell. Perhaps when I win the rite and get my magic back, I’ll be able to destroy the spell tying her to Norria. Otherwise, I’ll have to hunt down the creator of the spell and kill them. I don’t even know if that would work. But what other choice do I have?
Footsteps crunch across the gravel, and I whirl, blowing a tunnel of wind down the alley. Cadmus extinguishes it with a wall of fire, rolling his eye. He’s dressed in an immaculate suit, a bold red lined with black satin. He kneels beside the vampire’s corpse, examines it. Without saying a word, he ignites the body and stands, walking over to where I wait. His emotions are mottled inside of him, swirling through the air between us.
“I overheard your conversation with Prince Seriah,” he says softly, tilting his head as he looks down at the other body on the ground. He sighs and releases a drop of fire, burning the body and crowding the alley with a foul smoke that stings my nose. “What are you going to do?”
I roll my eyes, crossing my arms over my chest. But the anger that always comes with his presence is dampened, exhausted. “I’ve signed up for the rite. Once I win and get inside the palace, I’ll figure something out.”
He laughs but it’s small and bitter. “Getting into the palace won’t do much good with the prince’s control over her. Then you have the spell binding her to the palace to worry about. Do you know how to get around that?”
“No,” I admit as I stride through the alley. The bodies are nothing but ash sifting through the wind, blowing away to be forgotten by everyone. “I’ll figure something out. I have to.”
Cadmus follows close at my heels. “Signing up for the rite is dangerous.”
“I know that,” I snap, clenching my hands into fists as I take a left and continue to the edge of the city and the clocktower looming in the distance. “But I’m not helpless.”
Cadmus grabs my arm, stopping me in my tracks. Magic washes across my skin, warm and cool at the same time as it melts into my muscles, freezes itself to my bones.
I wrench my arm back with a scowl.
“You might hate me forever for what I did, but that’s not going to stop me from caring about you, Izel. For the rest of my immortal life, I will regret what I’ve done to hurt you. And I can try and apologize a million times, but we both know that it’s not going to do a damn thing.”
“You’re right.”
“But I can try and protect you at the rite.”
I blink, realizing what he’s given and sacrificed to me. The spell, the magic he used, would’ve wiped his cache clean. Just as I gave away the last of my magic to save Thalassa’s life, he’s given his away to protect me. “You didn’t need to do that. I didn’t want you to do that.”
“No, but it’s done, and we can’t change it now.” He turns and walks down the sidewalk, disappearing into the darkness.
Chapter 16
Deyanira




My heart lurched in my chest when Izel fell over the railing. She was a sight to behold, one that knocked the breath out of my lungs as she rose through the air with a trail of stars lining her wake, black feathers drifting carelessly to the ground. I wanted to yell after her, beg her not to leave me behind, but I was frozen beside the prince. All of my words slamming against my teeth were nothing but thoughts racing through my mind.
The pain in her eyes, the strain in her voice once she saw me…
How could my life have become this in such a short amount of time?
Now, I move through the ballroom in a daze as I skirt through the crowd and head straight for the banquet table. My movements are forced, my legs straining with each step toward the champagne towers. I’ve never wanted to drown my sorrows in alcohol, never wanted to forget myself more than in this moment as I walk alone through the ballroom and across the space where Izel and I had danced.
Ghosts of us, mirages of a pure moment filled with happiness and something much deeper, dance in the corner of my vision. Black and gray swirling across the room in perfect rhythm and harmony. I didn’t think of what we must’ve looked like to everyone else watching, didn’t care what they might’ve thought. There was only her and me and the music washing away the pain and the regret of sacrificing my freedom.
I snatch a glass from the near empty towers and swallow it in one drink, warmth bubbling and popping in my chest. The world tilts around me as I reach for another glass and finish it just as quickly. My body fills with static that drenches my skin, coats my aching heart in numbness. And I reach for a third glass, wanting to completely dissolve everything around me, when a claw traces itself along my mind, searing my thoughts.
I scowl as I drink the third glass, ignoring Seriah’s warning. The champagne devours my fears and sends them running for the hills, coaxing an ease to my movements as I spin around and face the blurring crowd once more.
The music is different now, more alive and full than before. The colors of the room, of the gowns and suits, are brighter and sear my vision. Even the horns and wings and scales glittering on the fae are more spectacular than when I first laid my eyes upon them. Incandescent and twinkling. A fever dream of a world straight out of the stories.
A vision of turquoise and cream approaches. Thalassa stops in front of me, her smile timid as she looks over me. Her skin, it glows with pinpricks of light that I didn’t notice before. “How are you doing, Deyanira?” Her voice startles me, how pure and melodic it is. Has she always sounded like that?
“I’m fine,” I answer, waving a blurring hand through the air. My eyes catch on the beams of light echoing off of her skin and I smile as I stare at the golden freckles raking up and down her arms, across her chest and face. “Have you always glowed?”
She smiles gently, holding out her arms for me to see, to experience better. Sunlight leaks from her skin, straining to enter the world through watery streaks. “Yes, but a human’s senses are muted even in Clazarene. They don’t see the full effect of our kind without assistance, such as the champagne. How many glasses have you had?”
My heart thunders against my chest. I want to see Izel, know exactly what she looks like to everyone else and see what I’ve been deprived of. To see her in all of her ethereal beauty. Her wings, they must be even more breathtaking. And her eyes must glow and shine like the stars. Her voice…what does it sound like? Where did she go? Why did she have to leave me? She promised that she wouldn’t.
“Three,” I say, turning back to the champagne. I reach for another glass just as a hand latches onto mine. Seriah spins me away from the alcohol, holds me tight against his chest, his other hand hooking around my waist.
“No, I want more,” I whine, struggling in his grasp as I try to turn and get another glass, but he holds me firm.
“I think you’ve had enough for one evening,” he says with a smile, nodding to Thalassa. “Someone should have warned her about the champagne.”
“I didn’t know, Your Highness,” she says with a small curtsy. When she straightens, something flickers across her sparkling blue eyes. More crystalline than any water I’ve seen before. “A wonderful party, as always, but I should retire for the evening.” She pauses, her smile strained when she looks at me. “Welcome home, Deyanira.” And then she turns, her skirts flowing behind her as she’s swallowed by the crowd.
“I think you should retire for the evening as well,” Seriah says, taking my hand and pulling me toward the stairs.
“No,” I whine, heels scraping against the ground as I try to backtrack. With his strength, with his power, I’m tied to a car that’s driving fifty miles an hour and I can’t stop its path of destruction. I fumble up the steps behind him, frowning as I look back over my shoulder, but no one seems to notice that I’m being removed from the party against my will.
At the top of the stairs, the world shifts into darkness and silence. Seriah releases my hand and I stumble away from him and down the hallway.
I shove through the door, eyes burning as I look around my suite. He unbuttons his jacket and strides across the room, taking a seat on one of the couches. He pats the space beside him with a festering grin, one that curdles every nerve inside of my body.
“I want to go back to the party,” I mutter, turning and striding for the door. I grab the handle and pull, but the door doesn’t open. I slam my fists into the wood with a curse as I turn around, breath catching in my throat at Seriah standing mere inches away from me. I shrink back against the door, pressing myself wholly against it.
“You’ve had far too much to drink for one evening,” he says, magenta eyes glowing and flickering with a molten fire. Even the shadows swirling through his hair are thicker, stretching out past his head and creating a shroud of darkness behind him. “You’re half-human which means that your body can’t handle more than a certain amount in one sitting.”
“I won’t drink anymore,” I mumble, tears stinging my eyes as I stare at him, as my body trembles under the weight of his stare. I’ve never felt more pathetic in my life. “I don’t want to be alone.”
“You won’t be,” he replies, waving a hand toward the bedroom. “I will stay with you tonight.”
I shake my head, straining against the hard wood of the door as if I’ll be able to push myself through it. “I don’t want you to be here.” Silent tears stream down my cheeks as I whisper, “I want Izel.” The thought of being tucked into her arms again, letting her hold me in the night, soothes small pieces of the fear in my mind that are threatening to crumble and break me apart all over the floor.
“Do you even know who she is, Deyanira? Has she told you anything about herself?”
“I don’t care,” I whisper.
“I think you will once you know the truth.” Seriah turns and heads back to the couch. He takes a seat, wrapping an arm across the back of it. “Izel is a murderer, a thief. Even before that, she was nothing good.” His voice is laced with anger, with poison.
My chest aches at the thought of her being something so dark, so twisted, but as crazy as it sounds, it’s a dull throb against everything else that I feel for her. Because I know that she’s something more than that, that something must have led her to make those choices in her life. This feeling is a scratch on the bridge that connects us through something that I don’t know how to describe but can only assume to be one thing.
She’s my mate, whatever that means to faeries. To me, it means that our lives are meant to be joined. It means that the universe has worked tirelessly to bring us together.
“I don’t care,” I repeat, lifting my chin as I look at Seriah. “She’s my mate.”
“That she may be, but it doesn’t matter. Unless the bond is declared, those are words that have no power over anything. Even if you manage to declare it, it won’t change anything. From the moment you were born, your life was decided by all of Clazarene.”
“How do I declare the bond?” I ask despite knowing what his answer will most likely be. If only to know what it would feel like to be tethered to someone, bound to my mate, to be loved so wholly and completely, then I want to do it. Would she want that?
“Not a soul in this palace will tell you,” he replies, standing from the couch. “Not a single book within the library will be able to give you what you want.” He stops in front of me, lifts a single finger to trace along my cheek. I flinch at his touch, squeezing my eyes shut. “I will come for you in the morning to begin your training.” He vanishes in a cloud of darkness, abandoning me in the silence of my bedroom with nothing but my thoughts and questions to keep me company.
No, I won’t be a prisoner here.
I move through the suite and into the bedroom, flinging open the doors to the balcony. The cold air washes over my skin, sending a shudder rippling through my body. I look down at the water, the city of Norria spread out before me, and grip the stone railing. I am the daughter of Earae, the goddess of creation. There must be something that I can do to escape this fate, this palace.
My eyes lift and scan the darkened world around me. Somewhere beyond the horizon, Izel is there. She’s waiting for me, yearning for me in all of the ways that I’m desperate for her. My mate. My mate with her perfect wings that can take her anywhere she wishes to go. Only today, they took her away from me.
With a small breath, I close my eyes and picture her wings the first moment that I saw them. Jet black feathers with edges streaked in starlight, elegantly curving over her shoulders and stretching to the ground. When we soared together at The Emerald Lake, they were purely regal and striking, carved with muscle that bowed to Izel’s command. I picture the wings on myself, draping behind my back and stretching out around me.
A weight nestles itself on my shoulders, nearly buckling my knees, and I open my eyes, straining to look back at…wings. They’re still, the wind sifting through the feathers and tingling my body. I roll my shoulders as they twitch behind me, unfamiliar muscles burning throughout my back, curving to the front of my chest and around my ribs. I shift my left arm and the left wing moves with it, fanning out behind me to douse the black feathers in moonlight. The right does the same and the breeze sends me stumbling back a step before I regain my composure, taking in another breath as I look out at the world before me.
Mine for the taking.
Without thinking, without considering all of the variables at play and what’s at stake, I climb up onto the railing. In the heels, I sway on the thin stone ledge. Before I can stop myself, reconsider the monumental mistake I’m probably making, I let myself fall forward. Just as Izel had done with such ease and grace. My stomach leaps into my chest, blood roaring in my ears, as I plummet toward the ground, toward the bridge connecting the palace to the city that’s approaching faster with each passing second.
My wings catch the draft and slow my descent, but they don’t move otherwise. They don’t flap, carry me through the wind. I jerk my shoulders, flap my own arms, urging them to do something as the ground grows closer and closer, but they’re utterly still on my back. How does Izel fly with such ease?
Water explodes from the lake in a cylinder, curving and weaving into the air to where I fall. It catches me in its embrace, drowning me in a sea of chilling water that burns my lungs as I cough against it. I float in the bubble as it’s slowly lowered onto the ground, bursting inches above the front steps of the palace. I fall onto my back and cough, spewing out a mouthful of salty water.
“What were you thinking?” Thalassa gasps, racing to my side. She helps me to my feet, eyes widening at the sopping wings on my back. “Those…where did they come from?”
“I made them,” I answer through a tight throat, furrowing my brows at her.
A male approaches, one of the guards that had been lining the edges of the ballroom. He tucks an arm around Thalassa’s waist. Her mate, then. She mentioned Deimos before. His mask is discarded, pure white eyes glowing as he stares at me. “Were you trying to run away?”
“I…” My voice trails off and I press my lips together, glancing between the two fae in front of me. One can help me find Izel, take me to my mate. The other will march me back into the palace and deliver me to Seriah.
“I—” A claw scrapes down the center of my mind and I hiss at the pain seeping down my spine, clutching my temple as I take a step back.
“What’s wrong?” Thalassa asks, blue eyes gleaming with worry as she takes a timid step closer.
“There you are,” Seriah coos, footsteps brushing down the steps. He slips his arm around my waist, tugging me against him as the pain vanishes from my mind. His arm brushes through the feathers and an icy chill burns through my body, licks at my spine. “Sorry if she frightened you both, but we were only trying to see what she’s able to do with her powers. Incredible, isn’t it?”
Thalassa nods, eyes still raking over the wings that are a match to Izel’s. “I should get going.” She turns and kisses her mate, wrapping her arms around his neck. He holds her against his chest, tangling his hands into her blue hair before pulling back, kissing her cheek as she walks away and disappears into the night.
“Perhaps she should practice in a safer environment,” Deimos says with a firm nod. “If I hadn’t been here, then she would’ve died.”
“We’ll be more careful,” Seriah replies with a gentle laugh before tucking us away into the shadows. When we resurface inside of the palace, I blink at the unfamiliar bedroom wrapped in black and magenta, the massive bed draped in black silk that overflows onto the matching floor.
“Those wings you made,” Seriah begins, taking a step away from me. He walks behind me, hands gripping the feathers and fanning them out. Nothing but pure venom sweeps down my spine, across my shoulders. “They look like your mate’s.”
I flinch at his touch, jerking against his hold. “I know that,” I hiss, spinning to face him. The only other wings I’ve seen in person are those that belong to birds, pictures in books of angels. Even computer-generated ones in movies and television shows. But none of them compare to the real thing. Nothing compares to Izel.
“You’ll be staying with me from now on,” Seriah says with a nod, shedding his jacket. He tosses it into the air and shadows drop down from the ceiling, swallowing it whole. “While I would’ve liked to give you space and privacy, it seems as though you can’t be trusted on your own. I’ll be sure to let Ezryn know of the change.”
I shake my head, panic freezing my blood. “No, I don’t want to stay here.”
“Unfortunately, the choice isn’t yours to make anymore. Now, your clothes are already in the closet. Perhaps you should change for bed.”
“Please,” I whisper, my voice cracking on the word.
“You should have thought of that before you tried fleeing the palace. Go change. Get ready for bed. We’ve got a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”
Chapter 17
Izel




The grace period to withdraw my name from the rite passes in a haze of broken and mangled bodies, bloody knives, and bruised knuckles. Distracting myself from whatever Deyanira might be doing, whatever Seriah might be forcing her to do, has been one of the greatest struggles of my life thus far. At least it’s given me the time to practice, the motivation to demolish everyone and everything in my path.
My phone rings on the third morning. A message from the counselors managing the rite. I tuck the phone into my pocket and lean against the doorframe with nothing but the clothes on my body and the weapons in my belt. In ten minutes, an official will arrive to collect me and take me to Norria, store me away in the arena until the rite officially begins.
But first there will be a week to promote the event. Each competitor is filmed training, given glamour shots and interviews, to entice the crowd to buy tickets. They will be able to place bets on who they think will win and if they’re right, then their earnings will be doubled by the royal family, and the winner of the rite will receive a portion of the proceeds as well.
I don’t care about the money or even the magic. Not anymore. The only prize on my mind is the princess in the palace. What will she think when she sees the rite? Will she worry for my safety? The royal family has always been in attendance for it, always watching from perfect seats to gauge who they will be hosting as honored guests in their home for the following year. The thought of Deyanira watching me become the monster that most of Clazarene knows me to be gnaws at something in my stomach, but I ignore it.
For her, I will become a monster. I will become whatever she needs me to be.
Thalassa appears in front of me, blue eyes shining with tears. She flings herself into my arms and starts sobbing before I can say anything, before I can stop her. “Why do you have to do this?” she mumbles, words drowning in tears that soak into my shoulder. Her pain and agony drench my lungs, stifle my breathing.
“You know why,” I reply, wrapping my arms around her back. “She isn’t safe at the palace, Thally. Someone needs to save her from the prince.”
She pulls back, wipes the tears from her cheeks as she sucks in a sharp breath. “Deimos and Ezryn are keeping an eye on her. We don’t know what’s changed, but something has. They’re going to protect her, Izel. You don’t need to risk your life for her.”
“I do,” I say with a firm nod. “For my mate, the price is worth it.”
“But what about me? What am I going to do if you die?”
“I’m not going to die,” I reassure her, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Even if I do, then I know that you’ll be fine.” I pause, releasing a slow breath. “If something happens to me, please help Deyanira. Seriah has taken control over her mind, ripped everything away from her. She can’t live the rest of her life as a slave to him.”
“Why would he do that?” Thalassa wipes at her eyes with the end of her sleeve, her visions of the prince being a hero shifting to disgust.
“I don’t know,” I admit with a shrug. Power comes to mind, the notion of keeping her all for himself. But there has to be something more than that. It can’t simply be about whatever power is locked away inside of her, a power that she hasn’t used before. What can she do with it?
“I saw her after the ball,” Thalassa explains with a small voice. “She leapt from the balcony of her bedroom on the twelfth floor. Just like you would do. But she had wings, Izel. She had your wings.”
A smile tugs on my lips at the thought of witnessing Deyanira fly with wings identical to my own. If that’s merely a scope of her power, then I can’t wait to see what else she’ll be able to do with the right help. But why would she have risked her life in such a crazy attempt? She couldn’t have known how to fly, how to properly use the wings that she created. Unless Seriah said something, did something to encourage her to take that risk.
My stomach boils at the thought but I choke it down, store it away for the rite. “They are stunning; I don’t blame her for stealing them.”
Cadmus jogs down the sidewalk, breath haggard as he approaches. He looks between me and Thalassa and pulls me into his arms before I can stop him, shove him back. He keeps a firm grip on my waist, resting his head atop mine. The first true emotion I’ve ever felt radiating off of him chokes the breath out of me. Love. “Please be careful.”
“I will,” I mumble, relaxing my body to wrap my arms around his neck. I hate him with everything inside of me and will do so for the rest of my existence, however long that may be. But I won’t take this moment away from him because I understand his pain, his longing. To hold onto that one person that means the most to you and not ever think about letting them go again.
Someone clears her throat behind us. I glance up and find a female standing in the middle of the street. Thick brown horns curve out of her head above pointed ears, auburn hair flowing around her waist. Pure black eyes gleam in the light of the day as she rakes us over, nothing but boredom staining her face. Chains connecting from the piercing on her nose loop around her horns and shift and jingle as she tilts her head.
I step back from Cadmus and nod to the female. I’ve seen her before. A satyr and a sorceress, one of the most powerful that Clazarene has ever known. Could she be responsible for the spell tying Deyanira to the palace?
“I am Mokosh, and I will be your escort to the arena,” she says, extending a hand. “Are you ready to leave?”
I take her hand. We vanish into a cloud of black and purple smoke before I can look back at my friends, reappearing in the center of the arena. Nothing but a blank slate, a metal oval that stretches for a single mile along the edge of the mountains towering over Norria. They don’t want to give anyone an advantage before the competition begins.
Mokosh moves without waiting for me, the ends of her black dress flowing across the ground and trailing behind her. “Have you ever competed in the rite before?”
“No,” I answer, following a step behind her.
“Have you seen it?”
“No,” I repeat.
I’ve never been a fan of the rite, never wanted to watch faeries and creatures tear each other apart for selfish reasons. I’ve never killed anyone without good reason, never taken a life simply because I could.
Now, everything is different.
“For the next week, you will train on your own. None of the competitors are permitted to see one another in the sparring ring before the rite begins for fear of getting an edge on their opponents. You will interact with them during meals, but you’re prohibited from asking questions relating to their skills. Do you understand?”
I nod as we pass into a darkened tunnel. White lights flicker above us as we walk underneath them, illuminating the sloping path leading beneath the arena. A simple metal hallway. Is the rest of the arena this bland?
“Any attempts made to escape from the arena will result in execution,” Mokosh continues, her voice monotone. Boredom seeps off of her body, slams into my nose with a dull aftertaste. “If you are to win, then your crimes against Clazarene will be forgiven. You will receive a cash prize and a yearlong stay in the palace, though during that time you will not be permitted to interact with the royal family unless specifically called upon by one of the members. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” I grumble, tucking my hands into the pockets of my coat.
Mokosh turns at the first intersection we come across, delving deeper under the arena and farther from the sky, from the open air.
The sky has always been my home, always been the one place where I can think and feel safe. The clouds keep my secrets, hold my pain so that I can walk freely on the ground. And the deeper underground we go, the further we get from it all, the more suffocating the air becomes. Thicker, damper, clogging the back of my throat.
She stops at an elevator and presses the button, glancing back at me over her shoulder. “Your first round of promotional pictures and videos will be taken today. You will first need to bathe and then change into the clothes provided in your room. In one hour, someone will be by your room to collect you for the interview. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” I answer as the doors slide open.
We enter the glass elevator and Mokosh presses the button for the twentieth floor. The metal chamber shifts and groans as we begin our ascent, abandoning the clogged tunnels of the arena and the darkness that lingers in its corners.
Sunlight pours into the elevator, warming my wings, and I release a strained breath as I turn to look out across the lake. The palace looms in the distance and I strain to see it, peer into the small windows for any trace of Deyanira despite how foolish it is. If I could just see her once more…
On the twentieth floor, the metal hallways and white lights haven’t changed, nor the lack of windows. Mokosh stops in front of a door at the end of the hallway and types a number into the keypad. It silently slides open. She waves me inside and I enter the metal room, finding nothing but a simple white bed, metal dresser and matching vanity, and a slender window overlooking the lake. But not the palace.
“The code is your age,” Mokosh begins, striding into the room behind me. “The clothes you’ll wear tonight are already in the bathroom. In thirty minutes, a stylist will be here to help with your hair and makeup. Do you have any questions?”
“No,” I say.
“Weapons are not permitted anywhere in the arena except the sparring ring,” she says, extending a hand. “When the rite begins, you must find your own weapon. If you win, you will be given back your personal belongings. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” I answer with a long sigh as I unclasp my belt. I hand it over before removing the sword from my back, one that I’ve never taken with me before. It slips into a sheathe along the center of my spine, able to bend and contort with my movements while also being strong enough to slice through rock. With my first paycheck as an assassin, I bought the enchanted weapon and it’s been on my dresser ever since. I only brought it today because I thought I would be able to use it in the rite.
Mokosh takes the weapons, and they vanish instantly from her hands. “Thirty minutes,” she says before leaving, the door sliding silently shut behind her.
I sigh as I look around the room. This may be the last place I ever sleep in. The view from the window no bigger than my head might be the last I ever see, and it isn’t even of the palace. I chuckle at the thoughts and move to the bathroom, discarding my clothes into a pile in front of the shower.
This will not be the last place I sleep in. The view will not be the last that I ever see. The last place I will ever sleep in will be in Deyanira’s arms. The last view I will ever see will be of her. And I’m going to make certain of it.
Despite having bathed this morning, I shower again and utilize every ounce of the boiling water and nearly every scrap of the floral soaps. The water sifts over my wings, streaks down the feathers, tingles my body and jolts the muscles in my back. To think of my wings on Deyanira, to imagine what she looks like with my wings, sends a smile creeping across my face.
One day, we will soar through the sky together. We will fly into the night and pluck the stars from their orbit, hold them in our hands. And on that day, I will give her the moon.
After showering, I change into the clothes provided and scowl at the sight of my reflection in the mirror. The black, backless dress was chosen specifically for me because of my wings. It hugs my body, suffocates me just as the ballgown did, and slinks to the floor at my feet. I slip into a pair of heels and groan as I head back into the bedroom, stopping in my tracks at the familiar faerie setting out a collection of makeup across the top of my vanity.
I’ve seen her before; her pastel rainbow hair is hard to forget. I take a seat in the chair and cross my legs, nodding to Bahati. We went to the same school together, practiced magic at the academy alongside one another. She was always busying herself with cosmetic magic, having dreamed of working for the royal family. Does she remember me?
“Izel,” she says with a soft nod. “How have you been?”
“Fine,” I answer with a shrug. “How about you? Get your dream job at the palace?”
She nods, picking up a golden brush. “I did, in fact. It’s better than I could’ve ever dreamed. On the night of the ball, I helped your mate with her hair and makeup.” She pauses as she pulls back my hair, winds the brush underneath it. “That was a beautiful dance.”
My throat tightens and I stiffen in the chair. “How is she doing?”
“I’m afraid that I can’t answer that question. She hasn’t been seen by any of the palace staff since the ball, confined to Prince Seriah’s quarters. For training, he claims, though rumors have certainly been spreading.” Bahati scoops my hair off of my back, twirls it around itself before fastening it with silver pins and jewels that she plucks from the air. “You mustn’t breathe a word of this to anyone else. I am only telling you this because of what she means to you, what you mean to her.”
“What I mean to her,” I whisper, repeating the words in a breath of tangled air. My chest warms at the statement, light and warmth spilling across my body. It’s almost enough to distract me from everything else Bahati has said, that Deyanira is trapped within the prince’s rooms. What could he be doing to her?
“From how she spoke, her curiosity about mates, she certainly believes that she has found the one. From the way she looked at you at the ball, how she clung to you as you danced, she must know what you are to her.” Bahati steps around to the front of me and starts with the makeup, brushing color over my eyes and onto my cheeks with a simple flick of her hands and sweep of her fingers.
In comfortable silence, Bahati delicately works her magic that she had practiced for decades at the academy. Expertly switching between foundations and powders, she makes me into a female that I’ve never been before. Someone that I know I won’t recognize once she’s finished just as with the masquerade ball. Did Deyanira like me more that way?
“Does she know how to declare the bond?” I ask, breaking the silence as I look up.
Bahati sighs, her disappointment flooding over me in thick waves. “Prince Seriah has forbidden talk of such things since her arrival. It’s safe to assume that she doesn’t.” She finishes with a speckling of color on my lips and steps back, smiling gently at me. “You’re ready. And I wish you the best of luck, Izel. For you and your mate.”
Chapter 18
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“Again,” Seriah mutters, lifting a single brow at me from the black velvet couch he’s sprawled across. His crown is gone, resting atop the vanity in the bathroom, and his suits have been abandoned. Instead, he lounges in satin pants, shirtless. The muscles rippling across his abdomen, more muscles than I ever thought someone could have, gleam in the afternoon light. How can he possibly look that good and be so disgusting at the same time?
The first night in his bedroom, I couldn’t sleep. We were in the same bed with me tucked against his chest, arms wrapping around my wings and folding them against my body. I was afraid of closing my eyes, afraid of letting myself sleep within his presence. In the morning, the wings disappeared, faded away into nothing but mist and air, and they haven’t returned since despite Seriah’s persistent badgering.
The following night was the same: restless and agonizing. When the day came, I collapsed from the complete exhaustion of trying to use powers I didn’t understand and woke up in his bed with him looming over me. It scared me, utterly chilled every bone in my body, and I screamed at the sheer sight of him being so close when I was so vulnerable. When the guards came to ask what was wrong, Seriah had simply told them that I had a nightmare and they believed him.
I press my back against the chair I sit in, straining to get as far from him as possible. “I’m tired.”
“You will get a break tonight when the competitors of the rite are broadcast,” he says, not looking up from his hand as he examines his nails. “The first round of interviews is nothing more than a tease, but we are expected to attend the viewing party.”
Izel mentioned something about the rite the night on the balcony, but I still don’t know what it is. Seriah certainly hasn’t bothered answering any of my questions about it. His only concerns and priorities revolve around my powers and how they have seemed to fail me, leaving me behind when the wings vanished.
I miss the sight of them, how similar they were to Izel’s. It was almost like having her with me, almost like she was standing behind me and watching over me.
“What’s the rite?” I ask again, crossing my arms over my chest.
He looks up from his hand. “Create something and I’ll tell you.”
My mind drifts back to our conversation once the dance finished, how she promised to give me the stars and the moon. Anything and everything for you, she said. Yet I can’t do this for her; can’t create anything to help myself help her. How am I expected to be able to use something that I know next to nothing about? How can she fly with such ease while I had plummeted to the ground?
She’s had her wings all of her life, however long that’s been. Of course she can fly without having to try.
With a strained breath, I close my eyes and hold out my hands, palms up. My mind is blank, nothing but darkness swirling across my vision. Until I remember the bottle of iridescent blue liquid Izel had used on my legs to heal the burns. A faint memory shimmering amidst the sea of black, the bottle curving around the cork and plump on the bottom.
A weight falls into my hand and my eyes snap open. I smile at the bottle of liquid and toss it to Seriah before leaning back in my chair, a single bead of sweat trailing down my temple. It was easy to create the wings, but this has taken something from me. Something has definitely changed. “What’s the rite?”
He catches it with ease, tilting it in the sunlight spilling in through the windows behind him. “Interesting. Do you know what this is?”
“Some kind of tonic,” I answer with a shrug. “Izel used it to heal burns on my legs.”
“Burns?”
I wave a hand at him. “Tell me what the rite is.”
“It’s a competition hosted every year for those who have lost their magic to try and get it back. Normally, twenty fae and beings from all across Clazarene fight to the death in an arena. It’s all televised, and we’ll be expected to be in attendance at the arena.”
I choke on a breath, sitting upright in my chair. “She—” My voice cuts off, my mind spinning in a thousand different directions as I process the words that have just left his mouth and what they mean for Izel. Did she know what it was before she agreed to join it? Was she forced?
“Yes, Izel is one of the competitors this year. Though it will be far more interesting than the previous years as we’ve added an array of various monsters to compete. While they don’t possess the capability of magic themselves, they’ll be fighting for their masters.” He grins as he sets the bottle onto the coffee table in between us. “There are thirty competitors this year.”
Breathing isn’t possible anymore. Existing is barely an option right now. Tears burn my eyes as I collapse back against the chair, stare blankly at the bottle on the table. A fight to the death with all of the vicious monsters that my father had warned me about over the years that we were together. Izel will be fighting all of them for her life. Why would she do this?
There’s a gentle knock on the door before it opens. “The viewing party is in one hour,” Bahati says, eyes focused on me. But I can barely hear what she’s saying, barely comprehend that the world is continuing to move and shift around us.
That night at the ball can’t be the last time I held her, saw her. Can it?
“Thank you,” Seriah says, standing from the couch. He stretches out his body, muscles straining and flexing across his abdomen and arms. “I will help Deyanira get ready for the evening. Nothing extravagant tonight.”
Bahati nods and closes the door.
Seriah kneels in front of my chair, gripping the arms. “You’ll have to try and look noncommittal tonight; there will be guests in the palace. What would they think of you mourning her entry when you’re betrothed to me?” He smiles as he reaches up, brushes a hand across my cheek.
I flinch at his touch, smack his hand away. “Betrothed?” The word comes out small, terrified; exactly as I feel.
He nods and stands, striding for the bathroom. The water rushes to life, clothes rumpling over the floor. “Yes, betrothed. While that might have been a foreign concept to you in the human lands, it means that we’re set to wed. Though I’ve yet to decide upon a date, I’m thinking that sooner rather than later is a good place to start.”
I shudder at the thought, shrinking lower in my chair as the air in the room grows thinner with each passing second. I don’t want to marry him. I don’t want to live in this palace for a day longer. How can I be expected to marry him when I don’t know anything about him? When I hate the sight of him?
My eyes scan the room, searching for anything that I can use as a weapon. He might be able to live for centuries, but he can still be killed. Somehow, in some way, I can kill him. After all, I was trained to kill his kind at Black Scar. My father drilled it into my skull before he left.
Seriah’s hands wrap around my shoulders, fingers digging into my collarbones. Ice and shadows slither down my skin, wrap around my bones. “It’s time for a shower, Deyanira. You smell awful.”
I scramble out of the chair, tripping over the coffee table. I slam into the floor in front of the couch, breath leaping out of my throat as I cough on the ground.
Seriah leans over me in an instant, lifting a single brow as he extends a hand.
I slap it away as I struggle to push myself up, leaning back against the couch.
He takes a seat on the coffee table, a black towel wrapped around his waist. “You’re certainly clumsy,” he mutters, dragging his hands through his limp hair. It shines with water, faint speckles dotting his chest. How could he have showered in such a short amount of time? “You’ve been sitting in that chair for the past twenty minutes,” he explains, answering the question I hadn’t asked.
I blink up at him, eyes stinging with slowly forming tears as I ask, “Can you read my mind?”
He nods, sitting back on the table and leaning back on his hands. “Depending on the god or goddess we hail from, we develop certain abilities that other fae can’t. The children of Yone, for example, can delve into someone’s mind.” He sighs, picking up on my train of thought before I have the chance to think of them myself. “Ealdir’s children, the air god, can sense emotions.”
“Emotions?” I ask, my voice a dull whisper.
“Yes, emotions. Izel has no doubt known exactly how you’ve felt toward her since the moment that the two of you met.” He lifts a hand and a pile of clothing falls into it which he sets onto the table beside him. “Go take a shower. There are clothes waiting for you in the bathroom.”
I don’t move. There’s a reason that I haven’t showered in the past two days, that I haven’t bothered to change out of the clothes he gave me the first night. He can appear anywhere at any time. He can intrude on my thoughts. How do I know that he won’t spy on me while I’m showering?
“I’m not a pervert,” he mutters, standing from the table. “While I have indeed threatened you, and will continue to do so, I do have a certain level of respect for you. There are lines that I won’t cross, Deyanira, and that’s one of them.” He picks up his clothes, tucks them under his arm. “Though if you would prefer that I leave the chambers, then so be it.” And then he’s gone, melting through the floor in a pool of shadows.
I bolt for the bathroom and shower faster than I’ve ever done before, even in the military. Henry would certainly be impressed by my timing if he were here to witness it. I find the clothes left by Seriah and slip into the silken gray dress, the same color as the one I wore the other night. It’s simple, modest, and stops just above my knees. I adjust my hair in the mirror and slide into the black heels, running my hands down the length of the dress before leaving the bathroom.
Seriah leans against the far wall, standing straight once he sees me. Black pants hug his legs, a gray satin button-down matching my dress adorning his chest. “Much better, though you certainly didn’t need to rush. Now we’ll be the first to arrive.”
He extends a hand and I reluctantly cross the bedroom, taking it. We slip into the shadows and resurface in a bronze theater sprawled with velvet teal seats. Almost like back home. How can this world be so similar to my own and yet so vastly different?
“There will be no champagne tonight,” Seriah says, leading me over to a pair of seats in the back of the room, at the peak of the rows of seats. “But if you would like any refreshments or snacks, then simply ask.”
I shrink to the edge of my chair, leaning away from him, and we wait in silence as the room begins to fill with a collection of fae familiar and unfamiliar to me. Some of them were in attendance at the ball, but all of them crowd the lower levels of the seats. Thalassa joins Deimos and they take their seats in the row in front of us. Ezryn is one of the last to file in, snagging a seat beside me and I nearly weep at the sight of him.
Dressed in a simple white shirt and pants with teal stitching, he smiles gently at me. When he speaks, his voice is a near whisper. “How has training been going? I haven’t seen much of you since the ball.” His eyes flick behind me to Seriah briefly, darkness passing over them.
“Fine,” I mutter, stiffening as I feel Seriah’s touch brushing against my mind. Though he doesn’t move from his casual position lounging across the seat, he’s hanging onto every word spoken between us. Even if he weren’t there, he would still know exactly what I’m about to say before I’ve said it. He knows all, hears all, sees all. There is nowhere to go to escape from his reach.
The lights dim and the screen flickers to life. Nerves curl inside of my body, static hissing across my skin as a woman smiles at the camera. I sit up on the edge of my seat, hands folded tightly in my lap. Half of her hair is ink black while the other half is pure white, a pointed tawny horn sloping out of her forehead. A deep green dress hugs her body, tightened around her breasts.
“Good evening, Clazarene, and welcome back to the four-hundred and sixty-seventh annual rite! My name is Maertisa and as always, I will be your host.” She pauses, smile growing and flashing sharp fangs as she waits for people to applaud. Most everyone in the room does, aside from my friends and Seriah. “We’ve changed the rules and this year the competition will be even more impressive than the last. Speaking of, who’s ready to see the opponents?”
More applause slams into my bones.
I stiffen in my chair, nerves tightening inside of me. Where is Izel? Why would she do this?
The camera opens wider, showing Maertisa sitting with a male across from her dressed in a leather jacket and knee-high black boots, the rest of his attire equally as dark and menacing. His brown hair is pulled back into a ponytail, the ends of it curling with a deep red. A scar cuts across his eye, casting it into a milky shade of white while the other is a stark blue.
“Our first competitor is Drystan. He hails from a town that I’ve never heard of. What was it like growing up there?”
“Galssop is a tragic waste of space,” he mutters, his voice like gravel grinding against my ears. “I’m glad to be rid of it.”
“What kinds of skills are you bringing to the rite this year?”
He flashes a devilish grin that chills my spine, showcasing pointed fangs matching Maertisa’s. Except his fangs are lined with silver. “I like tearing into someone’s throat while they sleep. The first bite is the most crucial.”
I shudder in my seat, shrinking back into Ezryn’s shoulder.
“Impressive,” Maertisa chuckles, not an ounce of fear to be seen or heard. “And why did you join the rite?”
“For the money,” he answers with a shrug. “What else is there?”
And so it goes with the following competitors, a range of species and races. Each describes how they’ll eviscerate the competition, their mere words enough to give me nightmares for the rest of my life. And Izel will be fighting against all of them. The monsters they’ve allowed into the rite, those serving masters, snarl and slash their claws at the camera while being tugged away on chains crackling with magic. All the while, Maertisa merely laughs and smiles her way through each interview without a care in any of the worlds.
The camera closes in on Maertisa. “Our final opponent is Izel. Hailing straight from Sybar, she has a reputation that matches the ferocity of the rest of the opponents.”
When the camera zooms out, I choke on a breath at the sight of her sitting in the chair. She’s casual, a leg crossed over the other as she smiles at the camera. Devastating in a black dress that delicately hugs her body, her long hair swept back to let her eyes shine under the white lights of the room. The makeup is exquisite, smoking out around her eyes while her lips are a delicious red.
Ezryn takes my hand, holds it tightly.
“How are you going to tackle the opponents in the rite this year?” Maertisa asks, her voice merry despite the questions she’s been asking for nearly two hours.
Izel shrugs. “I suppose it will depend on who I’m facing. I like to keep my options open.”
“Given your reputation and the bounty on your head, I assume you’re competing in the rite to wipe your slate clean. Is that right?”
Izel shakes her head. “No, this isn’t to clear my conscience.”
“The money, then?”
Another shake of her head. “No, it isn’t for the money.”
“Then what brings you to the rite, Izel?”
She sighs, turning in her chair until she’s staring into the camera. Her eyes seem to find mine, holding onto me with such an intensity that I can’t look away. I’ll never look away. “For my mate. Anything and everything for her.”
I melt in my chair at her words, at her declaration. Warmth fills my chest, the room fading into black as I stare into her eyes.
Maertisa swoons in her chair. “Romance! I don’t know that we’ve ever had someone willing to risk their lives for their mate in the rite before. It seems like the opposite of what you’d want to do.”
“What else is there to do to save the one you’re meant to be with?”
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The mornings are spent in the sparring ring. Nothing more than a concrete box in the sublevels of the arena, not a viewing room in sight. There are a collection of targets and weapons, even different volunteers that come to spar with me. Eight hours a day dedicated to honing my skills, practicing how to kill as if I don’t know how to do it with expert precision. As if I wasn’t trained by one of the best warriors that Clazarene doesn’t know the name of, nor ever will because of how revered he is.
After that night five years ago—after I found and killed Thalvith—I sought out Kaladin based on the rumors swirling through the streets. It took nearly a month to track him down in this squalid little town on the edge of Clazarene nestled beside the wastes and bogs. Living in such a decrepit village and enduring the constant attack of various monsters taught me how to properly assess an opponent, how to be prepared for anything.
Kaladin wasn’t a fair teacher by any means. He made me work for his guidance, sending me out into the wastes every morning and telling me not to return without the head of a different beast. Hours spent tracking them down, sneaking up on them, killing them. After an entire year, he agreed to take me on as his apprentice and began to properly teach me how to use the weapons that I carried. Even then, he would fight with such ferocity that I still have some scars from training with him.
After three more years, I returned to Sybar and took to the streets. I became the darkness that everyone was afraid of, the monster that they didn’t think would dare enter the city limits. Without remorse, without considering the consequences, I became an assassin worthy of the title and the fear that went along with it.
Now, I will show the world what I’ve learned and how they should fear to breathe the very air that I do. I am not fighting for money, nor magic. I am not risking my own skin for selfish reasons, and it gives me an advantage. Each night when I go to bed, I dream of Deyanira, of seeing her face once more, holding her and taking her into the stars.
The evenings are filled with interviews that make me want to tear my hair out. Vain questions about myself, about my dreams in life. Personal questions about my life and why I have such a vicious reputation, all of which I choose to ignore because the world doesn’t need to know what I’ve been through. It’s no one’s business except my own.
Perhaps my mate’s as well, should I live to see her again.
Photoshoots end my day. Pictures of me in various outfits, ranging from slender dresses to armor, to broadcast across Clazarene and the worlds we have connections with. Videos of me training, hurling knives at a target fifty yards away with ease and demolishing a man twice my size with the same precision. Anything to promote the rite and sell tickets, so Mokosh has explained to me time and time again.
At meal times, I grab my food and take it straight to my room. I don’t bother myself with any of the other competitors. They’re all trying to gauge what someone can do, their senses heightened as they survey the crowd around them. Whenever I enter, they stare at me with such ferocity that I can’t help but smile.
On the final evening before the rite, I am left to my own devices. I spend my time in the barren arena and stare at the night sky twinkling above me, wondering if Deyanira is looking at it as well. I stretch out my aching wings, having not been able to use them throughout the entire week, and soar above the arena and to the forcefield crackling above and enclosing the space, the electricity humming through my body as I stare at the palace.
Very few lights are on, even fewer silhouettes moving through the palace, but I can’t stop myself from staring and waiting to catch a glimpse of Deyanira. I can’t help myself from wondering if she’s one of the shadowy figures crossing in front of a window and if she can see me watching over her, even from miles away. Even when there’s no chance that I’ll actually see her.
I hope she understands why I’ve done this. I’ve certainly explained myself and my reasons through the interviews without divulging her name.
With a sigh, I descend and land in the center of the arena. I tuck my hands into the pockets of my cotton pants as I make my way to the elevator. What will Prince Seriah do when I win the competition? How will he keep me away from Deyanira? I’m certainly anxious to find out, anxious to rip his heart out of his body and toss it into the wind.
The hallways are empty, silent aside from my steps, as I enter the elevator and ride it to the twentieth floor for the last time. I punch in the code to my bedroom and the door slides open, moonlight pouring across the floor and shrouding the figure standing at the foot of my bed. A soft glow emanates from her body, sifting aside the darkness. I enter the room and the door hisses shut behind me as I narrow my eyes.
Slowly, elegantly, she turns and lowers her hood. White hair drips down in front of her chest, tucked back with a golden diadem to showcase her pointed ears. The most striking face I’ve ever seen meets mine, her slender eyes the purest shade of blue anyone could ever bear witness to. The high cheekbones and full lips are identical to Deyanira’s. The woman’s coat shines with gold atop navy satin, the collar stretching up her neck and stopping beneath her chin. It hugs her waist, fans out around her legs. Even her thigh high boots are laced with gold.
She smiles gently at me. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Izel.”
I blink at the sound of her voice. Pure. That’s the only word I can think of to describe it. It silences everything around us, quiets even the churning water in the lake surrounding the arena. My wings ruffle behind me and I roll my shoulders, resting my back against the closed door. “Forgive me, but I don’t know who you are.”
“Earae,” she says with a nod. “Deyanira’s mother.”
My breath doesn’t find its way back into my lungs. Alive on this world for over three hundred years and yet I’ve never met one of the gods or goddesses in the flesh. In fact, I don’t know of anyone that has.
While we’re all born from them, they’ve never graced us with their presence. We were simply abandoned after birth, left to be cared for by anyone that happened to be walking by, sometimes not even our own parent who helped bring us into this world. Even those who consistently pray and leave offerings at the various shrines and temples have never seen their heroes in person.
“I have come to visit you tonight to thank you for the sacrifice that you are making for my daughter,” Earae begins, eyes glowing as they rake in every inch of my body. “Much like the other deities of Clazarene, it is not my place to interfere with what the creatures living upon its soil do. Everyone will continue to do what they believe is right whether or not they are given the proper guidance and instruction.”
“She’s a prisoner in the palace,” I begin, anger rippling down my arms. “She is being controlled by the prince, being forced to do gods-know-what. How can you stand there and tell me that you can’t do anything about it?” I ball my hands into fists, taking a step away from the door. I don’t care that she’s a goddess, don’t care that she’s the one that created all of life as we know it. Her status means nothing to me if she has sat idly by and let Deyanira suffer.
“We are forbidden,” she answers softly, not at all bothered by my shift in tone and stature. Unfazed by my aggression despite the fact that most would’ve run and cowered. “As I said, everyone will continue to do what they believe is best. We can only offer guidance and instruction.”
“You created all of this!” I snap, throwing my hands into the air. “How can you say that? Can’t you do something for Deyanira?”
“I have dampened her powers,” Earae begins, turning to face me completely. “While under the control of Prince Seriah, she won’t have full access to her abilities to aid in his plans. It isn’t much, I know, but it will protect her for now.”
“How is taking away her powers protecting her? You’ve left her defenseless!”
“Once she masters her abilities, he plans on utilizing her to destroy the human lands. From there, he plans on continuing to the rest of the worlds interconnected with Clazarene. She will be drained and then discarded, forgotten. By dampening her powers, she will remain alive. She will remain safe until you can save her. Isn’t that what you desire most?”
“Yes,” I reply through a clenched jaw, body trembling as I stare at the goddess. “But that sounds a lot like interfering with the lives of the people you’re sworn against helping.”
“It is and I have already been reprimanded for my sins against our sacred oath. After I leave here tonight, I will never be seen again by the immortals or mortals that grace the sixteen worlds.” She takes a step forward, placing a hand on my shoulder with the most gentle of touches that soothes my anger, extinguishes it entirely. With her other hand, she lifts a necklace and drapes it around my neck. She steps back, offering one final smile before fading away into the starlight dripping in through the window.
I gasp at the absence of her presence, reaching a trembling hand to lift the necklace into the light. In the palm of my hand at the end of the silver chain lined with flecks of crystals twinkling with light is a small orb that glows with white, speckled with shadows and darkness.
The moon and its stars.
I close my fist around the necklace, a single tear tracing its way down my cheek as I look out the window in front of me. “Thank you for your blessing, Earae.”
The moonlight brightens the room, the shadows skirting away from its growing presence. A gentle whisper caresses the back of my mind and my knees shudder. Thank you for caring so deeply for my daughter. And then it’s gone, and the room regains its shadows as the goddess of creation finally disappears, abandoning the world for the last time.
Chapter 20
Deyanira




For my mate. Anything and everything for her.
I am fighting for my mate.
For her, I will eviscerate everyone.
There is nothing that will prevent me from saving her.
Since before the beginning and long after the end, it will always be for her.
My dreams over the past week, as few and faint as they are, have always been of Izel and the various interviews that have been broadcast across the world. Her words have been a constant echo in the back of my mind, reigniting the candle and warmth in my chest when I begin to think of what might happen to her. The pictures floating around the world that I’ve seen from glimpsing Seriah’s phone show the most striking, elegant, and breathtaking versions of Izel whether she’s wearing shining suits of armor or the most delicious of gowns.
And yet, I still prefer the way she looked on the day that we met. It seems so long ago now, like an eternity has passed since that fateful night. Her black clothes were wrinkled, dark stains riddling her chest and sleeves. Her leather jacket was torn, worn around the elbows and shoulders. Even her hair was a tangled mess, not a lick of makeup to be seen on her face. And she was still the most beautiful creature who ever dared to live and breathe amongst those that didn’t deserve to view her.
The morning of the rite, I don a simple gray pantsuit, my hair tucked back with a silver clasp, and go to the arena with Seriah. Thousands of seats encircle the area where the competitors will fight, but it’s blocked from sight with a shimmering veil to build suspense. Seriah and I take our seats in a glass box at the top, an array of screens lining the top of the wall to give a better look at what will be happening before us in less than one hour. A bird’s-eye view of each opponent.
Refreshments line one end of the room, but Seriah had already explained to the staff that champagne will not be served. Simply because he’s afraid that I’ll drink too much, that I’ll lose myself in the glow and haze of the alcohol again. But I can barely think about drinking or eating right now.
I pace across the back of the room, pressing my fingernails into my fingers and destroying the delicate polish that Bahati had done the day before. She wanted to recreate the night sky and I certainly didn’t try and stop her, not after those words that Izel said to me in the ballroom. How she promised to give me the moon and its stars. Nighttime looks and feels different. Now, my nails are nothing but faint specks of white against chipped black.
“She certainly seems to care for you,” Seriah mutters from his seat, not bothering to look back at me. “Almost makes one believe in mates and true love.”
I pause, furrowing my brows at the prince. “You don’t believe in it?”
He shakes his head. “I’ve never come across my mate, so I have no reason to believe in any of it. My father isn’t married to his mate. In fact, that woman found someone else to deem as her own. What is there to believe in when it certainly doesn’t exist in your own life?”
“Hope,” I say, rolling my eyes at him.
When I was younger, I certainly didn’t believe in true love, in dating at all. When I was homeless, years and years after I’d found him, I thought that Ezryn might’ve been the one for me. Instead, he was always joking and shoving my shoulder and making it very clear that he wanted nothing aside from friendship.
At Black Scar, everyone was a hardened soldier, and no one had the time or patience to build a relationship. They wanted one thing and one thing only. Though I’d given myself to someone once before, it wasn’t nearly tempting enough to make me try again. Men and women alike, there wasn’t anyone that had ever truly caught my interest before. Sure, they were attractive, and I certainly wondered what it would’ve been like with them, but that was all.
Until Izel.
“I’m starting to lose faith in hope as well,” Seriah scoffs. “We’ve spent a week training your powers only to be given nothing but the bare minimum. They’re buried inside of you somewhere; we just need to figure out how to unlock it.” He leans back in his chair, tucks his arms on the ones beside him. “At least you know how to use a weapon. What did you do back in the human lands?”
While Izel has been training for the rite, I’ve been training as well. Though Seriah is right about my powers being nothing more than sputters of creation here and there, nothing powerful enough to help me kill him. When he gets frustrated, we go below the palace and into the armory and to the gun range. There I practice with guns that I’ve used before and others that I haven’t, hitting my targets with accuracy and precision.
I want to sneak into the armory and steal a weapon, take it back to his chambers, but I’m always too closely monitored by him and the guards stalking the hallways. Every time the idea crosses my mind, Seriah’s power is a claw cleaving my thoughts in half and warning me against it. His control tugs my body back and to his side, always reminding me that I am not my own person anymore.
“I was a soldier,” I answer, moving to the rows of plush seats lined with white leather. I take a seat at the far end of the glass box, as far from Seriah as I can get. “Training to kill whatever came through the portal.”
“And did you kill anything that wandered through?” He stands, rolling his eyes as he sits beside me, wraps his arm around my shoulder.
I shrink away from his touch, eyes focused on the shimmering veil hiding the arena from view. “Yes. Monsters. Not fae.” And those nights were some of the most terrifying and yet most invigorating of my life. To hear the screech as something entered the portal and pivot, unleashing a hail of bullets without fully looking at what’s coming through.
I was once brave. I don’t know what happened to that girl.
“Impressive,” Seriah admits, magenta eyes glowing as he looks down at me. “Is it safe to assume that you hated Clazarene before coming here?”
“I’m still on the fence about it,” I answer honestly. “My father warned me about the creatures lurking in the shadows. He even mentioned how deceitful some of the fae can be. He wasn’t wrong about that.”
“Humans can be just the same,” he says with a shrug. “You can’t blame our kind for adopting the ways of your people. We certainly learned from the best.”
The door at the back of the room opens and I spin in my seat, eyes widening at the pair entering the room. A crown of hardened black iron sits atop the male’s head, long gray hair framing his weathered face. His suit is pure black, eating away all of the light around him as he makes his way to the chair beside Seriah.
The female’s golden hair glows beneath her matching crown, red dress flowing elegantly around her body. Brown eyes find mine and she offers a terse smile before making her way through the room and taking her seat on the other side of her husband.
Seriah’s parents.
I’ve yet to meet them and didn’t want to. In fact, I wanted less than nothing to do with them.
From the looks on their faces, their stiff postures, they feel the same.
“You’re not even going to say hello?” Seriah drawls, glancing over at his parents. Father and stepmother. “You’ve yet to introduce yourself to Deyanira or even bother to see her in the time that she’s been here.”
“Hello, Deyanira,” the king says, not looking over at me.
“Hello, Deyanira,” the queen says in an equally monotone voice, her focus on the shimmering curtain.
I don’t say anything, shifting in my chair until I’m facing away from them. They don’t deserve my greeting, an introduction. Not with everything their son has been doing to me, that he still continues to do. Thankfully, he hasn’t tried anything too stupid yet. I’m not holding my breath.
Seriah rolls his eyes. “Codrus and Shira.”
“How long will the rite last?” I ask, glancing at Seriah. We can’t possibly be expected to sit here for days on end waiting for the last of the competition to finish each other off.
“I’ve never known it to last longer than a few hours,” Seriah answers with a shrug. “At midnight, we will be returning to the palace. We can watch the rest of it, if it isn’t finished by then, from the palace.”
Speakers crackle around us, and I straighten in my seat, eyes widening at the veil and how it ripples and waves with the wind. The seats are filled to the brim with faeries of all colors and variety, cheering at the flicker of noise.
“Welcome to the rite! Is everyone excited to see this year’s competition?” Maertisa barely waits for a reply before her laughter echoes through the arena. “Let the rite begin!”
The veil fades away into the light and my breath freezes in my chest, heart pounding against my ribs as I stare at the field unfolding before me and where Izel will be fighting for her life.
Dear gods above.
Chapter 21
Izel




Nerves tangle themselves through my ribs, stretching for my heart, but I swallow them and force them deep down as I stare at the solid metal door in front of me. A drone floats beside me, no bigger than my hand, that will follow me through the arena and clue the audience in to what I’m doing. A small red light blinks beside the lens, a flashlight mounted above it. Speakers dot the sides.
I roll my eyes as it whirls around in front of my face, the humming of its motor creating static in my ears. Breaking the camera, as Mokosh warned me, will result in my immediate dismissal from the rite and my execution that will shortly follow.
“Welcome to the rite! Is everyone excited to see this year’s competition?” Maertisa’s obnoxious voice echoes through the space, bouncing off of the metal walls surrounding me. The applause and cheers from the crowd above vibrate through the walls and across the ground, stirring something in my chest.
I inhale a slow breath and release it just the same.
“Let the rite begin!”
The metal door grinds open, and a miniature world encased within the walls of the arena opens up before me, sealed in by a ceiling that blocks out the open sky. Jagged cliffs tower around the seats, curving up and across the center with cracks of light streaming down to the valley in the middle. Rivers of molten lava glow and sputter throughout the arena, stretching back and illuminating the ruins of a city at the opposite end.
All across the arena, twenty-nine more doors peel open to reveal the competition I’ve yet to fully see and experience for myself. Beasts and monsters that I can hardly see barrel out of their dented doors, screams and howls and roars belting through the air and knocking against my bones. Some spew fire across the rocky ground while others immediately take to the skies. A single one of them slithers into the shadows, disappearing from sight entirely.
Taking a cue from the beasts, I leap into the air. The drone whizzes in my ears as it struggles to keep pace as I flap my wings harder, climbing higher and higher into the sky to understand what I’m dealing with down below. A better grasp of the terrain and my opponents will help.
As expected, the fae and other humanoids disperse and drift apart from one another, everyone in search of a weapon. Where are they hiding them?
A roar corrupts the air above me and I lift my head, squint through the darkness. One of the same beasts I fought at The Emerald Lake dives through the sky, aiming straight for me. I grin as I tuck my wings against my body, spinning through the air as I plummet back to the ground.
Fire erupts across the field to my left, water hissing over the lava and darkening one of the rivers to my right as the first of the fights begins.
My wings snap open at the last second and I drift with ease inches above the rocky floor, curving my way along the molten rivers churning on either side of me. The impact of the beast behind me vibrates the ground, sputters the rivers of lava, and sends chunks of rock flying through the air and hurtling straight for me.
I see their shadows hovering above me and jerk myself to the left, curling out of their way as they plow into the river of lava. It explodes with fiery light, splashing onto the ground with a fizzle.
I laugh as I drift toward the city, my wings easily carrying me into the air and away from the ground. Behind me, shouts and cries pierce the air as more power is expelled than necessary. These people are going to tire themselves out within the first twenty minutes, leaving them with nothing but extinguished powers. Fools. They will die easily.
Lava devours every road in the ruins of the city, illuminating darkened doorways and casting flickers of orange light that ripple across the broken and mangled bricks. I slow my pace and scan the buildings, finding a narrow stretch of sidewalk leading from the cracked ground and into one of the buildings. The only one with a clear path inside of it. While it could very well be a trap, it could also be where the weapons are stored.
I look to the camera hovering beside my head, flashing a grin that speaks to the monster I’m becoming, and then I dive toward the doorway, plummeting straight into the shadows. My wings snap against my back before I go through and I roll across the ground, scattering dust and debris through the space that echoes around me and bounces off the brick walls. My limbs bark in protest, sparks of pain bursting through my body as I tumble to a stop.
Slowly, I lift my head. Nothing but a single room, the other doorways and exits barricaded with steel. Along the right wall, furthest from the door, is a long table lined with weapons that shine faintly in the orange light sifting in through the open doorway and broken windows. I stand and head for the weapons, a clicking growl rolling across the floor as I pause in front of the table.
Snatching the first weapon I see, I whirl around just as a beast carved straight from darkness and shadows springs for me. I slash the sword through the air as it races above my head, spritzing me in a burning smoke that drenches my clothes as I tear into its body. Flares of pain burst within my body, sparking on my skin.
I hiss as I spin around, narrowing my eyes on the wall where the creature disappeared through. The smoke trickles down my arms and face, steam rising into the room as I look down at myself. Burns. An array of burns speckle my skin. Where do these things come from?
The beast growls again and shatters the concrete floor at my feet, sending me flying back against the wall. I collapse onto the table, and it cracks beneath my weight, weapons slamming into me from all directions and slicing through my skin as I hit the floor with a grunt.
The monster doesn’t wait for me to recover before charging again, snaking its way through the air. I raise my sword and spring to my feet, releasing a cry that grinds through my throat as I slice right down the middle of its body.
I pivot to the side and spin before the smoke can hit me once more, wings tucked firmly against my back as the beast splatters across the floor at my feet. I squeeze my eyes shut before it bursts, quickly wiping a hand down my face before the acid can seep into my eyes.
The camera following me skirts out from under the broken table and hovers beside my face. The lens flickers as it adjusts, zooms in.
“Did you get a good shot?” I grumble, rolling my shoulders as I look across the weapons that are left. Some are nothing more than melted puddles of silver, others are dented. Those could be salvaged if given the opportunity. I tuck my sword into one of the metal loops on my fitted black pants and take a gun with extra ammunition and a dagger, gathering the rest of the weapons into my arms. Though I know this can’t be the only stash of weapons, I’m not taking any chances.
Outside, I dump them into the river of lava and lift my head, narrowing my eyes as I look to the rest of the arena. Opponents fight amidst the darkness, fire crackling across the ground in a sweep of light as a faerie throws her hands into the air. But the fire is fainter, the light growing dimmer as the faerie continues to diminish all of her strength. And then the fire is extinguished followed by a short cry.
“We’ve reached the end of the first hour!” Maertisa sings, her voice slamming into me from every direction. “At this stage, there are two key players to watch out for: Drystan and Izel. Seven are dead, twenty-three remain!”
That answers the question I hadn’t thought to ask. Will there continue to be hourly updates?
I look down at myself, at my tattered clothes struggling to hang onto my singed body. With a groan, I take to the skies once more. The wind stings my exposed nerves and I grimace as I begin to search through the rest of the city for supplies and clothes, eyes narrowed against the burning glow of the lava.
At the far end of the ruined city, tucked behind a grouping of rock pillars, I find exactly what I’m looking for. Medicine, changes of clothes, and water bottles all hidden in a room crowded with dust. They certainly went out of their way to make sure that healing yourself wouldn’t be easy. Well, for those without wings.
I glance at the camera floating close to my head and lift a single brow as I grab a change of clothes. “This isn’t free,” I say, gesturing to my body. “If you want to see that, then you’re going to have to pay extra.” I pause, a playful smile sifting across my face. “Except for my mate, of course. She can see this whenever she pleases. So long as she asks nicely,” I add with a wink.
The camera flickers before turning around, its faint white light pointed at the wall opposite me as I change into fresh clothes.
The necklace that Earae gave me the night before still hangs from my neck, the moon and its stars glowing faintly. A continued reminder of why I’m here, what I’m doing this for. As if I would ever forget.
Once I’m finished and have doused my body in medicine, stashed extra into a bag laden with the rest of the supplies, I make my way back to the first building. I land on the steps and a cry shatters the air as a male charges straight for me. I freeze in my spot, grinning as I jump back at the last second, hovering over the river of lava. His eyes widen as he tries to scramble to a stop, plummeting over the edge and into the awaiting lava ten feet below. His screams are guttural, wet as the lava sizzles and eats away at his flesh and bones.
“Rookie,” I mutter as I land once more and enter the building. He seems to be the only one that’s made it this far. With an empty bottle, I kneel beside the acidic puddles leftover from the first beast I killed and scoop some into the jar. Much to my surprise and delight, the bottle doesn’t melt. The acid shimmers green in the light as I cork it and tuck it into my pocket with a nod.
Sighing, I turn back to the doorway and leave the building. One more down. However many more to go. I roll my shoulders to stretch my muscles as I leap into the air, gently gliding above the ground as I make my way back to the other end of the arena.
If they haven’t made it to the city, then the majority of the fighting will be there. Unless they’ve scattered, found hiding places to wait out the chaos.
The doorways we entered through are all sealed shut, blocking anyone from trying to escape. Across the ground are bodies, multicolored blood shining on the stones. Only two monsters here, one of which I had killed. Four bodies of fae and other beings I don’t recognize given the state of their corpses. I land in the midst of the field and lift my head as I scan the jagged cliffs towering above me on either side.
Footsteps race behind me, a frantic blur. I spring into the air just as someone latches onto my leg and wrenches me back, throwing all of their strength into pummeling me into the ground. The stones crack beneath my impact, my wings sparking with pain.
I rip the dagger from my belt and jump to my feet, locking eyes with a vampire. His black clothes are slashed through, but the skin underneath is clean. Their natural ability to heal really annoys me.
“Izel, I take it,” he says with a grin.
“The one and only,” I reply, twirling the dagger in my hand. “I forgot your name, but it’s not going to matter in a minute.” With my other hand, I pull the vial of acid from my pocket and snap it open with my thumb, tossing it into his face.
He screeches with pain and doubles over as I spring on him, jabbing my dagger into the side of his neck. Blood sprays across my hand as I jerk the blade down, carving the edge straight through the bones in his neck. It cracks apart as his body collapses onto the stones. I finish severing his head and toss it into the lava, looking back over my shoulder at the camera.
“Is this the best this world has to offer?” I ask with a shrug, sheathing the knife in my belt. “Pathetic.” Much less than I was expecting and hoping for. My anger toward Seriah has barely been dampened, the mere thought of his name stirring something feral and vicious inside of me.
“We’ve reached the end of hour two! Ten are dead, twenty remaining. For those of you that placed bets on Izel, looks like you’re going to get your money’s worth this rite!”
Pain shatters my spine, douses my body in a blinding wave of fire. My knees hit the ground before I can process what’s happened, a scream frozen in my throat. I brace my hands against the stones, but my limbs are useless. I slam into the ground, arms collapsing right out from under me. My chin cracks as I fall into the pool of blood left by Drystan, but I can’t feel anything aside from the pain leaking from my back and drowning my body in waves of agony so visceral that I can’t even scream.
Black boots casually stroll into my line of sight and a woman kneels in front of me. Pointed black claws curve out from the ends of her fingers, blood and feathers dripping from them as she grins at me. My blood and feathers. “What are you going to do without your wings?”
I suck in a deep breath as I push myself up, mind struggling to process her words. My body is lighter than before, and I don’t think about what it means. I don’t think about anything other than the bitch in front of me as I spring toward her. My fist collides with the underside of her jaw, and she stumbles back, blindly swiping through the air with her nails.
I fumble toward her, nails raking down my arm as I duck and fail miserably. Pain sears my arm, explodes across my back, but I shove it to the side. For Deyanira. For my mate. I nail my boot into the woman’s knee, swinging around my other leg to kick her in the stomach. She hits the ground with a grunt, and I stomp onto her right hand, pulverizing the bones beneath my heel.
She cries out and writhes beneath me, swiping her other hand across my leg. I nearly buckle as the hot burn of pain slices across my shin. I hiss as I veer to the side, pivoting onto my good foot while bringing the other one back. With the toe of my boot, I jerk it into her skull. Her neck snaps and her head flies through the air, body going limp beneath me.
I watch it fall and slam into the ground, rolling my shoulders. Tears burn my eyes as nothing happens. No rustle of feathers. No familiar tingle of muscles. Only agonizing pain.
My wings are gone.
Chapter 22
Deyanira




I have never witnessed anything more brutal and vicious in my life. From the array of screens across the top of the room, we’re able to follow the various competitors as they charge straight toward their deaths. Whenever someone dies, the screen blinks to black.
I hardly pay attention to the others, my eyes trained on the camera trailing Izel. Nothing but pure power and domination.
The camera pans out and whirls around Izel as she looks toward the cliffs, offering a perfect view of the competitor sneaking up behind her. I jump from my seat, heart lurching in my chest. My scream curdles the air as the woman shreds through Izel’s wings, ripping apart my heart alongside it. Nothing but heaps of bloodied black feathers remain, short stumps protruding from her back. But she doesn’t stop, doesn’t dare give up.
Now…
Izel struggles to walk as she makes her way across the rocky field. From her pocket, she pulls out another vial of medicine and drinks it before shattering it on the ground. She doesn’t look for her wings, doesn’t want to see them not attached to her body. With sluggish steps and groans, she hikes up the side of a mountain and rests her empty back against a ledge, feet dangling limply over the side.
The camera whirls by her face, zooming in as her olive skin is cast in an amber glow from the lava coursing through the ground. Soaked in sweat and dirt. A single tear slips down her cheek as she opens her eyes, looks into the camera.
“Anything and everything,” she whispers, wrenching the remnants of my heart straight from my chest with those three words. How can I be deserving of such an incredible being? How can I possibly be her mate, her equal?
Seriah whistles low and slow, his parents having left the glass box after the first hour. “She might survive this, but I don’t know if she’ll want to.”
I collapse into my chair, tears streaming down my face as I look up at the screen. At Izel. Her breathing is strained, the cuts on her body slowly healing. “Can they grow back?” I ask, unable to tear my gaze away from her.
“No. Once your wings are severed, that’s the end of it.”
“What about magic? What about a healer?” I beg, blinking away the tears as I stare at Seriah. I can’t watch anymore, can’t bear to see what she’s become because of me. She doesn’t deserve this, doesn’t deserve to be putting herself through this for me. I don’t deserve that kind of—
“Just as a healer can’t restore someone’s severed arm or leg, they can’t restore severed wings. Many have tried and all have failed. There simply isn’t anyone strong enough to restore something like that without there being miserable consequences attached to it. While she might indeed get a new pair of wings from a healer, they wouldn’t be anything more than decoration on her back; a constant reminder of everything she’s lost.”
“Ealdir is the name of the air god, right?”
He nods, furrowing his brow as he looks at me. “Why do you ask? If you think that praying to him will grant Izel any sort of reprieve, then you’re mistaken. The gods don’t care about what happens to us, what becomes of their children. They abandoned all of us long ago and only grace the world with their presence to fulfill their desires.”
I stand from my chair, eyes pleading as I stare at Seriah. “Can you take me to his temple? Please?”
Something flickers in his gaze, but he stands and extends a hand. His voice is soft, strained despite the humor he tries to flush through his words. “If only to not sit here for the next twelve hours, then yes, but not because I believe in whatever you’re about to do.”
I grasp his hand and we shrink away into the shadows, leaving the arena and Izel behind.
Built into the peak of a mountain, clouds drifting along the stone steps trailing through the rock, a domed temple towers over us. Bridges connect the spires that hang precariously off of the side of the mountain, looming over the rest of the world hidden by the dense bank of clouds. Everything is cast in a cracking stone covered in vines of ivy, the temple looking untouched and unbothered.
Seriah takes a step back, waving me toward the open arched doorway. “I’ll wait outside. When one goes to pray and place offerings, it’s best to be done in solitude.”
“What kind of offering am I supposed to give him?” I ask, stomach straining as I realize that I’ve forgotten one of the most important parts of their religion.
On Earth, there wasn’t a higher power that I believed in. I didn’t mock anyone who had their own faith, but I couldn’t find it in myself to believe that any god would’ve let the world become the place that it had. One filled with such hatred and oppression and greed.
Seriah shrugs. “Ealdir is different than most gods. Maybe he doesn’t require an offering.”
Pressing my lips together, I stride into the temple.
The dome is made of glass with sweeping arches and swirls of metal stretching across the panes, golden light reflected upon the white marble floor. Breezes drift in and out through open windows dotting the marble walls. In the center of the room, a statue of a man stands with his arms outstretched. Feathers drip down his body, extend along his arms, while a hood conceals his face.
Slowly, I walk over to the statue and kneel in front of it, placing my palms on the floor. “I don’t know how this works, I don’t know if you’re listening, but please help me. Your daughter has suffered through worse than anything that I can imagine and I—” My voice cracks and I clear my throat. “She lost her wings and it’s my fault that she’s in this mess in the first place. I can’t believe that she even did this for me. Is there anything that you can do for her? Is there anything that I can do for her?”
My words echo through the massive space, bouncing off the marble walls and drifting away in the breeze. Several minutes pass in stilted silence, minutes in which Izel might very well have died at the arena. What will become of her if she dies? Will I get to see her before she’s buried?
I suck in a sharp breath and stand, balling my hands into fists as I scowl at the statue despite the tears burning my eyes, blurring the edges of my vision. “One of the bravest faeries that I’ve met, one of the strongest to ever walk this world, is in trouble. Your daughter is in trouble. Whether you care about her or not doesn’t matter. Whether you’ve thought about her once since she was born doesn’t matter. I will care for her; I will be whatever she needs. But please, can you do something?”
A breeze washes over my skin, the gentle rustle of fabric brushing across the marble behind me. I spin around and stumble back against the statue as I stare up at a man three feet taller than me, flowing white robes drifting around on a breeze encircling his body. Stark white hair and a matching beard wave around his head, cloudy eyes piercing into mine.
“What a precocious human you are,” Ealdir begins, folding his hands in front of him. His voice is low, a rumble of thunder against my bones. “The way in which you commune with the gods certainly speaks volumes about your kind.” But a smile peeks through his thick beard and mustache as he kneels in front of me. “You are your mother’s daughter.”
“You know my mother?”
He nods solemnly. “Of course. But are you here to talk to me about your mother or my daughter?”
“Izel,” I answer without hesitation. “Is there anything that you can do for her?”
“No, it’s not my place to interfere. However, it is something that you have the power to do.” He reaches forward, taps the center of my chest. “Within you is the ability to restore what she has lost. You only need to find it within yourself to create it.”
“I can’t,” I mutter, eyes falling to the floor. I haven’t been able to recreate her wings at all this past week despite my best efforts. “My powers are…”
“Courtesy of your mother,” he says with another stoic nod. “But just as you are able to create, you are able to take away. Focus on the net trapping your powers and will it to vanish. Only then will you be able to help my daughter and give her what she has lost.” He straightens, brushes a hand down his robes. “Whether you believe you are worthy of her love and devotion is irrelevant. Fate has aligned the two of you for a reason.”
“How do I declare the bond?” I ask, eyes burning with tears as I stare up at him.
Ealdir turns, shifting to reveal the open doorway where Seriah is standing, waiting. With a flick of his hand, Ealdir slams the doors shut, locking the prince out of the temple. “There is a ritual that must be performed between the two of you. Once a year, the celestial event illuminates all of Clazarene and only during that time, on the anniversary of the world’s creation, can you declare the bond. On the Eve of a Thousand Stars and Moons.”
“When is it? How do we do it?”
“In nine days,” he answers. “To declare the bond, distinguish yourselves as mates, you must journey to the Field of Life and Death and perform the ritual.”
“You still haven’t told me how to do it,” I say, giving him a pointed look.
“Because only your mate can guide you through it,” he replies, reaching into the folds of his robes. He pulls out a small black velvet box and offers it to me. “Thank you, Deyanira, for your devotion to my daughter.” And then he vanishes in a gust of wind, abandoning me in the temple with the box.
Slowly, I open the lid. My breath catches in my throat at the ring sitting atop the black cushion. A white gold setting with pearls lining the band, a pure black diamond resting in the center atop a bed of feathered wings. I swallow the lump in my throat and tuck the box into my pocket, striding toward the now open doors of the temple.
Seriah lifts a single brow at me. “Did you get the answers you were looking for?”
“I think I did,” I answer softly, holding out my hand. “Can we go back to the arena?”
He sighs but nods and we vanish into darkness and shadows.
Chapter 23
Izel




Hours three and four pass without much action, only one more pathetic soul dying. The arena is silent, nothing but the bubbling of the lava rivers crackling through the air. My drone rests in my lap, the lens zooming in on me as I rest against the same ledge that I’ve been sitting on the entire time. My body is numb, frozen, and I don’t want to move for fear of this becoming my reality.
We are all separated by our godly parent at a young age, sent out to train at various schools across Clazarene dedicated to our differing powers until we reach what humans would consider our teenage years. Ealdir’s children are taken to a school sitting amongst the clouds, nothing but blue skies speckled with clouds stretching out around them for miles and miles. The world was so far below that they didn’t risk jumping and trying to get back home.
Not everyone is born with wings, but those that are learn how to use them before we’re taught about our powers. For hours every day, there were seven of us that practiced flying in the school’s courtyard. When I was born, my wings were white. As I grew older, their color darkened until they became a pristine black. The only one with black wings, most of them maintaining their pure white wings as though they were angels sent down to the world. One boy had speckled wings, but even he was revered in better standings than I was. When everyone would go back to their dorms, I would continue to practice my flying because my wings were my only friends, the air and open skies my home.
Whenever I had felt lost in the world, I would take to the skies and remember exactly who I was always meant to be. There was a peace with flying, in knowing that I would never fall and crash to the ground. In knowing that I could go anywhere, leave my problems behind. My wings would never hurt me like everyone else I’d grown up with had.
Now…
Amidst the darkened heaps on the rock floor below me, scattered bodies bloody and slashed apart illuminated by the light from the lava, I can see them. The faint outlines of my wings. I haven’t been able to look away from them and how broken and mangled they are, how they will never be used again. They deserve better for what they’ve done for me, what they’ve given to me. And while it might be foolish to mourn a pair of wings, it isn’t just about them.
It’s about what I’ll never be able to do again.
It’s about the freedom that I’ve lost.
It’s about the peace that I’ve sacrificed.
I release a slow breath and stand, the drone floating beside me and trailing me down the side of the mountain. The wounds on my body have healed, even the broken stumps where my wings once were. Nothing but a hollow pit carving itself deeper into my chest as I descend and walk over to the wings. Each of my steps is lighter. A body I don’t recognize.
Tears sting my eyes as I gingerly pick my wings off the ground. The black feathers flutter in the gentle breeze, edges glowing with orange from the boiling river beside me. Drenched in my blood. I clear my throat and walk toward the river of lava, clutching them tightly against my chest as I stare into the molten river at my feet. The heat singes the skin on my arms, melts away the tears streaking down my face. With a slow breath, I release the wings into the lava and watch them disintegrate before my eyes.
For a single moment, for half a second, I think about diving in after them.
“Pity about the wings,” a gruff voice coos from behind me. “Good thing you won’t have to live too long without them.” The hiss of air slices against my ears and I duck as a tail slashes through the open space where I was just standing, slamming into the ground and cracking the stones.
I roll to the side and spring to my feet, pulling the sword from my belt as I level my gaze on a creature that I’ve never seen before. Humanoid. Where do these things come from?
Onyx skin gleams with red in the light from the lava, white hair flowing down past his shoulders and braided above alabaster horns curling out of his head. His tail swishes across the ground behind him, white spikes lining the shaft. Silver claws speckled with blood extend from his fingers as he grins at me, fangs equally drenched in red.
“I don’t plan on dying any time soon,” I hiss, gripping the sword in my hands.
He slashes his tail again. I bring up the blade and block the blow, feet sliding across the rocks against the strain of his strength. He takes a step forward, shoving me back further as I hold the blade taut.
With a growl, I jerk the sword and twist the blade. The edge slices down his tail before he whips it back, slashing through the air with claws the same as the woman before. The same woman that took away everything that made me, me.
I drag the sword through the air and sever one of his hands, sending it toppling into the river behind me. He roars, a sound that shakes the ground beneath our feet, as he charges again. He curves his head through the air and knocks the sword from my hand with his horns. It clatters across the ground as his horns pierce into my abdomen.
I choke out a grunt as he hoists me into the air by my stomach.
I swing my knee into his face, jamming my boot into his nose as I push myself off. I hit the ground with a groan as he stumbles back. Before he can think, I pull the gun from my holster and fire three shots. The bullets gleam with silver and white as they pierce the air, cracking apart his onyx skin. He collapses into a pool of blood, and I curse under my breath as I press a hand to my chest and the holes digging into my skin, the warm blood seeping through my clothes.
Reaching into my pack, I pull out a bottle of medicine and drink it in one swift motion before tossing the bottle to the side. Only one more left. The puncture wounds close as I stand and snatch my sword off the ground. I roll my eyes at the man sprawled across the ground as I pass him by. Sloppy.
How many more of these fools do I have to fight? Is anyone even trying anymore?
With a low growl, I trudge across the arena and jump over the rivers of lava winding their way through the land. Not a single soul comes to greet me, to stop me. Where have they all gone? Is there some kind of grace period where no one bothers anyone that Mokosh forgot to tell me about?
“Come on!” I yell, the words grinding out of my parched throat as I raise my arms and spin in a slow circle. I’m tired of waiting. I’m tired of doing nothing. I want this to be over. “Who else is out there?”
A growl vibrates across the ground in answer, steps quaking the world beneath my feet as a beast four times my size prowls out of the darkness. Its hulking yellow limbs slowly trudge toward me, red eyes glowing as it sizes me up. Thick globs of drool slip out of its mouth and hiss as they fall to the ground, melting away pieces of rock to reveal a sea of lava right beneath our feet.
“Thank you,” I say, gracefully bowing to the monster as I pull my sword from my belt. I throw a tunnel of wind at it before charging straight for it, sword raised as I push against the ground with the same column of wind. It propels me into the air, and I dive for the monster as it struggles to turn its behemoth body. I drive the sword down its side before my feet crack against the stones, dragging the blade under its stomach as I slink underneath it.
The beast howls as it stomps across the ground, clawed feet barely missing me as I skirt between its legs. I toss myself into the air with a breeze and send myself hurtling forward with another, screaming as I carve the sword straight through its skull. My abdomen slams into its jaw as I hang onto the sword, the beast landing on top of me with a thud that cracks through my entire body, sparks of pain lurching my vision to the side.
A cry trudges up from the depths of my throat as I struggle to drag myself out, wrenching the sword from its skull as I get to my feet. I stumble back and hit the ground again, legs sparking with heat and fireworks that course up through my muscles and to my hips.
The drone floats by my limbs, flickering white light shining across the mangled bones jutting out from jagged tears in my pants.
Sighing long and low, I pull out the last bottle of medicine and chug it, ice washing over my legs as the bones slowly begin to reset themselves inside of me and fuse together with a faint blue glow.
“Looks like I’m going back to the city,” I mutter to the camera as I stand.
The magic that Cadmus gave to me, the last of his own, was a familiar spell. It dulls the nerves, blocks out most of the pain to ensure that you’re able to keep fighting even when no one else can. The magic is still lingering in my body, washing over my skin and muscles, but it’s growing fainter.
I’d always looked at the magic as cheating. What was the point of fighting if you couldn’t feel the pain of the blows from your enemy? But Cadmus had convinced me otherwise, claiming that it wasn’t brave to want to suffer. It was foolish and it would get me killed. The point of fighting wasn’t to feel pain, but to rid the world of it. Save someone else from misery.
“Hour five is finished! Fifteen opponents remain. At this time, if you would like to pay for a phone call with one of the opponents, then the booths are open. If you would like to send someone a care package, prices will be listed at the concession stands. We hope you’re enjoying the rite!”
“Phone call? Care package?” I lift a single brow at the drone in question, but its small engine only continues to whir as it trails beside me. Anything to increase the royal family’s wealth, add weight to their pockets. There’s a reason that I’ve never watched the rite before, never wanted to indulge myself in one of Clazarene’s favorite pastimes.
My legs groan with my steps as I hike across the land, the city ruins nothing but a speck in the distance. I keep my sword in my hand and scan the perimeter as I walk, eyes raking over the jagged cliffs shrouded in darkness above me. Anyone could leap out at a moment’s notice, wipe me off the face of this world. Would that really be such a bad thing now?
I wrench the thought from my head and toss it into the lava beside me. Anything and everything. For my mate, for Deyanira, the price is worth it. To be cherished and loved by her will be worth it in the end.
Even if I might not be able to see the finish line right now, even if I don’t know how I’m going to save her from the prince, it will all be worth it in the end.
The drone buzzes beside me, a sharp ring piercing through the air that startles the nerves wound tight through my body. It whips in front of my face, a robotic voice clicking through the air as it asks, “Do you accept a call from Thalassa Komolas?”
“Yes,” I say, narrowing my eyes as I continue walking. This is when someone will most likely take the opportunity to strike: when I’m distracted. When everyone is distracted. The other, weaker opponents are waiting for this.
The drone drifts beside my head, tangling itself in my hair as it rests on my shoulder, small claws piercing into my skin to hold it in place.
“Izel!” Thalassa sobs, her voice crackling through the small speakers in the camera. “Oh sweet gods, are you okay? I can’t believe what happened. I haven’t been able to focus on anything else. What are you going to do? How are you supposed to win without your wings?”
“I’ve never needed them to fight before,” I answer honestly.
Though it’s certainly been easier with them, when I trained with Kaladin, he bound my wings for an entire year and refused to let me use them. Even to fly when our day was over. That year was absolutely miserable. I never thought I would need to know how to fight without them, thought they would always be here, but he wouldn’t take the risk. As if he knew that this day would come.
When that year was finally over, the relief I felt as my wings were freed was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. Better than any narcotic, any alcohol.
“I know. But what are you going to do when this is over?”
I release a small breath, dragging my hand through my tangled hair as I look across the open lands stretching out in front of me. A shadowy figure with shimmering white flames of hair stalks toward me, the outline of a gun glinting in the orange light.
“I’ll do what I’ve always done,” I say, rolling my shoulders. “I’ll survive.”
“That’s not the same as living.”
A shot pierces the air and I hit the ground without thinking, whipping out my own gun as I get to my feet. A girl with plum skin and glowing white eyes that crackle with fire stands before me in an instant, gun pointed at my head.
I knock it from her hands with a twist upwards of my sword, curving the blade across her chest. She gasps as she jerks back, thrusting a hand forward that sparks and crackles with white flames.
I extinguish the fire with a gust of wind and send her flying through the air and soaring through the darkness. Her screams churn through the arena as she plummets toward the ground. I start walking again, not bothering to look back over my shoulder as she slams into the rocks behind me. The ground splinters beneath her impact, stones breaking apart and sinking into the sea of lava that’s only growing larger.
The drone rings again. “Do you accept a call from Cadmus Norahi?”
I groan but nod, tucking away the gun as I continue walking. Not much further until I get to the city. And then I’ll have to figure out how to scale the buildings to avoid the streets of lava and make it to the back corner where the supplies are without getting burnt alive. A problem for another time, one that I can’t focus on right now when I’m so vulnerable and exposed for anyone and anything to attack.
“Izel,” Cadmus breathes, relief crackling through the speakers. “I can’t believe you’re still alive. I can’t believe what happened.”
“Thanks for the faith,” I mumble, swinging the sword in my hand as I walk.
“You know that I’ve always believed in you, but some of these guys are things that even I wouldn’t want to tussle with.”
“They’re pathetic,” I call out, lifting a hand to my mouth to send my words echoing through the arena. “Nothing but amateurs. Where’s the real competition at?” My voice grows louder with each word, tempting them to come and face me.
Cadmus groans into the speaker. “Don’t do that while I’m on the phone with you. I don’t want to listen to you die.”
“It’s a good thing that I’m not an idiot,” I reply. “I’m not dying today. Not if I have anything to say about it.”
“You’ve come close a few times,” he says through a clipped voice. “Do you even understand the severity of your injuries? Have you thought about what this will do to you in the long run?”
“I can’t worry about any of that right now,” I hiss, jerking my head to the drone. I narrow my eyes as if I’m staring right at Cadmus. “If I’m focused on everything that I’ve lost, then I will lose sight of what there is to win.”
Will she call me? Will the prince let her? My heart races at the thought, chest bristling with warmth at the idea of hearing her voice after going so long without it. It’s almost impossible to think that I’ve managed to somehow live without it for all of these centuries.
“I know,” Cadmus sighs. “But you should know that one of the competitors has been following you from a distance. They’re waiting for the perfect moment to strike and when they do, it’s going to be bad.”
I spin around in a circle, waving my arms in the air. “Come and get me already! Before I die of old age, huh? I’m not afraid of you!” I grin as I continue on my path, eyes flicking back to the drone. “How was that? A little too much? Because I’m thinking I could’ve added a bit more flare.”
He laughs but it’s weak, breathless. “I’m sending a care package. But you owe me when you win because that shit wasn’t cheap.”
“You didn’t need to do that.”
“No, but I wanted to. And there’s nothing that you can do to stop me. Take care, Izel. I look forward to seeing you when you make it out of this.”
The drone rings almost in the next instant. “Do you accept a call from Deyanira Caceres?”
“Yes.”
Chapter 24
Deyanira




“Izel,” I sob into the phone, clutching it close to my ear as I stare up at the screen.
Seriah is stiff in his chair beside me, magenta eyes mulling over every remaining competitor except for my mate. One girl in particular has caught his attention, her solid purple eyes vicious in the camera. I recognize her from the interviews: Levana.
Most of them have gotten phone calls, but as they speak, the audio is muted. No one else can know who they’re talking to and what it’s about. I sat on the edge of my seat, foot tapping impatiently as I waited for her other calls to end. There’s so much that I want to say, so much that I want to apologize for.
Izel’s pace slows a step, but she smiles gently as she looks into the camera perched on her shoulder. “Hello, Deyanira. How are you doing?” In the corner of the screen, her sword glints with orange and red as she twirls it in her hand. Nothing but casual power and graceful strength and infectious confidence radiating off of her even after everything that she has lost. Because of me.
“I’m so sorry about your wings,” I mumble, tears drowning my words and flooding my chest. “It’s all my fault. You never should’ve done this, not for me. I…I don’t deserve you.”
She laughs and it rings through the phone, caressing my aching chest. “What did I tell you before, Deyanira?”
“I know, but—”
“For you, there is nothing that I won’t do. There is nothing that I won’t give to see you smile.” She stops suddenly and the drone leaps off her shoulder, pans out. Her plain back stiffens as she turns around.
There, in the shadows behind her, is the girl with violet eyes.
Izel removes the gun from her holster as the camera swings back, offering a full spectacle of the fight about to unfold.
I don’t dare breathe a word, frozen as I stare at the screen.
“I don’t like stalkers,” Izel says to the girl, weapons gripped tightly in her fists. Her voice crackles across the screen for everyone else to hear as our call is put on hold.
Levana simply smiles and it curdles the blood in my veins. With a tilt of her head, the ground rumbles and the speakers crackle in the room as the rocks beneath their feet are split apart, broken into a thousand pieces of dust. Lava breaks through the surface and sputters at the exposure, spraying drops in every which direction.
Izel jumps back, rolling her neck as she lifts the gun. “Say hi to Sitia for me when you get to the afterlife,” she says, firing a single shot. The bullet flies through the air and collides with a chunk of rock that flies up to block Levana. It explodes around the girl and the splintered chunks go hurtling through the air toward Izel as she fires another shot. The bullet hits the girl’s shoulder as Izel jumps to the side, rolls away from the rocks.
They crack against the ground behind her, shards of the earth plummeting through the air. Izel sends them flying back with a gust of wind, the cliffs above them crackling with sound and debris that rains down onto them. Levana coaxes a rock to lift her into the air, soaring straight for Izel.
She thrusts out her hands, barrels of wind howling through the air and hurtling straight for Levana. Shoes of stone anchor her to the platform and she snaps back, the rock tilting to block the wind as she continues to charge through the air.
Izel scrambles to the side, ducking as Levana crashes into the space where she was and sends chunks of rock cracking across the ground, breaking it apart even further.
Izel swings around the backside of Levana and brings the sword down, the muscles rippling through her arms and along her back that’s fully exposed through the open tears in her shirt, corded muscles and broken stumps able to be seen by everyone now that her wings are gone.
She carves the blade through the rock as Levana jerks to her feet, thrusting out a hand. A heap of stone plows Izel in the chest and she flies back, throwing out her hands to cushion her fall in a tunnel of wind. She grunts when she lands, the sword still clutched tightly in her hand.
Izel climbs to her feet, brushes back her hair. “Is that all you’ve got?”
Before Levana can answer, Izel hurls a flurry of wind across the arena. She collects more and more in her palms, a tornado forming on the ground between them that gathers rocks and lava into its swirls. It churns across the arena with deadly ferocity, sucking Levana into it before barreling down the center stretch of the city.
Izel follows behind it, face contorted with rage and concentration as she swirls her hands through the air, muscles straining in her arms as she forces the tornado further, deeper into the arena. The howling wind glows with lava, ripping the buildings apart as it continues down its path. Screams echo through the air, barely audible over the sound of the wind, as people and monsters are wrenched from their hiding spots and sucked into the swirling vortex of wind and lava and rock.
Seriah stands from his chair, mouth gaping as four screens go dark around us, including Levana’s. “I’ve never seen someone with this much power over the winds before. Not since…” His voice trails off and he shakes his head, body trembling as he takes a seat once more.
“Not since who?” I ask, unable to tear my gaze away from the screen as Izel demolishes the city and rips it apart with her powers.
“Ealdir.”
With a cry that rips through the air, Izel sends the tornado hurtling into the buildings. She releases her hold on it as the city splinters and cracks, lava splashing across the ground. Four bodies topple through the air, one of which was the last of the monsters.
Everything grows utterly still, eerily silent.
Izel hits the ground and laughs, the camera sweeping across the ground to narrow on her face. “That’s how it’s done,” she mumbles, gasping on a breath as she sits back on her legs. “Deyanira, are you still there?” she asks into the camera, her voice barely audible.
“Yes,” I breathe, my word dripping in awe.
“I’m glad to have met you,” she begins, voice weak and frail and growing fainter with each word. “I wish I could do more.” She blinks lazily before she collapses onto the ground.
I jolt from my chair, gripping the phone. “Izel! Izel, wake up!” The ground tilts and sways beneath me as I stare at the screen, tears cracking apart my body as I scream her name again and again. My mind shatters at the sight of her limp body, at the sound of her sputtering breaths. Everything in the world ceases around me as I stare at my mate unconscious on the floor of the arena. Vulnerable and available to every vicious predator left.
No.
I shrink into my seat and squeeze my eyes shut, remembering everything that Ealdir said to me in the temple. A net over my powers, preventing me from fully using them.
It glows faintly in the darkness of my mind, a wall of black surrounding it. I bash against the wall, slam my fists into the darkness as I pummel my way through it. As I plunge my fingers into the wall. As I kick into it, bash my knees against it. It cracks apart around me in pieces, and I grip the net with both hands, wrenching it away with a cry that grinds against my throat.
My breaths come in large gasps as the energy flows freely through my body, highlighting my chest and spreading throughout my limbs. A soft caress, a light guiding me back home.
I blink up at the screen and Izel on the ground, hair draped over her face, and I will my life into her body. I create strength where there was none before, tearing it right from the center of the world to fill her. I create hope where there was only darkness, ripping shreds of it from the minds of everyone in the world. Piece by piece, I restore everything lost and forgotten within Izel as a horde of people stalk through the shadows and surge toward her.
“Come on, Izel,” I plead into the phone, my voice grating against the back of my throat. “Wake up. Wake up!”
Her eyes snap open.
“That’s it,” Seriah mumbles, sitting up straighter in his chair. His eyes are glowing as he looks at me, a grin festering across his lips. “She’s the key to unlocking your powers. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it sooner.”
“What are you talking about?” I ask, eyes widening as I stare at him, as panic fills my chest and clogs my lungs.
“The only person I need bother threatening and torturing to get you to access your powers is her,” he says with fiendish delight. “If she wins this rite, then she’ll be welcomed at the palace. She’ll be an honored guest.” He laughs as he stands, dragging his hands through his hair as he looks back up at the screen, at Izel getting ready to face a slew of new opponents. “It’s almost too easy, now.”
My stomach churns and shifts inside of me as I return my attention to Izel. I’ve unwittingly put her life in danger again. I’ve practically signed her next death sentence if she survives this. No, no, no. How could this have happened? How am I supposed to protect her?
And then it hits me and tears into my mind simply thinking about it.
Seriah laughs, picking up on the thought I’ve only just had. “While you might want to do that, you won’t have the option. Remember, I’ve still got my claws hooked into your mind. You won’t be able to do anything to stop what’s about to happen, Deyanira. So you might as well sit back and enjoy the show while you can.” He sinks back into his seat, wrapping an arm around my limp body as I stare blankly at the arena.
What have I done?
Chapter 25
Izel




I don’t know what happened before this moment, don’t know how I got to this point with a rejuvenated body, but I don’t care right now. About any of it.
Snarls of laughter echo around me as I spring to my feet, snatching the sword off the ground. I clutch it in both hands as I spin in a slow circle, mulling over every opponent casually making their way toward me.
“Hour six is finished! My, what a crazy turn of events. Only eleven opponents remain. Who’s anxious to see how this ends?” Maertisa chuckles as the arena vibrates around us, the four beings circling closer to me.
A sword of golden light stretches and grows in the hands of a fae with orange hair and he charges for me first.
I don’t move, keeping my eyes on the other opponents as they slowly circle at the back.
The light sears my eyes as the sword swings down in front of my face, the weapon too big for the user to handle. I ram the butt of my sword into the blade of his, sending it exploding into sparks that drift through the air before slamming my boot into his chest. He flies through the air, landing in the pool of lava with a sizzle that sends steam rising into the air.
Droplets of water form above my head, freezing into splinters that hiss as they sink through the air. My sword sweeps above me, shattering the icicles into white powder that evaporates into nothing as I lift my brow at the girl with pale blue skin. How has she survived for as long as she has?
Before I give her the chance to answer the question I hadn’t asked, I hurl wind at her and she soars through the air, cracking into the side of one of the few remaining buildings left in the city. Her grunt echoes around us as her mangled body topples to the ground.
I glance between the last two, spinning the sword in my hand as I grin. “Do you want to make it easier on yourselves and just jump right into the lava? No one will blame you.”
They both charge at the same time, their desperate hollers weak and pathetic in my ears. I roll my eyes as I duck the first blow and sweep my leg across the ground, knocking one boy onto his back. I slash the sword through his throat as the other kicks my ribs, sending me tumbling across the ground and over the broken corpse.
I spring to my feet and thrust another wall of wind in his direction. He hurtles through the darkness and his body crackles with lightning that strikes the ground, obliterating the rocks in front of me.
The sound of the impact rumbles through my body and I take a step back, following the trail of lightning to the jagged cliffs on the left. A fae leaps down from the shadows, hands sparking with electricity as he strides toward me. Nothing but casual grace in his steps, his eyes glowing with a brilliant yellow that’s hard to look away from.
I drop the sword from my hand, pull the dagger from my belt and drop it as well. Nothing that will make me a lightning rod for this male. I empty my pockets of the bullets and drop my pack onto the ground as I pull my gun from its holster. I send five shots rippling through the air, one right after the other, before the gun clicks and I toss it aside.
A single spark of electricity dances across all of the bullets and they burst in the air. He walks through the cloud of fire and smoke with a grin. “Is that really the best you can do?”
“Why don’t you come and find out?” I ask, balling my hands into fists.
Wind sifts across the ground at our feet, plowing into him straight from behind. His legs are ripped out from under him and he flies onto his back. I move before he can hit the ground, leaping into the air. I throw a gust of wind behind me to propel me down, nailing my boots into his stomach. His body cracks underneath me, the rocks splintering around him.
Electrified hands latch onto my calves and pain sears my skin as my bones are fried inside of me. My legs buckle and I choke back a scream as my knees slam into his face. His grip slackens around me, and I roll off of him before jumping to my feet, latching an arm around his throat. He groans, lightning crackling across his fingers as he tries prying himself free. I grimace as I stop in front of the lava, toss his body into the boiling river.
Five more left. Where are they hiding?
A ring echoes behind me and I whirl, hands balled into fists as another drone floats toward me. A large box dangles from a net underneath it and the robot pauses in front of me. “Your care packages from Deyanira Caceres, Thalassa Komolas, Arlin Marrow, Cadmus Norahi, Kaladin Tolido.” The net releases and the box falls onto the ground before the robot drifts away into the darkness.
Checking back over my shoulder for any cowards lurking in the shadows, I kneel on the ground and pry away the metal lid of the box. Inside are a collection of medicines, water bottles, snacks, and a pendant on a gold chain. The gem sparkles with a brilliant green light, humming with energy that vibrates across my skin as I pull it from the box, prying away the note attached to the end of it.
Come see me when you win. We have much to discuss.
Arlin Marrow
Despite running in the same crowd, our worlds have never collided before the day I helped bring Deyanira to Clazarene. Even then, I didn’t meet the sorcerer. The faerie is nothing more than a greedy and vain king that hides away in his stone castle in The Emerald Lake. Though he is one of the best sorcerers in the world, he doesn’t use his magic for anything other than his own selfish reasons.
What could he want with me?
I slip the necklace around my head and nod to the drone before taking the rest of the contents from the box and dumping them into my pack. A small velvet box lands on the top, and I furrow my brows as I pick it back out, holding it in my smoldering palm.
No note.
Slowly, I open the lid and choke back a breath at the ring gleaming up at me with a crystal the color of my former wings. I slide it onto my finger and a shudder ripples through my body, back sparking with fire.
There’s no time to think, to consider what this means. If they’re sending out the care packages now, then I can track the drones to the other opponents and finish this rite. I can see Deyanira, hold her, kiss her.
I shoulder the pack and holster my weapons before scanning the darkened sky above me. The drone whizzes by my hand, lens focusing on the ring. I smile and nod to it before returning my attention to the arena around me.
The faint hum of engines echoes above me and ricochets through the darkness.
I squint against the darkness above, finding one drone as it drifts away from the city and across the arena. I jog after it, drinking one of the medicine bottles before tucking it away in my pocket. The pack swishes across my back and the open space now available. Before, it rested in between my wings.
Now…
The drone hovers above a platform jutting out from the cliff’s side and I start climbing, digging my fingers into the rocks as I ascend. Kaladin was good for more than just combat training. The debt that I owed him was paid off long ago, but even then, I still don’t feel like it was enough.
My boots scrape against the side of the mountain as I climb higher and higher, the robot whizzing away from the ledge as I latch my fingers onto it and pull myself up.
A girl shrieks from within the darkness of a small cave, pink eyes glowing as she blinks at me. She can’t be more than one hundred given how small her body is, how fragile she looks. What could a child possibly be doing in the rite? And how could she have used all of her magic in such a short amount of time?
These are questions that will never get answered as I pull the gun from my belt and fire a single shot through her skull, extinguishing the light in her eyes.
Her body melts and a foul smoke clogs the air of the cave as her limbs elongate into that of a gnarled beast covered in black knots of scales that hisses as it stands, razor sharp teeth glistening with saliva before it springs for me.
I rip the dagger from my belt as I blast a tunnel of wind at it, slamming it back into the rocky wall of the cavern. Not a little girl, then. I don’t feel bad about killing this thing anymore. Shapeshifters are deceitful monsters.
Dust falls around me as I charge into the cave, slashing through the beast’s legs with my dagger. It snarls and snaps at me, teeth grazing my ribs as I whirl to the side. My back hits the wall and I wrench the sword from my belt, swinging it before I have a full grip on it. The monster’s spiked tail slithers across the ground and cuts across my shins as my sword strikes through its jaw. Its snout is cut in half and a howl shatters my eardrums as it crouches before springing forward.
I sink to the ground and jerk to the side as the monster slams face-first into the wall. I stand and slash my sword through its back, carving it straight down its spine. The monster’s cry withers away with a choked groan, echoing through the cave as its body crumples in front of me. It shrinks and fades into that of a weathered old male, dark eyes glazed over as he stares blankly at the ceiling of the small cave.
The necklace from Arlin glows around my neck, warmth flooding through my chest as the light seeps out of the gemstone and twinkles through the air around me. The speckles of green orbs gather to spell out a single word that sends me laughing as I backtrack through the cave and begin scaling down the wall. The word trails behind me through the air and shrinks back inside of the necklace.
Showoff
One of the craziest sorcerers in all of Clazarene’s history, a recluse without a single regard for anyone’s life aside from his own’s. Why have I suddenly piqued his interest? I’ve done far worse than this before.
I start making my way back to the city, slipping my sword into my belt. If the acid is still in the first building, then I can get more. If the building hasn’t been demolished.
The ring sparkles on my left hand and I lift it, examining the details of the setting. Wings and feathers. A stunning black diamond. I’ve never seen anything like it before. Where could she have gotten something like this with the prince hovering over her shoulder and controlling her every move?
My stomach twists into knots as I register how much lighter my steps are once more, how different it feels to be walking across the ground instead of soaring through the air. One day, I will tolerate how it feels to be tethered to the ground. Today is not that day.
“That’s the end of hour seven! Definitely one of the longest rites we’ve had in years, but that was to be expected given the expansive variety of opponents. Speaking of which, only five remain. The final bets have been closed at this time. For those of you that have their chips behind Izel, it seems as though you might be in luck this year!”
Seven hours of fighting, of demolishing my body, diminishing my strength. It doesn’t compare to training, doesn’t compare to sparring with wooden swords and knives. The losses are real here; the stakes are higher. And with only four others left to face, I have to ensure that I haven’t done all of this work for nothing. That I didn’t lose my wings for nothing.
The drone rings beside me, drifting back to rest on my shoulder as I leap over a river of lava. “Do you accept a call from Arlin Marrow?”
“Sure,” I answer with a shrug, narrowing my eyes on the city spreading out in front of me.
Most of it has been knocked into debris, courtesy of my tornado, makeshift bridges of stone crossing over the gaping boiling river. More useful than I thought it would be. I slink across the rocks, the heat searing through my clothes, melting them to my body and singeing my skin.
“It’s good to finally speak with you, Izel. I’ve heard many a great thing about you over the years. Kaladin speaks very highly of you, you know. In fact, he’s sitting right beside me. He says hello.” Arlin chuckles, his voice deep and rich as it flows through the speakers.
“Hello to you, too,” I say, peeking in through the crumbling remains of the building where I killed the second monster. The walls have caved in around each other, the ceiling open and exposed leading to a path carved with soot that hikes up to the higher levels.
I slink in through the open window and start climbing, following the trail that someone purposefully left. They’re hiding, creating the perfect stage for the fight. Except they’ve never fought me before.
“I just wanted to call and thank you for accepting the gift. Do you know what that necklace is?”
“You mean it’s not meant for sending quirky messages?” I ask, latching onto a broken piece of stone as I haul myself up again and again. Leaping over gaps in the floor; scaling walls with rebar jutting out from the concrete. How could I have missed this before?
“No. It’s much more than that. When you win, swing by The Emerald Lake and I’ll tell you all about it. I would love to take you under my wing, so to speak. My condolences, of course. There is more to this life and its magic than you know, Izel.”
I open my mouth to say something when a gush of water plows into my back, ripping me from the ledge. I plummet through the hole and land on the floor below, coughing as I push myself up.
A head peeks through the opening as a snake of water whips down to me, slashes at my arms and my belt. It latches onto my sword and rips it from my body as I spring to my feet, wrapping my hands around the blade.
Blood trails down my arms, sharp pain piercing into my palms as I wrench the sword back and toss it into the air, throwing a barrel of wind and blood through the gap as I catch the sword with the other hand.
“Come down here and fight like a faerie,” I hiss, water drenching my clothes. They stiffen around my body, a chill racing across my skin as my limbs freeze where water touches me.
Blonde hair dangles in front of me, streaked with pearlescent blue as a girl drops down. She lands with catlike ease, slowly standing to examine me frozen before her. Water pools around her hands and she wiggles her fingers, coaxing the ice to spread further across my body and encase my arms and legs.
“Hiding is a cheap trick,” I mutter, jerking my body inside of the case of ice. It splinters with my movements as the girl struggles to build it higher. The ice creeps up my throat as I wrench my arm free, blasting a fist of wind straight into the girl.
She slams against the wall and the ice shatters from my body, cracking across the floor as I charge for her.
Water slips around her body, a frozen bubble slowly rolling across the floor. I slam my foot into the ice, slash my sword over the crystalline surface, but it doesn’t crack. It doesn’t splinter. This is also a cheap trick.
With a curse I sheathe my sword and roll the ball and the girl over the edge, sending it toppling to the ground three levels below. It cracks and shatters across the floor, blood seeping out of thin slices across her body as I slide down to greet her.
Pathetic.
I slash my sword through her throat before leaving the room. Three left. If they’re anything like the last few that I’ve encountered, then they’ve only survived as long as they have because they’re cowards. While they might have wanted to join the rite and compete for the magic and glory, they didn’t take into account the bloodthirsty monsters they’d face.
Like me.
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Only three left. She can do this. She can do this.
Except when she does, she’ll be a prisoner in the palace just like me. She’ll be tortured and put through hell because of me. When she wins, I’ll need to find some way to warn her. I’ll need to convince her to run far from the palace and leave me behind despite every bone in my body, every muscle under my skin urging me to take her into my arms and kiss her. I’ve never wanted to kiss anyone in my life more than her.
“Who’s Arlin Marrow?” I ask, glancing over at Seriah. I want to distract him from her, take his mind away from whatever he has planned.
For the past hour, since his revelation, he has been sitting in utter silence with his attention glued to the screen in front of us as he watches Izel. With each kill that she makes, each smile into the camera, his sickening grin only widens.
“A sorcerer,” he answers with a shrug. “Someone that prefers to hide away in isolation and send monsters out to do his bidding. He’s killed many creatures over the centuries of his life, carved a name for himself straight from their blood and bones.” Seriah leans back in his chair, furrowing his brows. “I wonder what he wants with Izel. Seeing that necklace was certainly a surprise for everyone watching, I’m sure.”
“What is it?”
“An heirloom from the beginning of time long thought lost,” he replies with a soft voice. “I’m not surprised that he managed to get his hands on it, though it is curious to see him giving it away without any reservation. I doubt she even knows what it is considering her age.”
“How old is she?”
Seriah laughs. “You certainly have a lot to learn about your mate. It’s a shame that you’ll never get the chance.”
I roll my eyes, my attention drifting back to the four screens still flickering with action. Most of the opponents are hiding in the shadows, the cameras panned out to see the world around them. One of them is within the city ruins while the other two are at the front of the arena all the way on the opposite end of the map. When will they show themselves?
“It always gets like this toward the end,” Seriah grumbles, groaning as he readjusts himself in the chair. “They think that by hiding and waiting everyone else out, they’ll somehow be the last one left. Usually at this point, the counselors will add in something to help ease the rite along. I’m anxious to see what they do this year.”
“What’s happened in the previous rites?”
“Oh, I don’t remember all of them. One year the arena was nothing but a massive pool with bridges connecting everyone together. That year ended pretty quickly. Then there was something with a desert and most died of dehydration because of the extreme heat enhanced and strengthened by magic. That was extremely boring to watch. There was a swamp once, a frozen wasteland. Usually, the elements kill the competitors before anyone else can get the chance. It’s hard to come up with something new and creative when we’ve been doing this for so long. But the lava is certainly different.”
“How is it done?”
“With magic, of course. The arena can easily shift and change at the creator’s will.” He laughs as his magenta eyes find mine. “Maybe that can be your job in the future: designing the arena for the rites. Simple and easy work that would only need done once a year.”
“Pass,” I scoff, eyes drifting back to the screens.
Izel stalks deeper into the city, head lifted to scan the buildings around her as she carefully makes her way across the river of lava. Rhosyn stands from her position and walks over to the broken window overlooking the world below, her red hair dripping around her body and trailing to the ground at her feet. Darkness sifts around her as she disappears in a blink, reappearing behind Izel as her camera struggles to chase after her.
She spins and thrusts out her hand, wind knocking Rhosyn back with a grunt. Rhosyn fumbles across the broken ground and springs to her feet, hands outstretched as she darkens the space between them. The world is engulfed by shadows, even the light from the river of lava nothing more than a dull throb against the darkness.
I stand from my seat, straining to see the pair as grunts and cries pierce the air, metal clattering against stone.
Seriah winces and releases a strangled breath as Rhosyn’s screen flicks off. The world glows with orange light as Izel wipes the blood from her dagger across her thigh with a salute to the camera before she continues her search for the next opponent.
Seriah sinks lower in his chair, rubbing at his temple.
“Is something wrong?”
“Whenever one of our siblings die, we feel the loss. We’re all connected to one another on a deeper level,” he mutters through a strained throat. “Fortunately for you, you’ll never have to experience this kind of grief. It lingers, hangs with you for a few decades.”
The arena groans and rumbles. All around Izel, the city begins to collapse. She starts running, backtracking her way over the rock bridge as everything explodes around her. She thrusts her hand back, wind sending her hurtling forward through the air as debris chases behind her and slams into the ground, cracking across the lava.
Izel catches herself in a slope of wind and eases to the ground, scowling over her shoulder at the tattered remains of the city.
“What just happened?” I ask, glancing at Seriah.
“They’re adjusting the arena, bringing the rite to a close.”
All along the edges of the arena, the cliffs begin to crumble and crack as they topple to the ground. Izel sprints down the center at full speed, her body a blur as she curves around the rivers and leaps over them, using her wind to propel her over the larger bodies of lava. The final two competitors leap down onto the ground and fumble into the open stretch in the center of the ring, rocks towering around them on all sides and trapping them in the same place.
“This is the end,” Seriah says with a smile, inching to the edge of his seat.
Izel pulls her sword from her belt and swings it in her hand, grinning at the final obstacles in her path.
This is the end.
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When the city began to collapse, I knew exactly what was happening. Mokosh had explained as much during my week of training leading up to the rite. When there were only so many competitors left and there wasn’t a lot of action happening, the arena would change. Something would happen to trigger the endgame, and as I raced toward the front of the arena, I knew that’s what we were in: the endgame.
A male with golden lines etched into his skin attacks first in our newly enclosed space, shredding through the darkness with a shaft of light that burns my eyes, causes me to stop. The female beside him screams and the light crackles and sputters as she launches herself at him. Her pink scaled tail wraps around his neck as she pounds into his face with her fists, a shrill cry escaping her throat.
I don’t wait for them to finish with one another before I charge for the pair, sword raised. I slash through both of their sides, thrusting my free hand at them with a gust of wind that sends all of us flying back from one another. I tumble across the ground and snatch my sword just as a ray of light sears the spot where I once was, burning straight through the rock at my feet.
The female throws herself at the male again, swinging her tail and knocking him off of his feet. She jabs the tip of her serrated tail into his face again and again as I race around behind her and slash my sword across her back. She stumbles forward, the steel of my sword scraping helplessly against the scales on her skin. She whirls around and swipes through the air with sharp claws and webbed fingers, striking right across my abdomen.
I ignore the pain coursing through my stomach as I scan her body and spring back, finding the one weak spot in her armor. With a cry that carves through my throat, I drive the blade of my sword straight up through the underside of her jaw. The tip of the blade pierces through her forehead, and she collapses on the ground. I let the sword fall with her and stumble back, gasping on a breath as I press my hand to my bleeding stomach.
It’s over.
Mokosh appears in front of me, her black eyes glowing with the inferno burning around us. She offers a small smile before taking my hand and whisking me away from the arena, out of the darkness, out of the heat.
My eyes strain to adjust against the bright fluorescent light engulfing the room and I stumble back a step and into a wall. I suck in a sharp breath as I wipe at my eyes, blinking at the familiar interview room stretching out in front of me. Nothing but blank white walls and floors, a crew of cameramen and sound technicians staring at me with bulging eyes.
I rip out one of the bottles of medicine from my pack and chug it quickly before someone comes up from behind me and takes the empty bottle along with the pack and my weapons.
Maertisa sits in her same chair that she always has and waves me over to the one opposite her. Cameras follow my movements as I trudge over to her, releasing a long sigh as I sink into the plush velvet. My muscles vibrate under my skin, still ringing with violence and death, as I relax my body and stare at Maertisa. Wearing another green dress, except this one is more modest than the last and pools across the floor at her feet.
“That was an exciting rite,” Maertisa begins, grinning at me with a plastic smile. “Out of all the opponents, you were one of the most popular because of your declaration to your mate. The phone calls you received in the arena were private, so Clazarene wants to know if she called.”
“She did,” I answer, voice trudging through the gravel in the back of my throat.
“And did she give you that ring?”
I blink down at the ring on my left hand. Splattered in blood and covered in dirt, but the black crystal still shines up at me. “She did.”
“What are you going to do now that you’ve won? Are you going to declare your bond on the Eve of a Thousand Stars and Moons?” Maertisa laughs at the notion, easing in her chair. “Either way, you’re free of your burdens from before. The world is your oyster now. Congratulations to Izel!”
The cameras flick off and Maertisa stands, brushing off her dress before sauntering away without once looking back at me.
Mokosh brushes a hand down my arm and whisks us away from the interview room, back to my familiar bedroom in the arena. It’s the same as I left it with the sheets a crumpled mess on the bed, clothes strewn across the floor.
“Tomorrow, you will be received by the king and queen.” Mokosh leaves without another word, the door opening and closing silently behind her.
And once I’m alone, once there is nothing but empty silence surrounding me, I collapse onto the floor. Sobs tear through my chest as I finally process everything that happened in the arena. Everyone that I’ve just killed flashes through my mind in a haze, a warped movie of blood and broken limbs. The pain of every injury slams into my frame and knocks the breath from my lungs as I curl myself into a ball on the tiled floor.
I have never felt guilty about killing anyone before and I still don’t, but that doesn’t mean that their deaths haven’t haunted me. I could still see Osias plummeting through the clocktower, still find the faint traces of blood left behind on the floor from my patchwork cleanup job. Over the past five years, I have killed over two hundred people and each of them lingers in my shadows, crawls into my dreams and warps them into nightmares. The competitors at the arena will do the same, will try and drag me down and into an abyss that I can’t fly out of.
And now…
Slowly, I push myself up on trembling limbs. Carefully, I walk into the bathroom. My skin burns as I move, my feet dragging across the floor. I lift my head inch by inch, limbs groaning as I look at myself in the mirror.
I gasp at the sight and fumble back a step. My eyes burn as they find the missing arches of my black wings over my shoulders. I rip the shirt from my body, slowly turning and straining to look over my shoulder to see the mangled stumps left in their wake. Nothing but scarred over black tissue, not a single feather left.
Sobs tear out of my body again, ripple through my entire core as I slam my fist into the mirror. Shards of glass explode around me and rain down into the sink, drops of blood falling from my knuckles and mixing in with the tears. This version of myself staring up at me in the broken and bloody shards is a familiar one, an Izel that I’ve grown to know and accept. But right now…
I shed the rest of my clothes and turn on the shower, washing away every trace of the arena. The water is dark, stained with dirt and blood as it slips down the drain. It drips over parts of my back that have never been touched before, rinsing across my bare shoulder blades and I shudder at the feeling. My legs quake beneath me as I realize how empty I feel, how hollow.
For all of my life, I’ve known exactly who I was because of my wings. I was hated and feared by most simply because of their color, but I had never once cared. And to know that they’re gone, that I can never get them back…
“Anything and everything,” I whisper, the words choking on tears that clog the back of my throat.
A promise to Deyanira and one that I couldn’t fulfill with my sister.
But I won’t make the same mistakes as before.
I finish in the shower and change into fresh clothes, pausing in the bedroom at the sight of Mokosh.
She stands in front of the window, eyes mulling over the sky cast in streaks of purple and blue. “Now that you’ve showered, you’re expected to be in the receiving room. Friends of yours have come; fans of yours are waiting to say hello.”
“I’d rather sleep,” I mumble, pulling the towel free from my hair and tossing it over my shoulder and into the bathroom. I’d like to drift into an eternal slumber and not wake up until my wings find themselves at home once more on my back, but I know that’s not an option.
“You will be taken to the receiving room,” she repeats, turning from the window. She strides through the bedroom and opens the door, waiting in the threshold for me.
I release a soft groan as I trudge behind her, limbs still struggling to maintain their strength as we move through the halls, down the elevator, and into the sublevels of the arena.
The receiving room is nothing more than a fancy sitting room with white walls and plush chairs and couches wrapped in blue velvet. Tables of food and drinks line the back wall and hordes of people crowd around the furniture, clog the space while clutching various pictures in their hands. Pictures of me. Everyone stops talking once the doors open and Mokosh waves me in, the doors slamming shut behind me.
I flinch at the sound as a wave of people rush forward, drowning me in a sea of strangers. Males and females of all ages, all species, gush and swoon at the sight of me. Their voices are so loud, grating against my ears. They’re all talking at once, all clambering for my attention. They want me to sign their pictures, want to take their own personal pictures with me. They want to tell me about how incredible I am, how cool they think I am and how they want me to teach them how to fight.
All of their praise and worship is so unfamiliar from everything that I’ve experienced in my life before. And I don’t know if I like it. I don’t know if I really want this to become my new life.
Every emotion flooding off of the crowd clogs my senses, blurs my vision, nearly chokes all of the breath out of me. They’re excited and mournful and a thousand other things that I’ve never felt before. But the fear that stained the air in the arena I was familiar with, barely even registered it as I slaughtered creatures and monsters left and right because it was easy. It’s what I was made to do.
I oblige all of my new fans, indulge them in their questions with a smile that I don’t recognize. As the last of them files out of the room, I stare blankly at the floor at my feet and don’t move a single inch. I barely breathe as I process everything that’s happened, try to grasp what my life has become.
I never expected any of this, never wanted any of this. I’ve only done this, become this, for one person, and as I slowly lift my head, I don’t see her in the room.
Thalassa stands from the couch she was sitting on, tears streaming down her face as she rushes forward. She wraps her arms around my neck and clutches me tight against her body, ushering a wave of warmth across my skin. Her relief is palpable, infectious. “I was so scared,” she mumbles into my neck. “Don’t you ever do something like that again.”
I chuckle softly and nod, wrapping my arms around her waist. “I won’t.” And with everything inside of me, I mean those words. Never again will I enter the rite. My eyes lift and find the other familiar faces waiting for me, staring at me with such awe and admiration that I can barely breathe.
Thalassa pulls back and takes my hand, guiding me to one of the couches. She sits beside me, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. Cadmus takes a seat across from us, placing a bottle of water in front of me. I take it with a small smile and drink it all, relishing in the relief as the cold liquid washes over my chest and coats my stomach and throat.
“That training came in handy,” Kaladin says with a nod, lounging back in his chair. His dark skin is flawless under the lights, matching hair sprinkled with streaks of silver. Jet black eyes drift behind me and to where my wings once were. “I’m sorry about your loss, Izel.”
I shrink lower in my seat as Cadmus hands me another bottle of water, everyone’s grief and sadness drowning my lungs, breaking apart my ribs. I shake my head as I finish the second bottle. “It’s fine,” I say softly, unable to meet any of their stares. “I can learn how to live without them.”
Except I don’t know if that’s true. I don’t know the person that I’ll become without them, don’t know if that’s someone I’d like to meet.
“That’s a beautiful ring,” Thalassa says suddenly, reaching across my lap to pick up my left hand. Her words are forced, the neutrality strained.
“We don’t need to avoid the subject,” I say, straightening as I crush the empty bottle in my hand before tossing it over my shoulder. “I lost my wings. That can happen. There’s nothing that we can do to change it.”
“Have you thought of praying to Ealdir?” Thalassa asks, the question grinding against my core.
“No,” I spit out, standing from the couch. I stride over to the tables lined with food and snatch a drumstick from a full platter, tearing into it with a vicious sigh as I turn around. “What’s done is done and I’d like us all to get over it, okay? Because if you keep reminding me about how I’ve lost my wings, then I am going to break apart and I can’t do that right now.” Not when I have Deyanira to think about.
Tears blur my vision as I look between everyone, my eyes narrowing on Arlin Marrow standing at the edge of the room. I point the drumstick at him. “What do you want from me?”
His golden skin is stark against his vibrant green suit, white hair full on top of his head as his brown eyes settle on me. “Once your year at the palace is over, I’d like to extend an invitation to you to come to The Emerald Lake and train alongside me. I’ve been looking for an apprentice for a long time but haven’t been able to find someone with as much spitfire as you until now.”
“I don’t practice magic,” I mutter, taking another bite.
“That’s neither here nor there,” he says, waving his hand. “I have big plans for Clazarene, and I think you would be an excellent addition to them. Your mate is welcome to come and stay with us as well if you’d like. The more the merrier, in fact. I’m extending this invitation to everyone in this room.”
“What are you doing?” Cadmus asks, red eye glowing with intrigue as he looks to Arlin.
“You’ll certainly find out in a year,” he replies with a graceful bow.
“What about this necklace?” I ask, lifting it out from under my shirt.
“It belonged to Emera, the first sorceress. For millennia, no one has been able to find it because it was gifted to me by her. That necklace contains immense power, power that I will teach you about when you come to The Emerald Lake. But with that, I’ll be taking my leave.” He pauses at the doors, hand gripping the knob. “Izel, I hope to hear from you soon.” And then he leaves, taking the tension and suspicions away with him.
“No,” Thalassa says, crossing her arms over her chest as she looks back at me. “He’s nothing but bad news.”
I shrug, finishing off my drumstick before picking up another. “Maybe. Maybe not. It definitely sounds more exciting than bounty hunting and assassinating. My slate has been wiped clean and I’d like to keep it that way for as long as I can.”
Kaladin stands from his seat. “I might see you at The Emerald Lake, Izel.” And then he leaves.
I glance between Cadmus and Thalassa, the last two remaining. They’ve seen me at my best and they’ve seen me at my worst, just as I’ve done with both of them. We’ve been through far more than the average faeries in our lives thus far, all of us housing darker secrets than we’d ever tell anyone else. We’re a family. A broken one.
Exhaustion weighs down heavily on my body as I set the drumstick aside. My knees shake the longer my legs hold me up, my limbs wanting nothing more than to give out entirely. “Thank you for coming and for the care packages, but I’d like to get some sleep.”
They both exchange glances before standing and rushing to my side. They both envelope me in a hug, their arms interlocking around my body. And I break apart all over them.
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Once the rite finished, the screens broadcast the same video all across Clazarene. Izel, sitting in the same white room for the closing interview of the tournament. The light in her eyes was dull, her back plain. Under the stark fluorescent lights, she looked utterly drained and exhausted and filthy. Her words were weak throbs of air. Seeing her that way sent tears streaming down my face because I put her in this position. I destroyed everything that she held near and dear simply by walking into her life.
I barely slept last night, tossing and turning as I debated over how I was going to warn Izel of what I’ve done, what she’ll be put through once more because of me. How could she ever forgive me? Look at me in the same way? The thoughts always shifted into nightmares of her slashing a blade through my throat
Now, I pace through the entry hall of the palace in a flowing gray dress matching Seriah’s suit. My tiara is a heavy weight on my head, my hands trembling together so much that I clutch them tightly behind my back as we all wait in silence for Izel to be brought to the palace.
The king and queen stand just on the other side of the doors, stoic and perfectly still. They didn’t utter a single word to me when they arrived, nor did I to them.
“Stop pacing,” Seriah groans, leaning back against a marble pillar as he looks anywhere but at the front doors. “Everyone can hear how scared you are from your heartbeat; we don’t need to hear it from your steps as well.”
“You can hear my heartbeat?” I ask, pausing as I look up at him.
He nods, brushing back a stray strand of his hair that slipped in front of his eyes. “We have excellent hearing, Deyanira. And a keen sense of smell. Your human senses are dampened. If you were full fae, you would understand what I’m talking about and how utterly annoying you are.” He pauses, tilts his head. “I wonder if there’s any way to make you full fae. It’s never been done before, to my knowledge, but that would certainly be something to look into. As it stands, you’re incredibly fragile. One wrong move and your leg will break. What a pity it is, considering the power you have.”
The front doors open and my heart stops beating in my chest as I turn. Seriah’s power scrapes along my mind, forcing me to remain where I stand as Izel strides into the palace and nearly obliterates my lungs with her mere presence.
Wearing a black pantsuit with a tight red undershirt that accentuates her breasts, she’s breathtaking. Her dark hair is swept back, half pulled up, her skin clean and flawless. Not a trace of the rite to be seen anywhere. She smiles at the king and queen, though it doesn’t quite reach her eyes.
“Welcome to the royal palace, Izel,” Codrus says with a nod. “We are honored to have you stay with us for the following year. During your first week, however, you will be on a tight schedule. There are many more interviews to complete, along with the ritual to restore your magic. Mokosh explained the rules from thereon, correct?”
Izel nods, her focus remaining on the king. “Of course.”
The queen extends a delicate hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Izel. Your skills in the rite were certainly impressive. More daring than we’ve seen in the past century. Who was your teacher?”
“I’m afraid I can’t disclose that,” she explains, placing a small kiss atop the queen’s ring. “But everything that I know, I owe to him.”
Seriah starts walking, his magic tugging me alongside him and synching our steps. He slips an arm through mine, a vicious smile gleaming as we approach. He stops in between the king and queen. “We’ve been awaiting your arrival. Your time in the palace will certainly be nothing like you’ve experienced before.” Seriah loosens the control over my body and my smile slips away, but the claw gently strokes the back of my mind to remind me of who’s in charge, what I have to lose.
“I would expect nothing less from the royal family,” Izel says with a venomous grin directed at the prince, her gaze softening as it slides to me. It snaps something inside of me as our eyes meet, banishes the fear and replaces it with guilt that chokes the breath out of me. The absence of her wings a stark reminder of everything that I’ve taken from her. How can she stand the sight of me?
My eyes sting and I blink the tears away.
“Deyanira, it’s an honor to see you again.”
“Thank you,” I breathe, the words cracking apart in the air between us.
She extends a hand, the ring that I snuck into her care package gleaming on her finger and catching my attention. “Of course,” she says through a strained voice, utterly aware of the three faeries hanging onto every word exchanged between us.
I take her hand and a wave of warmth nearly buckles my knees, the sensation only growing hotter and brighter as Izel lifts my hand to her lips. Her kiss is delicate, soft, but withering alongside the light in her eyes. I will give anything to see her full of life and hope and laughter again.
But how am I supposed to help her when I’ve taken so much from her already?
The king clears his throat. “If you’ll follow me, your first interview is live and scheduled to air in twenty minutes.” He starts walking, bronze robes flowing on an unfelt breeze.
The queen follows swiftly behind him and Izel behind her, Seriah and I taking up the rear as we weave through the gaudy hallways of the palace and to a parlor across the hall from the ballroom.
Maertisa, awaiting our arrival, stands when we enter. She curtsies to the four of us and nods to Izel, waving to the two chairs positioned at the front of the room. The backdrop of a fireplace carved of black marble accents the red chairs. They both take their seats, the lights flickering on and washing away the color from both of their bodies. A camera pivots and adjusts.
I turn to Seriah. “Please,” I whisper, my word nothing more than a breath of air that I’ve no doubt everyone can hear anyways. “Don’t hurt her.”
Izel shifts in her seat, eyes flicking over to the two of us.
Seriah chuckles as he tugs me over to a red loveseat in the far corner of the room, pulling me down with him. His power washes over my body and seals my mouth shut, slams against my heart as I sink deeper into the couch. He stretches his arm around my shoulders, a single finger all it takes to droop me against his chest like a ragdoll.
“Mind yourself, Deyanira,” he whispers into my ear, disguising his words with a laugh that chills every inch of my spine. He pulls away, locks eyes with Izel and offers a casual wave in response to the glare in her eyes, the stiffness in her body.
My own gaze slips to my limp hands in my lap. She’s already given away so much for me. The rage steaming off of her at the ballroom was unbearable and now she’s expected to live in the palace for an entire year and watch this. She’s supposed to stand idly by while Seriah tugs at me, takes away pieces of me each day, walks me through the halls like a puppet on strings.
Maertisa clears her throat and I look up, finding Izel staring at me. The softness of her gaze, the gentle calm holding back a rage that burns deep within the withering light in her eyes startles something inside of me. It captivates my attention, holds me in place and eases my thundering heart.
She smiles gently, noticing the shift in my body, and turns to face Maertisa as a light flashes on the camera, signaling that the interview has started. Everyone around the room stops talking, the hushed voices growing silent.
“Good morning, Clazarene,” Maertisa sings with a disingenuous grin. “I’m here today in the royal palace with the winner of this year’s rite, Izel. Now, over the last twelve hours my team has done a bit of research on you to help your fans get to know you.” She pauses, shifting in her chair as her tone grows darker, more serious. “From the interviews conducted with some of your former classmates, we’ve learned a bit about you. What do you think that they had to say about you?”
“Nothing good,” Izel answers with an easy laugh. Ever as fake as Maertisa. “I was never a fan-favorite growing up.”
“Most described you as a vision of nightmares. Would you say that statement is accurate considering your actions at the rite?”
“Of course,” she replies, relaxing in her chair. “I’ve never claimed to be an angel sent down from the heavens. Long ago, I learned what everyone thought of me and knew that there wasn’t any point in trying to change their minds. It was easier to become what they believed and make the rumors true.”
Maertisa nods, brushing her hands down the length of her red skirt. “Your surname is Zahraeh. That family name is associated with a horde of thieves and murderers, a band of them that have ravaged the lands of Clazarene and have since disappeared. Are the rumors of your family to be believed?”
“I wouldn’t know,” she answers with a shrug. “My family abandoned me centuries ago. If they are true, then we have more in common than I thought.”
Maertisa nods again, her tone darkening a step lower as she says, “And what of your sister?”
Izel stiffens, eyes narrowing on the female. “She’s dead.”
“The story behind her death is one of the most tragic that I’ve heard in a long time. The faerie that committed the crime is also dead. In fact, his body was mutilated almost beyond recognition.” She pauses, tilting her head as she looks at Izel. “Were you responsible for his death?”
“I don’t see how this is anyone’s business,” Izel begins with a lethal calm as she straightens in her chair, leaning forward and resting her elbows on her knees, “but yes. I hunted him down and ripped him to pieces for what he did. I don’t feel sorry about any of it. Shortly after that, I became exactly what everyone thought of me in school, and I haven’t once looked back.”
“Does the mate you mentioned know about this?”
Izel sighs, head lowering as she stares at the floor beneath her feet. “I suppose she does now.”
“Are you afraid of what she might think of you?”
“I’ve been afraid of that since the moment we met,” she breathes, hair slipping past her shoulders and falling on either side of her face, shielding her expression from me, from the world. “But she looked at me and saw starlight where everyone else has seen nothing but darkness.”
“What will she say about the rite and everyone that you’ve killed? You’ve said time and time again that it was for her, but would she have wanted this?” Maertisa pauses, leaning forward in her own chair.
“I don’t know,” Izel admits with a heartless laugh. “I’m terrified of learning what she truly thinks of me now. I’m a monster and I don’t know if we can be loved or if we deserve it.”
“You still haven’t named your mate. Has the bond been declared?”
“No, it hasn’t,” she says, sitting up and looking at Maertisa. “And her name is no one’s concern. I will not subject her to the hatred that has no doubt stemmed from Clazarene learning of my female mate.”
A breath cracks inside of me. The shadow world to Earth, indeed.
“The public is certainly on the fence, but a decent number are happy for you. All anyone wants in their life is to find their mate. Are you going to declare your bond this year?”
“If she will have me,” Izel begins, inhaling a slow breath. “If she isn’t scared of everything that I am, everything that she saw.”
I’m not! I shout into my mind, the words grinding and pounding on the back of my teeth as my mouth refuses to open. I strain against Seriah’s control, ram my fists into the tether wrapped so tightly around my mind that I can barely think.
Maertisa smiles, gleaming once more as if she simply flicked a switch. “I’m sure she will.” She turns, looks into the camera. “That’s all for this interview. Stay tuned tomorrow for the next one!”
The light on the camera flicks off and Maertisa’s face returns to its neutral expression, a sneer, as she and her crew begin to pack everything away. They vanish in a single minute, leaving the five of us alone in the parlor.
Seriah stands and I forcefully glide to my feet alongside him. “Well, that was certainly entertaining. But if you’ll excuse us, we have some training to begin.” And we shrink away into the shadows.
Chapter 29
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I stare at the space where Deyanira was sitting mere moments before and blink at the emptiness shrouding it, the shadows and smoke lingering on the floor. I had wanted to tell her all of what I confessed in the interview in private, invite her into my life in ways that I’ve never done with anyone before, and it was wrenched out of my grasp. Much like my year in the palace will be, for that I’ve no doubt.
Shira shifts on her feet. “Who is your mate?”
With a crackling smile, I turn and face the queen. “As I said, it’s no one’s concern but mine and hers.”
To think of what the homophobic king and queen will say and do once they learn, to think of how they’ll react. It’s almost humorous, but I can’t do that to Deyanira. If she wants to declare the bond, does she realize what that will bring? Does she know how the people will view her? Does she care?
I know that, without a single doubt or reservation, that I do not.
“You’ve certainly endured a great deal for her,” Shira begins, eyes drifting behind me to the hollow space that my wings once occupied. “What if she chooses not to declare the bond? Will you regret what you’ve sacrificed for her?”
My smile burns at the questions. I could hear Deyanira’s pounding heart all throughout the interview, a deafening thud against my ears. It was hard to focus on Maertisa and her prying questions. And the fear seeping off of her body, so potent and human because of the male seated beside her. She was wrapped under his control, unable to do a single thing in his presence.
And because of that I answer, “No.”
“And what are you saving her from?”
“A life that she doesn’t want,” I answer with a nod. “What else is on the schedule for the day? Where else am I supposed to be?”
“General Bacino has requested your presence in the training room,” Codrus explains, flicking his head to the door. It opens on a phantom breeze, one that chills my core. An extremely distant relative of mine, the King of Clazarene. Not anyone that I want to have familial ties to. “He was quite impressed with your performance in the rite and wanted to spar with you, learn something new.”
I nod and follow the king deep beneath the palace and into a sparring room that makes me want to laugh out loud, but I keep it tucked in the back of my throat as I survey the marble room. Nothing but the most lavish and expensive weapons gleam along glowing glass racks lining the shining white walls, the center of the room cushioned with a black mat that reflects with gold under the chandelier hanging overhead. The king excuses himself almost immediately after showing me where the locker rooms are.
I change into black sweatpants and sneakers, slipping a regular tank top over my chest. Now, there’s no need to worry about buying and wearing specialized clothing made for faeries with wings. They were expensive, anyway. Normally I tore through my shirts and jackets without thinking about it, not caring how it might’ve looked to everyone else.
After saying goodbye to Thalassa and Cadmus in the arena, a healer, waiting for me in my bedroom, removed the stumps where my wings were, smoothed over my shoulder blades. Then he showed me the reflection of my back in the mirror and the gruesome scars left behind where my wings once were. It nearly broke me apart all over the ground and I drifted into a numb sleep drenched in nothing.
The thought stings my chest as I enter back into the training room to where Ezryn is already waiting for me.
Dressed in identical clothes to my own, his tattoos are stark against his skin as they trail up and down his arms, over his shoulders and along his neck. He nods to me, waiting until I’ve stopped in front of him before saying, “Thank you for coming. And thank you for what you did in the rite.”
“I didn’t think I had a choice,” I reply with a shrug. “Where either matter was concerned.”
His hazel eyes sift around the room as he rolls his shoulders. No doubt looking to where the cameras are mounted on the ceiling, watching and studying our every move, clinging to every word exchanged between us. “Let’s run through some basic movements first. Nothing too fancy.”
I roll my eyes and assume the position, holding my closed fists to my face. “Something tells me that I’m not here to dazzle you with my moves,” I begin softly, striking through the air. It’s slow, lazy, not meant to actually hurt him.
“No,” he says, sidestepping to avoid the blow. He swings out his arm, swiping through the air above my head. “You said that you joined the rite to save Deya, right?” His voice is barely a choke of breath, all too aware of the eyes and ears watching us, surveying us from somewhere within the palace. How far does Seriah’s power extend?
I smile at the nickname as I duck, kicking out my leg. I never thought to call her anything other than her full name. It’s beautiful. “Of course. Did you think I joined just so that I could spend my year in the basement with you?”
Ezryn jumps back, our moves a choreographed dance that flows with a rhythm known only to us. “The money certainly didn’t cross my mind,” he mutters, jabbing his fist and stopping just in front of my stomach. “Seriah has done something to her. Do you know what it is?”
I nod as I spin around, carving my foot through the air and right under his chin. “Yes, and I’d rather not think about that right now or I will actually start hitting you,” I snap, slamming my foot into the ground.
He shifts his weight, clenching his fists tighter. “Tell me everything.”
Anger curdles through my body as I explain what I know to Ezryn. As I confess to him all of the threats that the prince made to me on the balcony; the clear shift in Deyanira that no one has seemed to notice. I mention how infuriating all of this is; how there isn’t much that we can do without Seriah catching on or shattering her mind instantly. All the while, I strike and jab and kick at Ezryn while he expertly dodges my blows. If I were fighting against him in the rite, I would’ve lost.
I slam into his chest with a fistful of air, and he stumbles back a single step as I release a haggard breath. I brush back my hair as I narrow my eyes on him. “What are we going to do? How are we supposed to do anything?”
Ezryn straightens, hands resting on his hips. “I know the reasons you’ve kept her name private, but what if you told all of Clazarene? Your devoted fans would rally behind your love and practically force Seriah to give her over to you to declare your bond. At that point, there will be nothing that he can do.”
“Nothing except shatter her mind,” I hiss, slamming the bottom of my shoe into his chest.
He grabs my ankle, spins me around. My hands hit the floor as he drops my leg, kneels beside me. “We have to do something, Izel. Do you honestly expect me to just stand here and do nothing after hearing all of this?”
I scramble away from him, white hot rage drenching each muscle in my body as I stare at him. As I clench back every ounce of my power that wants to throw him into the wall. Her friend that didn’t know the control that was taken from her, that she’s been nothing but a zombie for the entire time that she’s been in this forsaken world and—
“How did you not notice what was happening?” My words come out in a growl as I charge for him again, ducking past his blow and sweeping out my legs.
He jumps back. “I’ve barely seen her since the ball, Izel. How am I supposed to notice something when I can’t even see it?”
“It was at the ball,” I snap, tears burning my eyes as I glare at him. “She was taken from all of us at the ball and none of you seemed to notice or care! How can you call yourself her friend?” I scoff at the words, spit them onto the ground between us. “And you tried to convince me to stay away from her, but I’m the only one that’s trying to do something.”
I shatter all over again at this moment, cursing under my breath as I wipe the pathetic tears from my cheeks. “I sacrificed so much for her and all you’ve done is ignore what’s been right in front of you this whole time.” I choke on a breath, hands relaxing by my sides as defeat cripples my anger, slaughters it entirely. “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to help her.”
“We have to kill him,” Ezryn breathes, the words nothing more than a gentle caress against my ears. His lips barely move to form them. “That’s the only way out of this. We banish the spell on the palace tying everyone to the grounds, kill him, and flee with Deyanira.”
I hold up a hand, wincing at the words leaving his mouth so quickly that they’re a blur. “Stop talking.”
Ezryn sighs, understanding washing over his face as he realizes what’s just been done. If Seriah has the power to slip into anyone’s mind, then our thoughts aren’t safe. The only way to act upon the plan we’ve only just begun to form is on instinct, without thinking of it. Not considering the consequences and the obstacles.
“Is there a way to block his powers?” I dare to ask, lifting a single brow at Ezryn.
The general has lived amongst these faeries the longest. He will know how to get around the barriers standing in our way. He should know, though what can really be expected from someone that’s clearly not the observant type?
“Maybe,” Ezryn says, dragging a hand across his chin. He straightens the next instant, expression neutral. “Will you be available tomorrow to spar?”
I narrow my eyes at the casual footsteps echoing through the space, glancing toward the entrance only to find Seriah strolling into the training room with his hands tucked into his pockets. I nod to Ezryn with a clipped smile. “We can spar again tomorrow; your left feint is weak. You could definitely use a few more lessons.”
Ezryn laughs as he turns, nodding to the prince before skirting out of the room.
Seriah stops in the center of the mats. “I thought you would’ve had enough with fighting after the rite,” he muses, lifting a brow as he looks me up and down. He’s changed out of his gray suit that matched Deyanira’s dress and into casual clothes and sneakers, similar to what I’m wearing. As if he thinks he can spar with me.
“I never say no to training,” I reply, crossing my arms over my chest. “Have you come down here to get a taste of what fighting a winner of the rite is like?”
“With my power, the fight will be over before it’s even begun,” he says with a fiendish grin, magenta eyes glowing with fire. “But I can indulge you if you’d like. I know you have a lot of frustrations to work through right now, all things considered.”
I match his grin, lifting my fists. I’ve been waiting for this moment for longer than I can imagine. How simple it would be. “Whenever you’re ready,” I coo.
“I’m afraid I don’t know much about fighting, actually,” he suddenly replies with a shrug. But I know it for the lie that it is. I’ve seen him in battle before. “Perhaps you can teach me some of the basics.”
“I would rather have my wings cut off again,” I spit out, lowering my hands. “Why are you here?”
Seriah’s grin doesn’t waver as he takes a single step forward, the whisper of shadows and smoke brushing across my mind. I scowl and backtrack a step, the darkness slithering away and collapsing onto the ground between us. He furrows his brows at me, tilting his head as his focus narrows on me again. That same familiar tingle washes over my mind and my scowl deepens before the darkness drifts away in the wind.
“What kind of game are you playing?” I ask, clenching my jaw as the heat of my anger only heightens at the mere proximity of him. The thought of his hands on Deyanira, how he’s been caressing her body and mind boils my insides and I stifle it, inhale and exhale my rage in the same moment.
“Interesting,” Seriah mutters, ignoring my question. “It was easy to take control of Deyanira’s mind, but yours is different.” His eyes drift down, narrowing on the necklaces hanging around my neck.
I haven’t taken them off since they were gifted to me, and I won’t take off the one meant for Deyanira until I can personally give it to her. Whenever that may be. The one from Arlin I will keep for myself. I still don’t know what purpose it serves, but I’ll find out sooner or later.
“Did you really just try that with me? Did you really think that I would become your slave?”
“It doesn’t matter,” he says nonchalantly, dragging a hand through his chestnut hair. “I don’t need to take your mind from you in order to convince Deyanira to work with me. But this is indeed a complication that I wasn’t expecting.”
“If you’re going to threaten me, then you better be able to back it up,” I hiss, my words nothing more than a growl grinding against the back of my throat. “And if you’re going to threaten her, then you better watch your step because I’m here now and I won’t let you lay a finger on her.”
He chuckles softly. “And what about in her?”
“What?” I growl, closing the distance between us as my anger refuels itself. Forget the peace and tranquility that Kaladin pounded into my body during our training. Forget restraint and conserving my anger for a better purpose. My arm comes back in an instant and I swing, only to have my fist caught midair by—
I blink, everything slipping away from me as I stare at Deyanira. She gently holds my fist, thumb brushing over the tops of my knuckles and soothing every bitter and angry piece of my body. Her hair is tucked back, dress abandoned for sweatpants and a tank top matching the clothes on my body.
“I think the two of you should spar,” Seriah says with a nod. “Deyanira was a soldier in the human lands. Did you know that about her?” He grins at the horror slowly creeping across my face as I stare at her, hardly registering the words leaving his mouth despite the hollow ache they leave in my gut. A soldier. “Worked at the outpost right outside one of the portals. Isn’t that right, dear?”
She nods stiffly, taking a strained step back and releasing my hand. “Black Scar Outpost.”
The name carves against my mind, and I release a choked breath as I look to Seriah. “How, exactly, did you find out what happened to me? Because I don’t recall ever mentioning it to you.”
“Your friends have minds like mush. It was easy to sift through their thoughts.”
“What happened to you?” Deyanira asks, her voice soft and fragile as she stares at me. Almost as fragile as everything that she is. Her body trembles, heart thundering against her chest. She stands stiff, arms once again frozen by her sides. As if they’re held to her waist with an invisible chain that Seriah can pull and release whenever he pleases.
“Never mind that,” Seriah scoffs, waving a hand. “I’d like you two to spar. Just to see what Deyanira knows and what she has to learn. After all, she’s a delicate human. Wouldn’t want anything happening to her. How does that sound to everyone?”
“No chance,” I spit out, narrowing my gaze on Seriah. “And if you ever try and go through my friends’ minds again, I’ll gut you in a thousand different ways.” I grin, crossing my arms over my chest. “And we’ve all seen what I’m capable of.”
Seriah clicks his tongue against his mouth and Deyanira’s body buckles as she cries out, hands clutching her head.
The sound sears my ears, burns every inch of my skin as I drop down beside her, tuck her into my arms. I brush my hands down her back, whipping my glare to Seriah as she sobs against my chest, her screams a haunting echo in the back of my mind.
“Spar,” the prince commands. “Or I’ll do it again.”
Chapter 30
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My body shudders as he loosens his control over my limbs, my words. I blink up at Izel and there’s nothing but pure rage burning through her eyes as she glares at Seriah.
She huffs out a breath as she takes a step back, balling her hands into fists before redirecting her attention on me. The way in which she stands, hands raised and knees slightly bent, is so similar to how I was trained at Black Scar, if not for the subtle differences in her posture. She’s still holding herself as if she’s carrying the extra weight of her wings.
What I wouldn’t give to be able to gift them to her, to grant her the power to fly again. But despite my constant attempts all throughout last night and this morning while getting ready to see her, I’ve been unable to do anything more than what I managed at the arena. As if my mother has cast the net over my powers once more in a last-ditch effort to protect me, shield me from what Seriah has planned as Ealdir implied. Seriah’s growing annoyance with me has brought us down here, to where Izel is.
I adjust my positioning in front of her, one leg slightly in front of the other. My weight is balanced between my legs, easy to adjust. I raise my hands and she smiles over the tops of her knuckles. Without waiting for Seriah to strike again, I spring forward a step and jab into the air.
She ducks with ease, nodding to me. A teacher surveying her student. Nothing more than understanding sifting between us as we circle one another. This moment isn’t for either of us, but for Seriah. We mean one another no harm, but I can’t help myself from wondering what Seriah knows about her connection to Black Scar, what he saw when he searched through the minds of her friends.
Was she one of the fae tortured in the basement laboratory? How can she look at me the same knowing that I once fought alongside those same people? What would she do if she knew that I had been forced to help with some of their experiments?
Izel swings, her fist a blur through the air.
I leap back, fumbling to regain my footing. She’s faster in person. Watching from the arena, it was easy to follow her movements. To be faced by her in the flesh, to be the one she’s fighting for real… It sends a shiver down my spine but it’s not from fear. It’s from awe, from admiration.
We move across the mat in a dance of punches and kicks, swaying to music that only we can hear. Flawless motions of pure muscle radiating from her, as calm and composed as she had been upon the glass floor of the ballroom. Just as striking, her mismatched eyes trained on me and flicking over my body as she gauges what move I’ll make next. Calculating, focused. A trained warrior assessing the battlefield.
Seriah yawns behind us. “How can you spend hours doing this every day?”
“Because I know what I’m training for,” Izel replies with a grin, her attention never once straying from me. “When you have a purpose, the work becomes as easy as breathing.”
I nod, understanding exactly what she’s saying. Even if we were training to fight in different wars, it’s all the same now. In comparison, the war that I was fighting for seems like nothing more than wasted energy now.
“What happened to you at Black Scar?” I ask, my voice a gentle whisper.
She falters a step, blinking between me and Seriah. “Nothing good.” She sweeps out her legs and I hit the mat with a grunt, the air rippling out of my chest. I cough as I push myself up, furrowing my brows at Izel. She extends a hand, a sad smile gracing her lips as she stares at me. “I didn’t want to go back to the human lands because of it, but I’m glad that I did.”
I take her hand, letting her pull me to my feet. Warmth bristles down my arm, her hands soft despite the calluses on her palms. Calluses matching my own. “I’m sorry for asking,” I mumble, resuming my position once more as I forget about the prince behind us monitoring every word. “I just wanted to understand you better.”
She chuckles softly and it brushes across my ears, caresses the damaged parts of my mind. “There will be time for that later, Deyanira. I will make sure of it.”
“She was tortured by the humans,” Seriah cuts in with a bored tone, freezing every muscle in my body. “Nothing pretty. It’s why she has those scars on her face, the mismatched eyes, and an array of other scars that you can’t see. She’s hated humans for a long time.” He yawns again, stepping in between us as Izel lowers her hands, looks away.
“I’m so sorry,” I whisper, eyes burning as I stare at her. Those scars sear my vision as I think of what the scientists could’ve possibly done to her to leave them in their wake, anger curling through my limbs as I think of what else they might’ve done. Because I know exactly what they’re capable of. I’ve never wanted to kill someone more than at this moment. Even all of the hatred my father burned into my mind doesn’t compare to this.
“It’s fine,” she says through a clipped voice, narrowing her eyes on Seriah. “Don’t you have somewhere else to be?”
He nods, turning to face me. “Create something, anything.”
“I can’t,” I say, wrapping my arms around myself. “You know that I can’t.”
He reaches back a blind hand and shadows crawl across Izel’s body, fingers of black smoke wrapping around all of her limbs and binding them together.
I flinch, heart freezing in my chest.
She slams onto the floor with a curse, writhing against the bonds of darkness.
“Create something,” he repeats, keeping his attention on me.
“I can’t,” I hiss, balling my hands into fists as I stare down at Izel. I’ve never felt more helpless than in this moment, more fragile and useless.
She strains against the ties keeping her on the floor, the darkness crawling further up her body. It snakes up her neck, creeps up and over her chin and around her jaw. Her eyes widen before they’re swallowed by swirls of black smoke, her body shrinking away into a pool of shadows that drift across the floor.
I slam into the mats and the shadows float away with the breeze of my impact, my chest cracking apart as I stare at the empty space on the floor where she once was. I can feel her absence, feel the hole growing inside of my body.
“Create something and I’ll bring her back,” Seriah explains with a shrug. “As it stands, she’s been taken to a place far worse than anything you’ve seen before. Than anything she’s seen before, no doubt. But I can bring her back before anything happens to her if you cooperate.”
Tears blur my vision and I suck in a sharp breath, jaw clenched as I squeeze my eyes shut. My panicked breaths are deafening in my ears, blood curling through my limbs and suffocating my lungs.
I picture my knife, the one that I was given on my first day at Black Scar Outpost. I’d lost it during a trek through the field on a survival exercise and I haven’t seen the hilt wrapped in worn black leather or the jagged edge of the blade, the sharp curve of the steel in years. But I can clearly see it in my mind, feel the weight of it as it falls into my hands.
I wrap my fingers around the weathered hilt and spring to my feet, throwing myself at Seriah. He hits the ground beneath me with a grunt as I press the blade to his throat, nothing but pure rage coating every inch of my skin, heating my bones. “Bring her back.”
Seriah laughs and Izel gasps behind me, her steps fumbling over the mats.
I jerk the knife across the prince’s throat before I stand, whirling to find Izel collapsed onto the ground. Her body trembles, her tank top slashed through with blood pooling on the floor beneath her, hair a tangled mess around her face. I scramble to her side, tears streaming down my face as I gently roll her over.
Izel grimaces, pressing her hands to her abdomen as she looks up at me. Her exposed muscles are throbbing, arms raked over with slices and blood. “You did it,” she breathes, wincing at the sharp intake of breath.
I overlap my hands on hers, whipping my head back to Seriah. There’s a thin trail of blood slipping down his neck from the cut but there’s nothing but feral glee in his gaze as he stands. He strides over to the two of us with the utmost confidence and touches both of our shoulders, warping us into darkness.
We resurface in an infirmary, the white tiled room lined with metal shelves of medicine and bandages. Izel lands on a bed and gasps at the impact, glaring at Seriah as a female with pearlescent green eyes rushes over. Her hands are small, nimble, as she brushes them down Izel’s chest and arms. Light emanates from the slashes raking over Izel’s body and fades away as they close, the skin slowly piecing itself back together.
With the knife still clutched in my hand, I leap over the table and over Izel entirely. I tackle Seriah onto the ground, rage burning through every muscle and fiber of my body. I slam my fist into his cheek before slashing across his chest with the knife again and again, my screams tearing apart the world around me. Blood sprays across my body as hands latch onto my stomach and rip me back. I writhe in their grasp, thrashing and screaming before I blink and I’m standing in—
A dungeon. An actual dungeon with cracked stone walls and iron bars blocking the single slender window at the top of the wall, a heavy wrought-iron door trapping me inside of the cell no bigger than my dorm room back at Black Scar. The knife is gone, my hands and clothes drenched in warm and sticky blood.
I stumble back and hit the wall, releasing a long breath as I sink to the ground. And I smile.
For the first time since arriving in Clazarene, my mind is at ease, my body is relaxed. Here, in this squalid little dungeon cell with nothing but the faint dripping of water and the scurry of rats along the floors to keep me company, I am finally safe. The iron bars locking me inside of the stone box will also keep the monsters out. And despite the consequences I will face for attacking the prince, for bringing him closer to death than perhaps he’s ever been before, I am at ease, and it isn’t simply because of the dungeon cell.
No.
I am at ease with my actions because I did it for Izel. I couldn’t protect her while she competed in the rite. I couldn’t help her when her wings were cut off. I couldn’t save her from getting sucked away into a nightmare world. But I could try my damnedest to make Seriah suffer for what he’s done. For her, it was worth it.
Anything and everything.
Chapter 31
Izel




As Seriah’s shadows and smoke devoured me, I didn’t try that hard to fight them off. Some broken part of me was willing to give up, to let myself fade into the darkness and into oblivion. The fear radiating off of Deyanira in thick waves as she stared at me, utterly helpless, stirred something inside of me. When I resurfaced in Clazarene hundreds of miles from the palace, swarmed by monsters, I fought.
The light was ripped from the world, nothing but gray smoke sifting across the stiff grass beneath my feet. Beasts tore at me from every direction and a shield of wind exploded from my body, knocking away some of the creatures as even more came hurtling at me and clawed at my skin. It was only a few minutes, but it felt like an eternity had passed in which there was no end in sight. There were only my screams and my rage as I battled against beasts that I couldn’t see, could only hear.
Being held in her arms reset something inside of me, placed another piece of tape over the cracks in my soul. To see her attack Seriah, lash out at him with such a ferocity that I didn’t know was hidden beneath her skin made me forget about ever being broken in the first place. The pure joy I felt in that moment was unlike any I’d ever experienced before because she was fighting for me. She was risking herself for me, just as I had done for her.
No one has ever done that for me before. Not Cadmus. Not Thalassa. No one.
My mate. Perhaps just as dark and broken as I am.
Instantly, the joy is swept away as a guard plows into the infirmary and disappears with Deyanira, her screams echoing through the room.
My eyes are wide as I stare down at Seriah’s bloodied body on the ground, the visceral slashes ripping across his chest, and I laugh at the sight of him, just as he himself laughs. But his laugh is different, cold. He struggles to push himself up as the healer races into the room and mends him with an exasperated sigh before leaving once more.
Seriah stands and looks down at his shredded shirt with nothing but a pure smile. “Incredible. To think of what she can do when pushed to the right edge.” He laughs as he looks at me, the weight of his gaze burning a hole in my chest. “I might not be able to control your mind, but I can certainly find ways to make you suffer. Don’t forget that moving forward, Izel.” And then he shrinks away into the shadows, abandoning me in the infirmary.
Ezryn charges into the room, eyes wide as sweat slips down his temple. “What happened? How could you let this happen?” He pauses, processing the sight of me on the table with a bloody shirt.
I stand from the bed, crossing my arms over my chest as I glare at him. “What happened is that Seriah is a prick. He used me to get Deyanira to access her powers and then she snapped. Where is she?” I start walking before any words have the chance to leave his mouth, finding my way out of the infirmary with ease.
“The dungeon,” Ezryn explains, striding ahead of me and taking the lead. “Luckily, Seriah has already sent word to his parents that he won’t be pressing charges against Deya. She’ll be on probation for a short period of time, constantly followed and monitored by Deimos to ensure that she doesn’t try anything like that again. And I’m sure Seriah will brush off the guards entirely because he’ll want to deal with her himself.”
The thought curdles my stomach, quickens my pace.
We curve and turn through a series of bronze hallways lined with teal tiles, finding our way to a set of iron doors. Once they open, we’re sent back in time to the very beginnings of Clazarene as we make our way down a spiraling stone staircase and into the dungeon. The magic staining the walls, dripping through the air to restrict any form of powers, clogs my lungs as we stride deeper into the underbelly of the palace. No doubt a spell in place restricting anyone but members of the royal family to use their powers and magic.
Deimos stands in front of the last cell in the block, a ring of keys in his hand. He grips the open iron door with both hands, releasing a long groan. “Come on, Deyanira, you don’t have to stay in there anymore. Seriah says that you’re free to leave.”
My pace quickens and I curve into the cell, pausing in the threshold at the sight of Deyanira. She’s relaxed on the floor, a soft smile gracing her delicate lips. I’ve never seen a more serene expression on someone’s face before and it shatters something inside of me because of where we are.
Carefully, I kneel in front of her and place a hand on her shin. “Thank you for what you did for me, Deyanira, but it’s time to leave.”
“No,” she says, eyes drifting to my hand on her leg. She jerks forward, quickly places both of her hands on mine. To keep my touch there, I realize. “I don’t want to leave. No one can hurt me in here.”
My mind splinters at her words, heart breaking even more, because I know how true they are, how safe the space we’re in must make her feel. It nearly destroys everything inside of me knowing how she feels. I would give anything to grant her the same peace that she feels in this moment, to take her far from the palace where no one will ever be able to harm a single hair on her head again.
One day, I will do all of those things. I will protect her from everyone and everything in the world.
I pull my hand back, reaching for the necklace that Earae gifted to me before the rite. I slip it around her neck with a small smile. “I know that it all seems hopeless now, but I will save you. With everything that I am, I will protect you.”
She lifts the necklace, eyes glistening with silver as she looks from it to me. “The night sky.”
“I told you that I would give you the moon and its stars,” I whisper with a gentle smile.
She springs forward, wrapping her arms around my neck as she sobs against my chest. I sink down, tuck her into my lap, and brush my hands through her hair as she cries into me. My hands tremble as I rest my head against hers, feeling the agony drenching her body, coating her in the same hollowness that I have felt since the rite. There’s no question about it now.
“I’m so scared,” she whispers, the words so frail and broken, echoing against the bricks surrounding us.
“I know.”
“I hate being scared.”
“Me too.”
“How do you do it?” she asks, pulling back to stare into my eyes.
“Sometimes, I don’t know. Sometimes, I want to give up,” I admit softly, brushing her hair away from her eyes. Such a pure shade of gray, like morning fog or clouds at dusk. “Over time, you’ll realize what’s important to you and what’s worth fighting for. You’ll be able to ignore your fears for those reasons.”
She leans forward, lips parting ever so softly.
Seriah clears his throat, kneels beside us.
Deyanira flinches, clinging to my body.
“This is all very touching, but we have work to do.” He touches her shoulder and she’s ripped from my arms, leaving nothing but a pool of shadows in my lap.
I gasp, falling forward. She was going to…I could’ve…
Never in my life have I yearned to kiss someone as much as I’ve wanted to kiss her since the moment that I first laid eyes upon her in that desolate field on Earth. And in that moment, tucked into the cell of a dungeon under the watchful eyes of the General of the King’s Armies and the Captain of the Royal Guard, we almost had it. Our souls were brushing against one another, sparking at the contact and the connection. They were almost reunited.
Ezryn steps in front of me, flashes a pointed look in my direction. “Would you like to help me with an errand?” And from the casual tone in his voice, the way in which he stands, I know that this errand has nothing to do with anything of a casual nature.
In fact, it couldn’t be further from that. But because of the company we’re surrounded by, the cameras constantly watching, we don’t have a choice to be anything but casual and nonchalant. As if we’re unbothered by every horror leaching from the walls of the palace.
I nod, taking his extended hand and climbing to my feet.
He hands me a gray sweatshirt and we start walking as I put it on, moving in silence through the palace. We hike down the front steps and cross the bridge into Norria, leaving Deyanira behind at the palace. It breaks another piece of me to leave her, but there isn’t another choice. We can’t take her with us, risk Seriah sifting through her mind and learning of what we’re planning. Besides, she can’t exactly leave the palace without his explicit permission anyways.
Ezryn releases a breath once we’ve officially entered Norria’s city limits. The white brick buildings tower around us, fae and humanoids alike moving through the freshly paved streets. No cars are allowed within Norria. Some get around by foot, while others fly above, their white wings glittering in the sunlight, and I quickly avert my gaze, look away from their shadows streaking across the ground.
Gasps echo around us, and we’re swarmed within seconds, faeries and vampires and satyrs and everything else in between cheering and gushing over me once more as if I’m one of the stars that they’ve seen in a movie. I do my best to accommodate all of them, shoving aside the urge in my body to run in the opposite direction, and sign glamour shots of myself in various dresses and armor. I take pictures with fans, sneaking away step by step until we’re out of the throng and continuing on our path.
Once we turn a corner and start trailing our way to the outskirts of Norria, a tingle ripples down my spine as disgust churns in my stomach. I don’t want to be touched by people that I don’t know. I don’t want to be gawked at as though I’m someone deserving of their praise and attention. No one seems to care about all of the monsters and faeries that I slaughtered in the rite; only about how I managed to somehow survive it.
At least in Norria, they are accepting of everyone no matter who they love, who their mates might be. The city has progressed far beyond where everyone is in Clazarene, setting an example that the rest of the world refuses to acknowledge. As if my mating bond affects their lives in any way, shape, or form. No, instead they’re going to cling to outdated beliefs that have long since lost their humility.
“No one knows who cast the spell on the palace,” Ezryn begins once we’ve left Norria behind entirely, our steps thudding against a paved path cutting alongside rolling fields of sweeping green hills speckled with wildflowers. The edge of Norria. “I’ve asked about it before, a long time ago, and the staff was afraid of even speaking about it. But we don’t need the original sorcerer in order to break the spell.”
“I thought there was some kind of law or rule that prohibited other sorcerers from tampering with someone’s spell,” I say, internally groaning at the thought.
So many rules and restrictions around magic, most of which I’ve forgotten since my training all those many years ago. There’s a reason that I seldom practice magic. One wrong move and you’re either cursed or hexed for the next century.
“Yes, there are consequences, but if we have the right sorcerer then it won’t matter.” Ezryn takes a seat on the metal bench in front of the bus stop, resting his arm over the back as he looks at me. “Arlin Marrow seems to have taken an interest in you. He would certainly be powerful enough to break the spell on the palace.”
I nod, taking a seat beside him as the necklace still hanging around my neck warms against my skin. “He spoke with me after the rite, invited me to train with him at The Emerald Lake after my year in the palace. I don’t know what he wants, specifically, but we might be able to coerce him into helping us. So long as I agree to become his apprentice.”
“Given your newfound status, he most likely wants your assistance because he thinks that you’ll be able to help him push his agenda,” Ezryn explains, running a hand across his jaw. “I’ve heard rumors about what he’s planning, but nothing definitive.” He pauses, standing as the silver bus rolls down the street and stops in front of us.
I tug the hood of my sweatshirt over my head and lower my gaze.
The doors slide open, and we both enter, paying our fees before taking a seat at the very back, away from the watchful eyes around us.
“Arlin is trying to build an army.”
I furrow my brows at the general. “Who does he plan on fighting? Clazarene isn’t at war with anyone.” The rolling hills sweep by in a blur as the bus barrels down the road, a single lane dedicated to it curving through the world without any interference. It speeds through the land, able to travel faster than most cars. Even by wings, as I’ve tried racing the bus before.
“The sorcerer has always been feuding with various races over the centuries,” he scoffs, gaze shifting to the window.
I laugh at Ezryn’s comment, knowing his words are truer than one would like to believe.
Though Arlin is one of the most powerful sorcerers in Clazarene, his arrogance always gets the better of him. He believes himself to be unstoppable, taking on anyone and anything that might stand in the way of whatever selfish goals he has in mind. He seldom leaves The Emerald Lake and when he does, everyone knows to steer clear of him or get swept away in his path of destruction.
Most notably, he went to war with a race of behemoths that could barely speak our language simply because they were forming their homes on the same land as that of the lake. Not anywhere near Arlin’s castle or within the bounds of his actual territory, but it was enough for him to wipe them all from existence. Not a single trace of them was left behind.
Though many have tried to apprehend him for his crimes, arrest him and execute him, he has a horde of monsters swarming and protecting his castle. No one dares touch him.
And yet he has taken a special interest in me.
I smile at the thought as the bus continues on its course, taking us further from Deyanira and closer to Arlin.
Chapter 32
Deyanira




I’m stiff-backed in my chair, frozen as I stare at the darkened fireplace in front of me. Not because I want to be immobile, not because I don’t want to run from the room, but because Seriah has taken my body away from me once again. He’s chained me to the chair with invisible bonds that I can’t break, forcing me to remain perfectly still as he paces the room, slowly circling me like a vulture waiting to pick at my bones.
“You were going to kiss her,” Seriah grumbles under his breath, hand on his chin as he comes back into view before casually slipping past the corner of my vision once more. “If I didn’t stop you, then you would have kissed her.”
Yes, I want to say but can’t. The words are trapped inside of me, locked away, and I don’t know how to find the key. I don’t know how to create a key that will unlock myself from his control and give me back my freedom. There are a thousand things that I would do with that freedom, the first of which would be to slaughter Seriah and extinguish his leaching power from the world entirely.
Staring into Izel’s eyes, being held by her, I felt like everything was right in the world where it had once felt so cold and unfamiliar. Wanting to kiss her felt like finishing the puzzle, solving every mystery in the world. Actually doing it, feeling her lips brush against mine, would’ve answered all of my questions and erased every doubt in my body. It would’ve taken my fears and tossed them aside.
No, it would’ve been more.
Seriah stops in front of me, kneels. His hands find themselves on my knees and a chill courses up and down my legs, freezing everything in my chest. “What were you thinking? You’re betrothed to me, Deyanira, whether you like it or not. Your life is tied to mine.” His grip tightens as he leans up, his face inches from mine. His breath tangles across my skin, winds itself through my hair. “I’ve decided upon a date for our wedding, by the way. If you’re interested in it.”
Tears sting the backs of my eyes, creeping across my waterline, but they don’t fall. They’re as frozen as I am, as petrified. The invisible ropes tethered across my body and mind loosen and the tears stream with ease down my cheeks as I blink at Seriah. So close that I can see streaks of violet radiating from his pupils. I can smell the pine soap on his skin.
I used to love the smell of pine, the towering trees and how they never seemed to give up even in the harshest of winters. When Ezryn and I were on our own, we’d spent the first month camping in the wilderness. There was a forest close to my hometown at the time, crowding the base of the mountains that sprawled across most of the state. Nothing but animals would wander through the thickets of pines, silently creeping across the fallen needles on the ground.
While I had just lost my father, didn’t know what my life would become, there was a peace in the world. Perhaps it was my body reminding me of where I was meant to be, that I belonged with the faeries in Clazarene. It was my soul’s connection to Izel coaxing me to keep moving forward another step even when everything else seemed lost. Her soul guiding me back to her.
Seriah’s finger trailing down my cheek jolts me out of my thoughts, and I stiffen under his touch, inhaling a trembling breath as he wipes away my tears. “Time will pass, and years will fade into decades and centuries, and you will forget about this moment right now. Not many of us have a choice in the world in how we get to live our lives, but we learn to accept what we’re given, and we move on.”
“Did you have a choice?” I whisper, shrinking back in my chair.
“No,” he says, standing. “Each step I’ve made was decided for me long ago and when I tried fighting against it, I was punished. Now, I walk the path carved for me by others and I don’t stray from it.”
“What would you have done differently?” I ask, standing as well.
He towers above me, nearly an entire foot taller than me. “Everything,” he admits, voice softer than I’ve heard it before. “But I forgot my dreams and what I wanted to become long ago. All that’s left is the male that my father wanted, the prince that Clazarene believes in.”
“How does it feel to be living a life that you hate?”
“Long ago, I hated every waking breath. I wanted to run far from Norria, not once looking back to see what I was leaving behind. But things have changed. I’ve changed. Now, I am relatively content with what my life has become. While it could certainly be better, there’s nothing that can be done about it now.”
“I’m not going to change,” I say firmly. “Never will I wake up and be content with a life by your side.”
He shrugs, tucking his hands in his pockets as he moves around the coffee table and to the window overlooking Norria. He glances sidelong out the window, half-turned away from me as he leans against the frame. “It’s a shame, Deyanira, to hear those words, but I’ve been alive for much longer than you have. With time, you will forget. And if that doesn’t happen, then I will simply pull the memories from your mind and make you forget.”
I blink, the breath creeping out of my lungs and spilling all across the floor at my feet. “You…you can do that?”
“Yes,” he replies, shifting away from the window. He leans back against the wall, crossing an ankle over the other. “I’ve certainly considered erasing Izel from your mind entirely more times than I can count, but I haven’t because of how easily I am able to control you with your bond to her.” He steps forward. “Speaking of, I’d like you to create something new. Not a weapon, of course, but anything else. Whatever you can think of.”
My knees threaten to give out beneath me as I stand before him, so utterly helpless and fragile in his mere presence. There isn’t a single thing that he can’t do, can’t take away from me. No one should be able to have this much power, to be able to erase everything that makes someone a person.
I blink, a thought slipping across my mind. I close my eyes and imagine a wall around my mind. A wall of the strongest steel that’s thicker than the walls of this palace. It wraps around my thoughts and feelings, keeps them safe from unwanted invaders and anyone that might try and take them away. From there, I create the winged beasts from The Emerald Lake and let them fly above the outskirts of the wall, urging them to find Seriah’s power and tear it to shreds, eviscerate it.
When I open my eyes, my breaths come easier, freer. I roll my shoulders, ball my hands into fists. “There,” I say with a nod. “I’ve created something.”
Seriah looks around the room expectantly, lifting a single brow. “I don’t see it.”
“No, but I feel it,” I reply with a smile, taking in another breath and filling my lungs entirely. The air is different now, even the scents of the room. While they still chill my spine, they don’t freeze my bones entirely.
“Feel what?”
“The absence of you,” I explain. “Now, you can’t control me anymore.”
Seriah tilts his head and the familiar scrape of his powers run along the back of my mind before it fizzles out with a roar that echoes through my body, vibrates against my bones. He flinches, stiffening as he stares at me. “Interesting, but it won’t be enough to stop me.”
The room explodes with darkness that takes away my sight, drowns me in black. His power latches onto the wall and its claws shred through the metal with ease as the monsters attack it, soar through my thoughts and tear into his power. The breath is wrenched from my body as the battle ensues, as his magic expands and throttles everything in its path, melting the wall and drenching the beasts’ wings in metal. They sink into a bottomless pit, their cries echoing against my bones.
My eyes snap open and Seriah looms over me with a grin, hands braced on either side of my head. “I’ve been alive for centuries, Deyanira. There isn’t a single thing that you can do to stop me, to prevent me from getting exactly what I want.”
I scramble out from under him, tripping over the chair. “No,” I mutter, shaking my head as I close my eyes and try to reform the wall, breathe life into the monsters once more, but nothing comes. Nothing happens. Only a faint sliver of metal remains, wrapping around one person’s name and every memory attached to her.
“A valiant effort, I admit.” He shrugs and my body stiffens as he strides forward, my feet glued to the ground while my arms are frozen by my sides. He stops in front of me and brushes back a strand of my hair, leaning in to press a kiss against my cheek. “Our wedding will be at the end of the week.”
His power caresses my lips, granting me the ability to speak, but I don’t have any words left inside of me.
Chapter 33
Izel




The bus wouldn’t take us all the way to The Emerald Lake as no one goes there if they can help it. Instead, it dropped us off at the closest village, still twenty miles from Arlin’s castle, and we began the hike. Throughout the entire trek, the sky growing darker along the horizon while streaks of green stretched across the sky, my mind drifted back to Deyanira and what she was doing in the palace. I wondered if she knew that I had left, what she would think when Seriah no doubt told her.
If I was able to tell her, if I was able to confess what Ezryn and I had planned, then I would. I would confess everything to her that she desired to hear, spill my darkest secrets all across the floor for her to walk on if she asked, but this isn’t something that I can tell her. Not with Seriah constantly wrapped around her mind. Because if anyone learned of what we were doing today, we would be executed.
“Thank you,” I begin, trailing beside Ezryn as we walk down the familiar path that we found ourselves on when we brought Deyanira to Clazarene. The faint traces of the door that Cadmus made remains in the stone, the straggling beasts circling high in the skies above while the carcasses of their friends are splattered at our feet. They don’t dare bother us, the scent of their dead brothers still lingering on my skin. “For protecting Deyanira on Earth.”
Ezryn nods, armor glowing with a green hue as we approach the castle. It stretches into the sky, towers and spires disappearing into the green clouds swirling overhead. Nothing but dark stone and equally empty windows lining the walls, watching our every move.
“She wasn’t simply an order given to me by the king. She was my friend. We helped each other through a lot.” He pauses, exhales a long breath. “I made a promise to her many years ago and I broke that promise. She volunteered to come to Clazarene because of my fears over what might’ve happened to my family.”
“What promise did you break?”
“That I would keep her away from Clazarene,” he replies softly. “At the time when she had asked, we had both just arrived at Black Scar. She hadn’t told me what she was, hadn’t told anyone because of the fears of what the humans might’ve done to her. When she made me promise to keep her out of Clazarene, I agreed. In spite of everything that I had gone to Earth for, I agreed.”
“Why did you both go to that wretched place?” I ask, the memories of being deep under the world’s surface, tortured for days on end, scraping against the back of my mind despite my best efforts to keep them at bay. With each passing moment, it’s getting harder and harder to choke them down. “It seems like the last place someone wanting to avoid Clazarene would go considering how many of their kind have crossed through that portal alone.”
“She believed every story that her father told her about our world. She hated everything about Clazarene, wanted to fight for the humans and protect them from us.” Ezryn stops suddenly as we make the final curve to Arlin’s castle, the green river shimmering and casting shadows all across the barren rocks climbing above us. “You can’t tell Deya any of this, but I’m the reason that her father disappeared.”
I furrow my brows. “I don’t know the story.”
“I told her that he was murdered by the rebellion because he stole her from Clazarene,” Ezryn explains, locking eyes with me. “None of that is true.”
“Yes,” I agree with a nod. “There’s no rebellion.”
But maybe there should be considering what the royal family does to their guests and whatever else that lurks in the halls unseen and unheard. The secrets that they must keep, buried beneath plastic smiles and crowns of shining black, would no doubt rile Clazarene’s core. After we speak with Arlin, perhaps that might be the next step to rid ourselves of the prince.
“I killed her father to bring her closer to me, to gain her trust and get her away from that man. He was nothing good and it wasn’t simply because of the stories that he fed her. If you knew what he did behind closed doors, you would thank me for what I did.”
I nod, understanding what he’s saying without having to ask any further questions. We’ve all dealt with people that we would rather send six feet under. Sometimes it’s purely for selfish reasons and other times, it’s to protect those that we care about. Whether or not Ezryn has manipulated her, lied to her, doesn’t matter. He was saving her, even if she didn’t know it. And I will always be grateful to him for that because it brought her to me.
“Why are you telling me this?” I ask anyways, crossing my arms over my chest.
“To let you know that I wasn’t always a bad friend,” he answers softly, turning and striding for the castle.
Cadmus stands from where he was sitting on the front steps, lifting a single brow at Ezryn. Wearing bulky black pants and a matching jacket, he looks ever fit to be standing amongst the beasts at The Emerald Lake. “You can’t be serious.”
I shrug. “We have a common enemy.”
“Yeah, but that doesn’t make him trustworthy,” Cadmus scoffs, crossing his arms over his chest as his single red eye sparks with flames.
“The same could be said about yourself considering your line of work,” Ezryn begins. “As far as I’m concerned, I have more of a right to be here than you. You don’t even like Deyanira.”
“Not much,” Cadmus admits with a small shrug. “But when a friend calls, you answer.” He turns and hikes up the steps, not waiting for us to follow.
The iron doors swing open as we approach, welcoming us into a chamber drenched in black stone. Chains hang from a metal grate hoisting a thousand candles above our heads, their flames flickering with green light and illuminating the space in a putrid color. Pillars line the room, stretching up to the vaulted ceiling decorated with statues of the winged beasts circling the skies above. Their mouths are open, wings outstretched, and I sneer at the sight of them.
“Arlin certainly knows how to welcome his guests,” Cadmus mutters, tucking his hands in his pockets.
The sorcerer himself descends a black staircase on the left side of the room, velvet green robes drifting behind him and thumping down the steps. “Well, isn’t this a surprise? I wasn’t expecting you for another three-hundred and sixty-four days, Izel. And Cadmus, I knew that you were someone I could count on.” He pauses on the bottom step, hanging onto the banister as he grins at Ezryn. “General. Twice in one century? You’re smothering me.”
“We’ve come to ask for a favor,” I explain, taking a step around Ezryn and Cadmus.
Arlin belts out a laugh and it dances across the floor, mingles with the snarling stone beasts above our heads. He saunters over to us, brown eyes glittering with temptation. “And what do I get in return?”
“My services,” I say with a nod, folding my hands behind my back. “Whatever you need me for when our business at the palace is finished.” I lift a single brow, tilt my head at him. “What do you need me for, exactly? You were very cagey after the rite.”
“I’m very interested in learning about it as well,” Cadmus agrees.
Arlin grins, nodding and gesturing for us to follow.
We dive deeper into his castle, into the heart of his territory. The halls are all built from the same dark stone, green lights flickering above our heads. Books float on their own and rearrange themselves on the sprawling wooden shelves as we enter the library; some flitting to the tables and opening themselves, an invisible hand turning each page. Arlin takes a seat on one of the black couches lined with silver, gesturing for us to sit as well.
“My plans are quite simple, but none that I will disclose within the presence of our current company, unless the general is willing to sign his services over to me as well.” Arlin leans back in his seat, kicking an ankle over his knee. Handsome in a casual manner given his age. No one would expect him to be over a thousand years old.
Ezryn shifts in his seat, scooting to the side away from Cadmus planted in between us. “I don’t care about what you’re doing. Can you help us or not?”
“Depends on what you’re asking,” Arlin answers with a limp shrug. His eyes flick to me, and he grins, his satisfaction soaking through every muscle in my body. “Though I’m certainly eager to hear, considering the trade you’re making.”
“Can you banish the spell binding residents to the palace?” I ask, sitting on the edge of my seat as I stare at him.
Arlin’s mouth twitches and the light in his eyes flickers. “Such a thing can certainly be done for the right price.” He tilts his head, grinning at Ezryn. “I would like your services as well. The more the merrier, in fact. Tell all of your friends and family.”
“Fine,” Ezryn spits out. “But my family isn’t getting involved and I don’t want them harmed in whatever it is that you’re planning.”
Arlin springs from the couch and claps his hands as a book glides through the air on a phantom breeze and lands in his open palm. He furrows his brows as he flips through the pages, turning on his heels and striding for an empty table at the back of the room drenched in green light from the massive windows lining the walls. He sets the book onto the table and snaps his fingers as we follow after him.
A dagger appears on the table. Steel twists around the pommel and thickens as it curves around itself before forming the blade, a green crystal matching the one on my necklace resting at the base in a crown of silver. Black crevices swirl down the blade, stretching to the dark hilt wrapped in pristine leather.
“A blood oath?” Ezryn demands, hands clenched into fists.
Arlin shrugs in response. “I require unquestionable loyalty. A blood oath ensures that you won’t be able to breathe a word of my plans to anyone that isn’t supposed to know. It will also protect your minds from prying faeries with certain black crowns.” He exchanges a knowing look between us.
“What is your plan?” the general asks, a muscle feathering along his jaw.
“Make the oath and find out,” Arlin tempts with a grin. “Though, General, you must be warned that accepting this bond between us will sever any ties that you have to the palace and the royal family. You won’t be able to return to the palace ever again, considering the fact that this oath is technically considered treason and the magic steeping from the walls of the palace will execute you on the spot should you try to enter. Without explicit permission, of course. On the other hand, Izel faces no issues because she has been invited to stay for the following year. Cadmus, the same rules apply to you, though I doubt that will be any issue unless you like visiting your brother, Deimos. He’s Captain of the Royal Guard now, right?”
I pick up the dagger and slice it down my palm without question. Anything and everything. My blood pools into the divots in the blade, swimming down to cloud the green of the crystal. It glows a brilliant hue, the necklace humming against my chest and shining through the fabric of my sweatshirt.
Arlin sucks in a deep breath, eyes rolling back in his head as he laughs.
Cadmus glances at me before dragging the knife across his palm. The crystal gleams as the blood is sucked inside of it, causing Arlin to chuckle once more.
Ezryn sighs and takes the knife from Cadmus, glancing between it and his open hand. “For Deya,” he says and slices through his palm. The crystal shines again before the light fades away and the blood disappears from the blade.
Arlin claps his hands. “Wonderful. Truly. I was not expecting that from you, General—er, former general—but I’m pleasantly surprised nonetheless.” He flicks his hand, and the book spins away from the table, finding its home back on the shelf. “Now, the spell binding the residents to the palace is a tricky one to work around because of all of the factors at play. Not only do I need a strand of the witch’s hair, but I also need the king’s blood.”
“What?” I demand as a strip of white fabric twirls through the air and wraps itself around my injured hand.
“How do you expect her to get either of those?” Cadmus snaps, the flames in his eye curling down his cheek.
“I can tell you the witch’s name,” Arlin answers with a shrug. “But how you acquire the blood of the king is entirely up to you. Whether you want to prick him while he sleeps or even slit his throat with a dagger, I have no preference. A single drop is all that I need.”
“Who’s the witch?” Ezryn asks, crossing his arms over his chest. His hand is freshly bandaged as well.
“Mokosh,” he answers with a nod. Just as I’d thought before. “Next to me, she is the most powerful sorceress in all of Clazarene. She is the one that devises the structure of the arena for each rite, the one that ties magic into each and every law that we all try so desperately to ignore.”
“She’s also a protected council member,” I add with a pointed look.
“I can reason with her,” Ezryn says with a nod. “She’s been a fan of mine for a long time, always trying to get me into bed with her.”
I scoff at the mental image, a chill snaking itself down my spine. “You have the easy job.” But even as I say the words, a plan is already forming in my mind. It might be another one of the dumbest things that I’ve ever thought of, but for Deyanira, the price is worth it. Even as I roll my empty shoulders, once again registering the lack of weight on my back, I know that she is worth it.
“Oh,” Arlin sings as he grins at me. “I know that look.”
“Tell us what we’re doing for you once all of this is over,” Ezryn snaps, patience long since forgotten as doubt and regret and anger swirl through his body, stemming off of him in thick waves.
“When you bring me what I require for the spell, I will certainly do that.” He pauses, tilting his head as he looks between us. “At the end of the week we will meet once more. Does that sound fair?”
Ezryn opens his mouth to object, but I hold up my bandaged hand and nod. I grab his arm and tug him through the castle with a wave over my shoulder at Arlin as Cadmus follows quickly behind. Once we’re outside, Ezryn wrenches his arm out of my grasp and glowers down at me with such unflinching rage that it would curdle anyone’s stomach, sending them quivering beneath it.
But I hold his stare, lift a brow at him in response.
“What are you doing?”
“What are you doing?” I counter, scoffing as I start walking down the path and back to the village, to the bus stop. “We have one week to get what we need to save Deyanira’s life and all you’re concerned with is what Arlin’s doing? As if that’s what’s important right now. As if your friend, my mate, isn’t actively suffering inside of the palace while we’re out here asking questions that aren’t going to get answered.”
Ezryn sighs, trudging after me. “I get it, okay? But I just gave up everything that I’ve worked my entire life to build, and I’d like to know what we’ve just gotten ourselves into. I don’t understand how you’re not curious.”
“I am,” I admit with a shrug tied to a broken laugh. “But I don’t care what he has planned. I don’t care what I have to do in order to save and protect Deyanira.”
“She’s lucky to have you in her life,” Ezryn says softly.
“No, you’ve got it wrong. I’m lucky to have her in mine.”
Cadmus rolls his eye but stays silent as we make our way back through The Emerald Lake.
Chapter 34
Deyanira
The days come and go in utter misery. I’ve been locked away in Seriah’s rooms, creating small objects to please him and keep him from washing me over with his powers. On the second day, when I created a loaded gun and tried to shoot him, he froze me before I could pull the trigger and forced me to walk over to the bed and lay on it for hours, unnervingly still. At the end of the day, when the bed had been soaked through and the room reeked, he finally let me shower and change into fresh clothes before making me change the sheets and sleep beside him.
I recreate the mental shield every day, but he tears it down with ease. He laughs at my attempts and then punishes me for trying to stop him by forcing me to do something menial and embarrassing, wrenching every ounce of humility and dignity from my body. As if seeing me suffer amuses him, delights some sickening part of him buried deep within his core.
Tomorrow, the wedding will commence. Only a select few have been told about it thus far to prepare, to fashion me a gown that will dazzle all of Clazarene and a matching suit for Seriah. They’ve already begun decorating the ballroom, storing away decorations for the greenhouse where the ceremony will take place, both rooms locked away from prying eyes. Tomorrow, the world will know of our engagement and be invited to attend the wedding. Everyone, including Izel.
Ezryn is gone. Seriah briefly mentioned that he abandoned his post and title as general, that he would never set foot in Norria again because of his treasonous acts. Branded as a fugitive of the royal crown, he will be hunted for all of eternity. I can’t imagine what would’ve caused him to do this but our conversation from my first day in the palace sparks a memory that I’d almost forgotten. How he had vaguely warned me about the royal family and didn’t want his siblings following in his footsteps.
Izel has conducted several interviews that I get to watch from within Seriah’s bedroom. She wears various dresses and pantsuits, face glowing with eyeshadow and lipstick, hair curled and up and down. She talks about how thrilled she is to be experiencing life inside of the palace and how it’s a pure joy to be living alongside the royal family. She mentions her mate and how she’s seldom spoken to me, how it makes her worry, always tossing a pointed look at the camera at the end of each sentence. She discusses her adoring fans, thanks them for their love and support, and even comments on a few political topics, such as Ezryn’s absence and how the royal family is hosting interviews for his replacement.
Life continues on without me.
I sit on the couch, blankly staring out the window across the room, when Seriah appears in front of me in a swirl of shadows. I shrink back in my seat, gripping the arms as I glare at him. “What do you want now?”
“We’re wanted in the training room. Apparently, my father has taken it upon himself to spar with Izel. Due to her victory in the rite, he wants to test her abilities and then, if she passes his test, he wants her to fight against our candidates for the next general.” Seriah pauses, eyes gleaming as he stares at me. “There’s even been a discussion of making her the next general. It would certainly win over some of the minorities in Clazarene.”
“She would never take that position,” I mutter, shifting my gaze away from him.
“Perhaps not right now, but once she learns of our wedding then I’m sure that she’ll change her mind. Anything and everything for her mate, right?” Seriah brushes a hand down my cheek, and we shrink into the shadows, resurfacing under the blinding lights of the training room.
I stumble away from him, eyes mulling over the now unfamiliar training room.
Chairs rest on one side of the mats. A mirror that wasn’t here before lines the walls, offering an unobstructed view of every angle of the room. Various weapons are laid out and ready for use, all polished and shined. Towels hang from black racks behind the chairs, a table of glasses and water sitting beside it.
I take my seat at the far end of the room and Seriah sits beside me.
Slowly, the room begins to fill with fae and other beings that I don’t recognize. All of them are wearing elegant gowns and suits despite the spectacle we’re about to witness. Shira is the last to enter the room, the black crown resting on her head as she takes the empty chair in the middle of the gallery. The chatter is soft amongst the crowd as we all wait on the edge of our seats for the two main guests to appear.
The King of Clazarene is the first to emerge from the locker rooms and everyone applauds at the sight of him in full armor. The breastplate is arched with overlapping plates, fine details sparkling and sifting under the lights above. Thick shoulder cuffs snake down his arms, a gold and black band circling his elbows and wrists. The same ornate plates cover his knees while his legs are cast in the same silver armor as his breastplate.
He strides over to the weapons and pulls a sword from one of the racks, weighing it in his hands. His long gray hair is tucked back, braided above his pointed ears. He tests out the sword with a vicious swing that echoes through the air, chilling my spine as I sit up in my chair. To think of the power that he wields, what he’ll be unleashing on Izel…
She elegantly saunters into the room, and I gasp at the sight of her, stomach twisting into burning knots. She can pull off anything, of that I’m certain.
Though her amor is a dull silver in comparison to the king’s, it’s striking on her. How the metal plates hug every curve of her body and accentuate the muscles in her arms and legs. A teal scarf is wrapped around her neck, the collar of the armor peeking out over the bundled fabric. Her hands are wrapped in black fingerless gloves, idly tapping the straps on her thighs as she saunters over to the weapon rack.
Izel pauses when our eyes find one another’s and she nods softly, a hint of a smile on her lips. Her dark hair is braided down the middle, smaller braids stringing in from the sides and connecting into a bun at the back. She pulls a sword from the rack and swings it as she strides to the mat in the center of the room. What a sight to behold. Every inch of her is nothing but pure strength and power that demolishes the king’s.
Codrus stops in front of Izel, the tip of his sword brushing against the ground. “Whatever you need to do to win, you do it,” he says to her. “Powers are not off the table.”
She nods. “Of course.”
The king swings first and Izel jumps back. She ducks and dodges every blow that he makes with expert precision, the tip of his sword missing her body by several inches. She drops to her knee and sweeps out her blade, but the king slams his sword into the mat, blocking it from striking his legs. She jumps up and their blades clash again and again, sparks flying from them as they grind against one another.
Izel spins and the king strikes as she’s turned around, bringing his sword down in a flurry. Izel whips her sword behind her, blocking his blow before latching onto the blade with her hand as she turns, shoving him back. She pounds into the air with a fistful of wind and the king falters a single step before advancing again. Izel pulls a dagger from her thigh and holds it in her other hand as he strikes, high and fast.
She uses both weapons to create a block above her head with a grin. She lifts her dagger and lowers her sword, the king’s weapon sliding to the side. She slams the butt of the dagger into his nose, bringing the sword up in a swift blow that whistles through the air. The king leaps back, releasing a haggard breath. Blood trails down from his nose and he doesn’t seem to mind or notice as he advances again.
Izel sweeps around him as he strikes through the air, punching a wall of wind into him. He stumbles to the side, and she strikes, charging for him in a blur of silver and teal. The blade of her sword carves up the center of his arm and cuts through his chin. Cordus flies back as Izel hits him with another wave of wind, sending him careening into the ceiling. He cracks against it and the marble splinters under the impact before he falls with a thud that shakes the ground and deflates the mats.
She’s at his throat in a single second, pressing the blade of the dagger into his neck. The end of her scarf drips down, the lining soaking through with his blood. “Would you like to call it quits?”
The king laughs, of all things, and nods.
Izel slips the weapons into their appropriate holders on her body before offering the king a hand to his feet.
I’m breathless in my seat. Everyone else is just as speechless as I am for reasons other than my own. They can’t believe that she defeated the king, that she dared to cut into his skin. But I’m sheerly impressed by her skills, her power. She hadn’t trained for long at all, less time than the king if I had to wager, and yet she demolished him with barely a bead of sweat to be seen on her face.
All of the stories about a knight in shining armor make sense now. Izel is my knight.
“Impressive,” Codrus says, grinning down at Izel. “While I’d been debating having you test our applicants for our next general, depending on how this went, I might have to indulge you in a better offer.” He tucks away his sword. “What would you say if I wanted to give you the position?”
“You flatter me,” she says with a coy smile, “but I can’t accept the offer. I’m not one for wars and fighting.”
“Perhaps not initially, but you were born to be at the head of an army and leading our people into victory.” He reaches forward, clasps a hand on her plated shoulder. “Take some time to think about it. I’ll be expecting your answer within the month.” He glances to Shira, and she silently stands from her chair, elegantly sweeping out of the room without looking back as the king follows behind her.
Everyone stands and leaves, quickly following suit, but Seriah and I remain in our seats. I can’t tear my gaze away from her, how still she stands in the center of the room as if she can’t believe what’s just happened either. How she stares at the ground, frozen. Was she expecting to not impress everyone in the room? Did she think that she would lose?
Seriah leans back, tucks an arm across the back of my chair. “As I was expecting. Certainly one of the best swordsmen that I’ve seen in a century or two.”
Izel lifts her head, turns to us. “Can I have a moment alone with Deyanira?”
Seriah groans but stands and brushes off the black jacket of his suit. “Only for a moment. We have a busy schedule ahead of us for the day before the ritual tonight.” He winks at me before melting away in the darkness, a pool of shadows left in his wake that sends chills down my spine.
I shudder, body falling limp in the chair at the release of his control. Before I can think, before I can react, Izel is at my side in a single second.
Her gloved hands cup my face as she smiles at me, eyes scanning over every inch of my body. “I was worried about you. It’s been days since I’ve seen you last. How have you been? Has he touched you? Has he hurt you?”
“I’m fine,” I say, voice falling and slipping over the words tumbling out of my mouth. I reach up, wrap my fingers under the braids in her hair despite the tears welling in my eyes threatening to expose me. My thumbs brush over the soft, delicate points of her ears. “How are you?”
She laughs gently, thumbs caressing my cheeks. “I’m doing much better now.” She pulls me forward and kisses my forehead, resting hers against my own. Warmth cascades down my face, burning in the back of my throat.
Why hasn’t she kissed me yet? What’s stopping me from kissing her right now when we finally have a moment alone?
“I can feel your despair, Deyanira. Please, don’t lie to me about how you’re feeling.”
I don’t want to talk about how I’m feeling, how pathetic I’ve been throughout my entire stay in Clazarene thus far. I don’t want to talk about how utterly sickening it is to be within Seriah’s presence. I don’t want to talk or think about anything other than the female kneeling on the ground in front of me.
I slip my hands around her neck, pull her face back down to mine, and kiss her. She gasps at the touch before giving herself to me entirely, cupping my cheeks to bring me closer to her, to pull me to my feet. Everything snaps into place, every nerve highlighted in my body. Our souls have found one another once more, holding hands and strolling down the sidewalk on their way home.
Her lips are soft against mine, so delicate and plush. Her hands grasp my hips, pulling me closer. She tastes like—
“What are you doing?” Seriah hisses, wrenching Izel back.
She stumbles away from me, licking her lips as she stares at me. I’ve never craved the taste of someone’s tongue more than in this moment. Color flushes through her cheeks, highlighting her green and violet eyes.
Heat pours through my body, melting my core under the weight of her stare.
“You have no right to be kissing her,” Seriah snaps, hands balled into fists as black smoke pours off of his body and floods the floor at our feet.
“I have every right to kiss my mate,” Izel growls, hands twitching by her sides. Where her weapons are.
Seriah laughs and it chills my body as I jerk to my feet, frozen beside him. Izel flinches, lips tightening. “I was going to save this as a surprise, but why wait?” He slips his arm around my waist, tugging me another step closer. “We’re to be married tomorrow.”
Izel’s throat bobs, the only indication of the pain that she feels, as she straightens. “Forgive me if I’m not in attendance, but I have plans that evening.” She flicks her gaze to me, registering the heartbreak shattering through my chest, rippling down my legs and threatening to crumble me all over the floor. Nothing more than the shadows shifting over our feet, blowing away in a gentle breeze.
“Plans?” My voice is barely more than a broken whisper.
She nods, reaching up a hand to the scarf around her neck. “If you’ll excuse me.” She turns on her heels and strides out of the room, a phantom breeze caressing my cheek.
Chapter 35
Izel




The walk to my chambers is a long and miserable one drenched in nothing but rage and grief. My metal boots slam into the floor with each of my steps, the tile splintering beneath my feet. In my chambers, on the opposite end of the palace from where Deyanira stays, two levels below hers, I wrench off the scarf brandishing the royal family’s crest and toss it onto the bed with a snarl. I storm to the balcony doors in a chilling breeze, and they burst open, shattering against the walls and spilling glass all over the floor.
My hands clench around the stone railing as I scream into the air, as my voice tears out of my throat and grinds apart the clouds above me with a sonic boom that echoes through Norria. I tear into the stone railing and crumble it beneath my hands, hurling the pieces into the lake. They land with a splash that douses the buildings along the edge, coating people milling through the streets in a rogue wave.
Tomorrow.
My chest cracks apart and I sink to the ground, bracing my hands on the fractured stone where the railing once was. Silent tears drip from my eyes, sparkling in the sunlight caressing the world as they plummet to the ground. Normally, in moments like these, I would’ve taken to the skies and left all of my rage and agony behind. I would’ve abandoned all of my problems on the ground while I soared through the air.
There is nothing that I wouldn’t give to be swallowed by the clouds again. Nothing that I wouldn’t give to feel the wind rushing over my skin, howling in my ears. Nothing that I wouldn’t give to soar high above this world and leave it all behind, never once look back at it. And yet I gave up everything, sacrificed it for Deyanira. For my mate that’s to be married to the prince tomorrow.
I sit up, inhaling a slow breath. It doesn’t matter. Their wedding doesn’t matter because I will visit The Emerald Lake tomorrow and I will learn what Arlin sought me out at the rite for. Tomorrow, he will break the spell tethering Deyanira to the palace and I will take her away from it all.
She won’t marry that bastard if I have anything to say about it. And I certainly have a lot to say.
Slowly, I stand and remove my armor. It’s not anything special, nothing more than cheap throw-away armor meant to get dented and ruined in the sparring ring. I leave it all in a pile in the corner of the room and stare at the teal scarf on my bed, the blood stained into the fabrics. My plan worked more perfectly than I ever thought.
After bidding Ezryn farewell, leaving him to collect his family and go into hiding, I arrived at the palace with one goal in mind: figure out how to get the king’s blood. While the thought of slaughtering him certainly crossed my mind, I knew that I couldn’t. His life is protected by a spell, rendering anyone that tries to kill him dead. Almost instantly, in fact. Instead, I strode right into the king’s office where he and a crowd of his court members were already gathered to discuss what happened to Ezryn.
I offered my services to spar with their potential prospects, knowing that the king would want a demonstration himself beforehand. It was simple. Though the courtiers objected numerous times, there was a glint in the king’s eyes. He never turned down a challenge, was a closeted fan of betting and gambling. In fact, a generous portion of the proceeds from the rite went straight into his funds for such activities.
I’d been trailing him when I haven’t been preoccupied with interviews, able to uncover a few of his secrets. While I certainly didn’t expect him to lose so easily, having to bite back a laugh the entire time at his poor advances and sloppy techniques, it was the most enjoyable experience that I’ve had at the palace thus far.
Aside from when I danced with Deyanira. Aside from the moment when I finally kissed Deyanira. When everything in the world felt right, felt whole. When I felt more powerful than ever before. When I felt more loved than ever before as she held me in her hands. As she got what she wanted for the first time since arriving in Clazarene.
In the bathroom, I shower and change into the gown that I’ll be wearing for the ritual tonight when my magic is finally restored. The white satin sleeves slip down to my wrists, loop around my middle fingers. The skirt flows around my waist, drips down heavily and pools on the floor. A collar encrusted with silver gems that trail down the center of my chest hugs my throat while a long white cape drapes my shoulders and sifts across the floor behind me as I walk back into my bedroom.
The ceremony will be televised, broadcast all across Clazarene. It was the only part of the entire rite festivities that I did watch because of the show of it all, the elegance to it. The words that will be spoken tonight by Mokosh have been uttered in desperate whispers throughout all of Clazarene’s existence, calling out to the goddess of magic whose name was forgotten millennia ago. An erasing that some believe was purposefully done, but no one can guarantee anything.
An erasing that didn’t affect Arlin Marrow, as it happens.
Bahati is already waiting for me in front of the simple wooden vanity, makeup and hair pins spread across the surface. She wears a plain yellow gown that compliments the tones reflecting in her hair, the sunlight casting them more golden than ever. Her matching eyes find mine, though conflictions run through her body. Has she known about the wedding and neglected to tell me the entire week?
I take a seat in the chair and let her brush through my damp hair that dries with each stroke, hands clutched tightly in my lap as I flash back to the moment when I told Deyanira that I wouldn’t be at the wedding. The agony coursing through her body matched my own when I learned of what the following day would hold. It choked the breath from my body, left my knees weak beneath me. Did she really expect me to be there? To watch her life get signed away to that deplorable piece of filth?
“Your scream could be heard throughout the palace. No doubt all of Norria and the surrounding cities could hear as well,” Bahati says quietly, setting the brush down. She gently pulls back thin locks of my hair and pins them aside with simple silver clasps, leaving the rest of my hair to drape down my back. “Did you learn of the wedding?”
I nod, pressing my lips together.
“I’m sorry,” she whispers, swiveling the chair around. She dusts light coatings of makeup across my cheeks, over my eyes. Nothing extravagant tonight. Simply a sparkling touch that will catch in the light, as I was already told of this morning when Bahati came to prepare me for my second to last interview. “I would have told you, but it wasn’t my secret to tell. There are rules that the staff must follow.”
“I know,” I reply, peeking open one eye to look at her. “Do you ever get tired of the rules in the palace?”
“Sometimes,” she admits, caressing my opposite eye with magic flecked with a shimmering powder. “But this is what I’ve wanted since I was a girl. What else would I do with my life?”
“Anything,” I scoff, leaning back in my chair and crossing my arms over my chest. “I don’t want to be stuck here for an entire year.” I can barely stand the thought of being here for another day.
“The choice is always there to leave,” Bahati explains to me. “You are not bound by the same spell that we are, Izel. You are free to leave whenever you wish. It is a luxury that most of us don’t have.” She pauses, stepping back to examine her work. “I, myself, have not left the palace grounds in nearly two hundred years.”
“It’s different for you,” I huff, looking at her and the elegant gown. Always regal and graceful in whatever she wears, in her makeup and hair and even how she holds herself. Far more suited to be a queen than Shira. “You belong here. I don’t.”
“And yet we do what we must for those that we care about,” she says with a knowing smile.
“Anything and everything,” I reply, my gaze dropping to my right palm and the slit across it.
As the sun slips across the sky and sinks below the horizon cresting the sea beyond the palace, I leave my rooms and make my way down to the courtyard stretching out behind the palace. What is normally a greenhouse with an arched glass ceiling and matching walls, the panes colored over with a thousand different colors, has been transformed into the place of ceremony, of faith and belief.
In the center of the room is a white stone table with engravings etched into the sides, depicting the various gods standing amongst the faeries and creatures of Clazarene. An aisle splits the matching benches spread out in front of the altar, torches flickering with multicolored light stationed on either end of each row. The room is drowning in starlight, flecks of rainbow decorating the seats filled with various attendees here to witness the magic of Clazarene.
Cameras line the back of the room; Maertisa standing amongst them, whispering into a microphone. They all flick to me as I enter, pausing at the threshold.
Mokosh appears in front of me in a single blink. Golden chains hang down from her horns and connect to the rings in her nose, a single stripe of gold painted down the center of her lips while her eyes are nothing but smoky black, void of life and light. A gown of soft gold adorns her body modestly. She extends a hand to me.
I take it, despite wanting to knock my fist into her face, letting her lead me down the aisle.
Much like a wedding ceremony, the guests all stand and watch me approach. Everyone is dressed in white, their clothes as simple as my dress. Deyanira stands in the front row, her body rigid as fear seeps across her skin. But it’s replaced by awe, by longing, as her eyes meet mine.
Mokosh helps me onto the stone table, and I lay across it, folding my hands on my stomach as I stare at the glass ceiling above me and the stars filling the sky. The moon gleams amidst the darkness, twinkling as it shines down upon me. What I wouldn’t give to be embraced by their light wholly and completely once more.
“Tonight, under the light of the full moon, we will restore the magic that has been lost. We will give back what was taken.” Mokosh places her hands on my shoulders, her touch gentle and warm as it soaks down my arms. She looks down at me, black eyes nothing more than twinkling pits. “Know that this can only be done once. If your magic is extinguished again, then it is the end.”
I nod, swallowing the lump in my throat.
Mokosh’s voice is nothing more than near-silent whispers leaving her mouth, her lips curving around the words to form a language that seldom anyone knows or speaks. With each word that she utters, a trickle of light drips out from her mouth and cascades down upon my face. As her sentences grow longer, it becomes a waterfall of light that flows into my body and drenches my skin, ignites my soul.
The room glows with white as the magic that I lost is restored, rushing to fill the cracks and holes etched into my bones. Word by word, piece by piece, I am returned to the faerie that I was when I was born. When I was fresh in the world and wandering around without knowing where I was going, what I was doing. Back when times were simple, when I didn’t realize how broken everything was around me. It’s…unfamiliar.
Mokosh finishes and takes a step away, releasing her grip on my shoulders. “By witness of Clazarene, Izel Zahraeh has been returned to her home amongst magic.”
Slowly, gracefully, I sit up.
No one moves; no one speaks.
Deyanira’s cheeks are shining with tears as she stares at me, her beautiful mouth, that I would love to embrace with my own, hanging open. The surprise and utter admiration drifting off of her body, streaming in thick waves across the floor tells me that she is seeing my true form. No longer tethered by her human senses. She is beholding me in the same light that everyone else has for centuries and looking at me like I am worthy of the attention that I’m receiving.
I slip down from the stone table and everyone stands with me. Though I feel brand new, reborn, I know that I am still not whole. I will never be whole again.
Silently, I saunter down the aisle, flaunting each step to lap up the sheer pleasure radiating from Deyanira; her frantic, lusting heartbeat a symphony in my ears as I leave the room.
Tomorrow, she will not be wed to Prince Seriah.
Tomorrow, I will save her from anything that plagues her and give her everything that she desires and more.
Chapter 36
Deyanira




While waiting for the restoration ceremony to begin, I didn’t know what to think of the white stone table in the center of the room. It looked like the place where someone would get sacrificed and have their blood spilled across an altar. The seats lining the room felt more like I was sitting in a chair waiting for an execution, cold and stiff stone beneath me. The hushed murmurs and whispers hadn’t done anything to make me believe otherwise. Seriah had chuckled at my panicked thoughts, not offering any reassuring words.
The night darkened above us as the ceremony began. Her body had glowed with nothing but pure moonlight, the light trickling into her like stars that were being pulled from the sky to fill her. It was the most beautiful thing that I’d ever witnessed in my life. Despite the searing burn in my eyes, I couldn’t look away as my mate was drenched in starlight.
When she sat up, my breath caught in my throat, abandoned me entirely without once looking back. Just as when I had drunk the champagne at the ball and saw every faerie as they’ve always been, I saw her in all of her glory.
Her hair was darker, richer in color. Her skin was flawless and radiant and freckled, a detail that I never noticed before. And her eyes were incandescent, fields of rolling hills tucked in the most luscious grass beside a sky under the kiss of sunset. Ethereal beauty. Purer than any angel that a human would dare to believe in. She made them look like cardboard.
I can’t believe this is what I’ve been missing.
I can’t believe someone that looks as striking as her would like someone as plain and simple and human as me. How am I her equal? Are we simply balancing the scale? While she’s strong and brave, I’m weak and scared. While she’s beautiful and graceful, I’m plain and clumsy. While she’s everything good about this world, I am nothing but a darkness in it. A plague to her.
Seriah whisked us back to his rooms shortly after and I stared numbly at the floor the entire time, unable to fathom marrying him when Izel is…I thought that I didn’t deserve her before, but I know now with absolute certainty now that I don’t. How could I? In fact, there might not be a single faerie or creature or human or monster alive who deserves her in all of her ethereal glory.
“You’re drooling,” Seriah mumbles, lifting a brow at me.
I blink and wipe my mouth with a scowl. “Has she…”
“Yes,” he answers with a long sigh, waving his hand at the question. “She’s always looked like that. Whether you’ve been able to see it or not, that is what everyone sees.” He strides past me and lounges across the bed, folding his hands behind his head as he grins at me. “You should’ve seen her wings when she had them. They were certainly a sight to behold.”
I flinch at the reminder. She lost them because of me. Can I give them back to her?
“Shower and get ready for bed,” he groans, tucking himself beneath the blankets. His bare chest is exposed, the muscles shifting and twitching under the moonlight pooling in from the windows. “We have a busy day ahead of us tomorrow. One more interview to watch from Izel, after which we’ll announce our wedding to the world and invite anyone and everyone to come. And then you’ll be mine forever.”
Nausea churns through my stomach at the thought, bile stinging the back of my throat. “Even if we’re married, I will never be yours. My heart and my soul belong to Izel.” I turn before he can say anything, striding into the bathroom with my chin held high. I press my back against the closed door and release a strained breath, release the tears that I’ve been holding back since this morning when Izel sparred with the king.
I can’t bear the thought of losing her forever, of never getting to do anything more than kiss her once. Only once and such a short, withering kiss. I want to kiss every square inch of her and take my time, wipe away her agony with my love. I want to prove my devotion to her, would gladly do so in any way that she asked.
Isn’t there something I can do to stop this wedding?
I turn on the water and shed my clothes, steam filling the bathroom. I step into the shower and turn to close the glass doors when I see Seriah leaning against the sink, arms crossed over his chest. I lurch back, hands fumbling to cover my body as a scream ripples out of my mouth. “Get out,” I hiss, shrinking down into myself.
“It’s customary for those engaged to shower together before the night of their wedding,” he explains, crossing the bathroom. His magenta eyes glow and fester with a sickening light as they rake over my naked body. “It’s a way to cleanse what they were before, leave them ready to be unified.”
“You’re lying,” I snap, unmoving from my curled position on the floor of the shower as the water sprays against the side of my face.
“That was tradition once, though it’s outdated now,” Seriah replies with a shrug, pulling open the shower door. “Can you blame me for wanting to sneak a peek at my bride to be? I haven’t been able to stop thinking about what you look like without all of those clothes on since the day that we met.”
“Get out,” I growl again, squeezing my eyes shut to build a box around myself. Made of the same bricks as that of the dungeon and just as thick, it surrounds me and protects me.
When I open my eyes, I blink at the darkness enveloping my vision and body. Rough stone scrapes against my bare back and arms as I readjust myself in the tight quarters, a breath loosening in my chest.
“Adorable, but it isn’t going to save you, Deyanira,” Seriah laughs, his voice muffled by the stone.
The rocks vibrate around my body, grind against my ears. I flinch as dust falls onto my face as the prince attempts to crack apart my safe haven and expose me once more. I wrap my arms tighter around my body, pulling my legs against my chest. A thud slams into the box again and again, jostling me around inside of it. Another one follows it shortly, and another, cracks splintering across the surface and sending slivers of blinding light searing my skin.
The necklace that Izel gave to me glows with a soft white light, the moon gemstone on the end twinkling. I stare at it, wishing nothing more than to be tucked into Izel’s arms, safe and protected. What her hands would feel like touching my skin; how her lips would move as they whispered sweet nothings in my ear. Everything that I’m going to be forced to live without after tomorrow, every fantasy that I’ve never let myself indulge in before. Faint dreams that have whispered to me in my sleep, of her and me.
I want them to be a reality.
Plush velvet brushes against my damp skin and my eyes snap open, shifting over the unfamiliar bedroom. Smaller than Seriah’s, the décor is simple and plain with soft white walls and gleaming hardwood floors. The doors to the balcony are shattered, broken glass shining under the moonlight. A heap of armor rests in the corner of the room. And in the bed, sleeping so peacefully under deep red sheets, is Izel.
My eyes burn at the sight of her and I gasp, so gently, but she jerks awake in bed. She pulls a dagger out from under the mattress and whirls, freezing when she sees me. The dagger clatters from her hand and across the floor as she pulls the sheets from the bed. She crosses the room in a breeze, tucking the blankets around my shivering frame.
“What happened?” she asks, her voice a gentle whisper against my skin.
I shake my head, pressing my lips together as the image of Seriah standing outside of the shower burns through my mind. The vicious gleam in his eyes. The foul thoughts no doubt swimming through his mind.
He once said that there were certain lines that he wouldn’t cross, but he certainly proved himself wrong tonight. He crossed every single line that there was. How am I supposed to look at him the same? What am I supposed to do tomorrow when we’re to be married?
A roar echoes through the palace, vibrates the walls, as shadows grow thicker and colder around us. Izel straightens as she whips her head to the door of her bedroom. Not a single second later, it explodes into a thousand splinters that spray across the room as Seriah storms in. Pure shadows line his steps, flood behind him and pour into the room.
Izel doesn’t even flinch, doesn’t look back at me, but she stiffens as a small cry escapes from my lips.
“What did you do to her?” Izel hisses, moving to position herself between Seriah and me. Her hands are balled into tight fists that quake with anger, her knees bent slightly. She’s ready to fight him off, defend me in spite of the consequences. Willing to sacrifice herself again to protect me.
His rage dampens and he releases a strained laugh as his eyes shift between us, but they linger on me. The cold and wicked light is still there and festering, growing as his eyes outline my body. “Not a single thing, unfortunately. I was only trying to prepare her for what will follow our wedding.”
“She is terrified of you,” Izel snaps, voice crackling apart on the words. She’s pleading with him, her body relaxing and her breath evening out. “Give her one night to herself. Grant her some sense of peace before you rip it all away tomorrow.”
His gaze softens as he stares at me, no doubt listening to my racing heart and panicked breaths. Can he hear my skin groaning as I tremble on the couch? Can he hear the way my bones quake as I keep myself curled together? Can he hear every thought soaked in pure terror at the sheer sight of his presence?
What must this kind of fear feel like to Izel? It shatters a small piece of my mind thinking about it, the sliver of metal wrapped around our memories splintering.
“Fine.” He exhales the word with a groan. “But she’ll be staying in her chambers. Alone.”
“I’ll escort her,” Izel says with a slow nod.
“Fine,” he repeats, averting his gaze before shrinking into the shadows.
Izel sighs, long and low, turning to face me once more.
I don’t even realize what she’s wearing until this moment when her body is under the light of the full moon, skin practically glowing. A loose gray shirt and black satin shorts that hug her thighs, showcase the pure muscle stretched under her skin. Her hair flows loosely around her shoulders despite being tucked back in a braid that’s barely hanging on.
Without saying anything, she grabs me a set of clothes and sets them on the couch beside me. Her hands are still shaking, her steps uneven. She silently walks to the open balcony doors and steps outside, releasing a heavy breath as she grants me the privacy to change.
I do, fingers fumbling over the silk fabric as I slide into the shorts. They’re too big, hanging loosely on my hips, but I don’t care. The shirt is just the same, swallowing my frame in soft gray cotton.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper, wrapping my arms around myself as I carefully approach Izel on the balcony. My eyes fall on the stones beneath my bare feet, unable to look at her. “I’m sorry to put you through all of this.”
She turns around and shakes her head, closing the distance between us before taking me into her arms. Her hands massage my back in slow rhythms, her hush gentle as I start sobbing against her chest. “There is nothing for you to apologize for,” she says so softly, so gently, that I cry harder.
I squeeze my arms around her waist, pulling her even tighter against me as I inhale her scent entirely, fill my lungs with her. She smells like citrus and flowers, and it tingles my jaw, eases my heartbeat.
“I’m sorry that this is your life now, that you know nothing but fear.”
I nuzzle my head deeper into her neck, her pulse throbbing against my temple. Her body is so warm and soft yet hard with muscle. Her arms hold me together, her voice soothing every ache in my mind and soul. My mate. My partner. My equal. But not just that. No, she’s so much more than that.
She’s my savior.
She’s everything that I’ve ever dreamed about, everything that makes up the hero in a story or movie. Better than any knight in a fairytale. She’s greater than anyone and everyone in all of existence. So selfless and brave and caring, unyielding in everything that she does.
How can she look at me like I’m worthy of being held under her gaze?
Carefully, Izel scoops me into her arms and starts walking. She doesn’t say anything as we move through the bedroom, into the hallway, into the elevator, up to the twelfth floor. She smiles gently at me as we walk to my chambers that I haven’t seen since my first night in the palace. It looks as though no one has set foot in it; everything clean and dusted and untouched. Izel eases me onto the bed and tucks me in, brushing down the blanket with her hand as she stares at the floor.
“You’re not going to be here tomorrow?” I ask, voice clogged with tears as I blink them from my eyes. I can’t expect her to be there, can’t reasonably believe that she would go, but I don’t want to do this alone. I don’t want to walk down the aisle and not see her gleaming face at the end of it, waiting for me.
“No,” she replies, unable to meet my gaze as she idly strokes a hand down my side. Her fingers barely brush against the blanket, but the faintest whispers of her touch sends fireworks exploding over every nerve in my body.
“I understand,” I whisper, nestling deeper into my pillow. My necklace shines in the light, one gemstone missing from the chain. Where did it go? It must’ve gotten lost in all of the confusion, in the mess of mere minutes ago that feels like an entire lifetime has passed. With her, everything feels right in the world.
“Sleep,” Izel says softly, her words gently caressing my ears.
But I don’t want to sleep, don’t want to leave this moment behind. “You’ve given up so much for me and I—” I choke on the words, swallowing them and starting over. Are there even enough words to express what I’m feeling? “Thank you, Izel. For everything.”
No, there aren’t.
“You’re welcome,” she says, shifting to look down at me. She leans forward, voice shuddering as she presses a gentle kiss to my forehead. “Get some rest, Deyanira. I’ll stay right here until you fall asleep.” She turns back to the door, watching and monitoring while continuing to brush her hand up and down my body.
My eyelids grow heavy with each stroke of her hand, and I curl myself around her sitting form before drifting to sleep, the sounds of her shuddering breaths echoing in the back of my mind.
Chapter 37
Izel




A thousand emotions and thoughts pounded into my mind and body the moment Deyanira appeared in my bedroom. I could smell her even before I opened my eyes; the roses tangled into her skin, the waxy petals that seemed to caress her steps. I thought it was a dream, but it was a nightmare.
I didn’t know how she got there, couldn’t even think to ask because of the pure terror thrashing apart her body and smothering my lungs, cracking apart my ribs. She was naked, water droplets speckling her skin while her hair was plastered to her face. I knew what had happened without having to ask and when Seriah burst into my room, it confirmed all of my suspicions and practically hammered the final nail into his coffin.
The way in which he’ll die by my hands will be righteous, brutal. There won’t be a single piece left of him to bury in that coffin.
The night drifted by faster than I would’ve liked as I sat beside Deyanira and stroked her as she slipped into sleep, as I silently cried once more. Her emotions swirled through the room, a muddled mess of everything from joy to anger to peace to chaos as she dreamed.
It broke every piece of my already shattered body when I stood and left the room, but I couldn’t put her life in danger by risking staying by her side. Besides, I knew that I needed as much rest as I could get. There was a reason I’d gone straight to bed after the ceremony.
When the spell tying her to the palace is broken, when I save her from the prince, she will understand why I’ve been so vague and secretive. All of her doubts and grief and despair and fear will disappear on the horizon as we leave the palace behind forever.
And I’ll make sure that she never feels those emotions again.
Now, I dress in a white pantsuit with a black undershirt and matching lace-up boots. Practical for my journey to The Emerald Lake once my final interview is finished. Bahati kept my makeup simple, natural, as I had asked. My hair is braided back into a high ponytail, out of my eyes.
I carefully fold the scarf with the king’s dried blood into the inside pocket of my jacket. No one can see it.
As it stands, I had to give away a replica scarf to the faerie that came this morning to polish my armor and return it to the training room. The scarf that she received was soaked in my own blood, left to dry overnight in the bathroom. They won’t notice the difference. All of Ealdir’s children have the same scent tied to their blood, just as with the other children of the gods and goddesses.
I move through the palace hallways in a daze, fingers curling and uncurling by my sides as I drift past various staff members who offer polite smiles and nods. I return them, but my movements are forced, stiff. Even the smile on my face is weak because there isn’t a reason to smile fully, not yet.
In a few hours, I will smile, and it will astonish everyone in my wake. I will stun them with my pure joy as I sweep Deyanira into my arms and whisk her away. Until then, casual ignorance. Nothing to raise suspicion.
Maertisa is waiting for me in the parlor, the cameras and lights already set up. I take my same seat across from her for the last time and cross my legs, leaning back in my chair as we sit in silence.
The royal family files into the room in pairs; the king and queen leading while Seriah and Deyanira trail in behind them. She stares at me as she takes her seat beside Seriah, the fear and grief tangling through the air and stifling my breaths, pressing down on my heart.
I used to think the scent of fear was delicious, one of the best emotions one could devour. It would curb my bloodlust, strengthen me. But Deyanira’s fear only enhances the morsel of my own that I’ve stomped down, slashed at ever since my sister was taken and murdered. Deyanira’s fear smells like the past, feels like I haven’t actually changed anything about myself.
The light clicks on and Maertisa grins at me. “Welcome back, Clazarene, to our final interview with Izel Zahraeh! I will certainly miss sitting here every morning and chatting with her, getting to know her better, as I’m sure that all of you will as well. But don’t fret because she’s set to make an array of appearances at all of the festivals and parties in the upcoming year.” Her grin widens as she pauses, letting the unseen audience digest her words.
My own smile tightens as I remember that small loophole with winning the rite: being forced to attend movie premieres, galas with celebrities, and even more events that I want to be nowhere near. When I was a child, they excited me. Getting to see my favorite stars strutting down the starlight carpet in their impressive gowns and costumes. Now, it fills my stomach with nausea and dread.
Maertisa shifts in her chair, hands folded in her lap. “Rumor has it that the king has invited you to test out the prospects for the future general of his armies. Testing the waters, so to speak. Is that true?”
“Yes, though I wouldn’t call myself an expert in combat.”
“I think all of Clazarene would disagree,” she laughs, tilting her head back. “You impressed a lot of key players at the rite. I’m surprised the king doesn’t want to make you the general before someone else gets their hands on you. We could certainly use more females in that field, right?”
I grind my teeth as I continue to smile. “There are a lot of things that Clazarene could do differently when it comes to diversity, but I’m not one to comment on that. I wouldn’t object to it, though.”
If only to confess to the world the name of my mate, get them to rally behind our bond as Ezryn once suggested. If only to delay the wedding, send the royal family to the wolves without any mercy. Would the public even care? Or do they want to see the prince happily married more?
“As a treat to Clazarene in honor of your last interview,” Maertisa begins, picking up on my thoughts, “will you finally tell us the name of your mate? Rumors have been spreading online and some witness accounts from the masquerade ball claim that it’s our lost princess, Deyanira Caceres. Is it true?”
I glance over my shoulder and find her utterly still in her seat beside Seriah, his arm casually draped across her shoulders. The shine in her eyes, the pounding of her heart. Pain leaches across every inch of her body as Seriah meets my gaze, the corner of his mouth tilting up. Tempting me. Daring me.
I turn back in my seat, face Maertisa once more. “When our mating bond is declared,” I begin, choosing my words carefully, “the world will know her name. I will shout it to the heavens loud enough for the gods above and below to hear.” My thumb toys with the ring on my finger, the one gifted to me by Deyanira. “Though I will confess that my mate’s godly mother visited me before the rite and gave me her blessing.”
Maertisa’s mouth falls open, her disbelief flooding the space in between us. “One of the goddesses blessed you with her presence? That hasn’t happened in centuries.”
I shrug in response, leaning back in my chair. “It’s safe to say that they believe in gay rights.”
Seriah clears his throat, standing from his seat and pulling Deyanira up alongside him. He casually crosses the room, posed out of the cameras’ line of sight. “I have an announcement to share with Clazarene,” he says with a catlike grin, all of his attention directed to Maertisa. “The sooner, the better so that the world has time to prepare for this evening.”
Maertisa gapes at him, looking to me.
I stand from my chair. “It’s been a true pleasure,” I say with a nod, cutting a soft look at Deyanira before I stride out of the parlor. My steps quicken as I race down the hall, Maertisa’s squeal of delight barreling into me even from the opposite end of the palace. I burst out the front doors with a gasp, charging down the steps before sprinting across the bridge.
Wind highlights my steps, sends me hurtling forward. Norria breezes by me as I race through the streets, expertly curving my way around the buildings. I’ve practiced using the winds to run, to increase my speed, but I seldom used it before because my wings could take me wherever I wanted to go.
Now, I’m a sonic boom plowing through the city and to the bus stop, stumbling and tripping over my feet before I come to a stop.
A hooded figure sits on the bench, lifting his head as wind slams into his body. Ezryn nods to me. “Did you get it?”
I sink beside him and release a breath, tapping my pocket with the scarf. “Did you?”
He chuckles softly and nods again. “Mokosh is certainly a handful in bed. No one would ever guess how kinky she is based on her profession. I think it’s those with strict jobs that like to get truly wild in the bedroom.”
Bile stings the back of my throat and I choke it down, grimacing at the former general. “Don’t ever say anything like that to me again. A simple yes would’ve sufficed.” I shudder at the images coursing through my mind but welcome the distraction they offer.
As it stands, the electronic sign beside the bench is already broadcasting the announcement of the prince’s wedding tonight.
I glance at the screen, frowning at Deyanira. She sits in the chair that I had, stiff-backed. There’s a pain in her gaze as she stares blankly at the camera. Seriah’s hands are latched firmly around her shoulders, his smile vibrant, magenta eyes gleaming as he continues to talk with Maertisa about what the evening will hold. The lavish ceremony, the beautiful reception, the grand afterparty.
All of which Clazarene is invited to.
Ezryn follows my gaze and sighs, reaching over to take my hand. He squeezes it. “We will save her, Izel. Otherwise, what will all of this have been for?”
“I don’t know,” I admit, refusing to meet his stare.
The bus slows to a stop in front of us and we board it, finding our same seats in the back. I sit beside the window and rest my head against the cool glass as the speakers continue to gush about the wedding and how wonderful it will be to finally see the prince married after so many centuries of him being alone. Maertisa goes on to ask about their mating bond, if they will declare it on the Eve of a Thousand Stars and Moons.
It churns every organ inside of me, the words like scratches against my ears.
In two days, the Field of Life and Death will be filled to the brim with paired faeries anxious to declare their mating bonds to the world. It’s a sight to behold, so I’ve been told; a spectacle that everyone wishes that they could be a part of.
However, it’s forbidden for unmated pairs to go. Even those wanting to experience the magic for themselves can’t dare witness what happens beneath The First Tree; they can only be told about how invigorating the night is from those that have been. Can only bear witness to the lights from far across the land.
After I learned of Thalassa’s bond with Deimos, she gushed to me about the evening in every lust-filled detail, her blue eyes sparkling the entire time. But I could hardly hear a single word that she said because of what it meant for me, for us. It wouldn’t have worked out because the bond had never snapped into place for either of us despite my best efforts at tempting the fates, the gods.
Now, I know why they were saving me, but I can barely wrap my mind around it sometimes. I still have trouble understanding it myself. The chemistry behind the bond, the link binding two souls, is a confusing subject to fully grasp. Sometimes, it doesn’t seem like there’s a rhyme or reason why two faeries are mated and some aren’t. But I know with absolute certainty that I wouldn’t trade my bond with Deyanira for anything in the world.
As it stands, it’s the only thing holding me together anymore.
“After we’ve saved her, are you going to declare the bond?” Ezryn asks gently, the heavy weight of his stare pulling my gaze away from the window. His hazel eyes are gleaming, longing and pity steaming off of him in sweltering waves.
“If she wants it, then I will give it to her.”
“Do you want it?”
“Of course,” I gasp, shrinking down in my seat. “Of course.”
“Even if she isn’t immortal?”
I nod again, understanding the sacrifice that it would mean for me. If Deyanira is truly a human in that sense, then everything will change if we declare the bond. But I don’t care.
“Then as cheesy as it sounds, you need to believe that it will happen. Or it won’t.”
Last night, before Deyanira had shown up in my room, I was dreaming of her. I was dreaming of what I believed the Eve of a Thousand Stars and Moons would be like. How the Field of Life and Death would be swarming with faeries all as starstruck with their mates as we were. How the stars would smile down upon us as we completed the ceremony, the ritual. But before it finished, Deyanira appeared in my room.
I’m choosing to ignore whatever that might mean in regard to the future and our relationship. How it was most certainly not a good omen. I’m choosing to believe that I was woken in that moment because the fates and gods wanted me to experience it firsthand. Because the alternative makes me want to destroy the entire world for being so cruel and vicious.
“I don’t need a pep talk,” I mumble, crossing my arms over my chest. “What I need is to slaughter Seriah and splatter his blood all over the palace walls.”
“The time will come,” Ezryn says with a slow nod. “In the meantime, you need a distraction. I went to the royal family’s summer home after we spoke with Arlin only to find that my family was cast out long ago. One year after I’d been on Earth. While the royal family had sworn to protect them while I was away, they broke that promise.”
“Are they safe?”
He nods. “Now they are. Cadmus helped me hide them away, asked a friend to help disguise them and their scent so that they can’t be tracked. One day, I’ll find a more permanent home for us. Even if it’s at The Emerald Lake.”
“It has some decent views,” I offer with a shrug.
He grins at me. “Indeed, it does.”
Chapter 38
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After the announcement of our wedding and the interview with Maertisa, all of which I was silent and still for, I was escorted out of the parlor by Bahati. She explained to me that it is customary, much like on Earth, for the bride and groom to not see one another before the ceremony or risk ill fate falling upon their marriage. Unlike with Seriah’s notions about wedding customs, I believed her. And while I’d wanted to tell her that I didn’t care, that I wanted all of the bad luck the fates and gods and whatever other malevolent spirits had to offer, a claw on the back of my mind reminded me that it didn’t matter whether Seriah could see me or not: he was always watching.
From the window of the parlor, I’d watched Izel run into Norria. She was nothing but a bullet of wind disappearing over the horizon, leaving me behind once more. I didn’t blame her, just as I didn’t last night. How could I expect her to attend the wedding and watch me get signed away to a life tethered to Seriah’s side?
Whether I’ll ever admit it or not, if I were Izel, I would’ve left a long time ago. The moment I knew that I would have to compete in the rite, to fight a horde of monsters and my own kind, simply to see my mate, I would’ve lost all hope.
But being hopeful, optimistic, has never been my strongest suit. I’ve always looked at the world as half-empty, as broken and splintered, as nothing but turmoil plotting against everyone who dared to wish and dream. My former mentality on relationships certainly didn’t help anything.
My first kiss, if it could even have been called that, was in the cafeteria when I was in middle school. It was sloppy and disgusting and the boy tasted like macaroni and cheese. After that day, I never ate it again. The mere smell of it made my stomach churn inside of me and I nearly gagged whenever they would serve it at school.
In high school, my second kiss was with a girl. Everyone was experimenting, figuring out who they were behind closed doors, and I’d always wondered what it would feel like to kiss a girl. It wasn’t much better than the first. Her lipstick was tacky, and our lips stuck together. Something which might’ve been romantic to others, a memorable kiss, scarred me for years and I didn’t touch a single tube of lipstick after the fact.
After that, it was a mix of everyone that found even the slightest bit of interest in me. Most of them were random hook-ups that never got past second base because Ezryn would always find his way to where I was and interrupt me. While we lived together—him working to pay for our shabby apartment while insisting that I go to school—it was hard to form a real connection with anyone.
Black Scar changed everything. I lost my virginity in one of the supply closets with a data analyst on the base. I’d seen the way he looked at me and he would always tell me that something was wrong with my badge, that I needed to go to his office to fix it. His office happened to be the supply closet because he was only a year older than me, barely a full-fledged member of the outpost like me.
Everything else felt forced until now, with Izel.
It’s easy with her and there isn’t any of those awkward first beginnings. There’s only us and everything that we’re meant to become.
Everything we were meant to become.
I cross my room and stride over to the balcony, remembering the moment when I created Izel’s wings and attempted to soar through the skies to be with her. It was easy to throw all composure and rational thought out the window because I was standing on a balcony being embraced by the open breeze. What happened to that girl? How do I get her back?
The bridge below leading up to the palace is bustling with traffic, with faeries walking and flying in, all of them carrying or levitating various supplies in for tonight. They’ll transform the greenhouse where Izel’s magic was restored into the space where Seriah and I will be married. They’ll take the ballroom and warp it into a hall filled with music and drinks and people once more, only this time it will be different. No masks to hide our faces, to keep my identity a secret.
Though Ezryn had warned me of threats that I would face when arriving in Clazarene, not a single soul has attempted anything reckless. Not a greedy warlord or blood-thirsty vampire has ripped open the doors and tried to steal me away from the palace in the night. No attacks have been made, no threats have been exchanged. None to my knowledge, at least.
How I wish that someone would come to the palace and try to destroy it, rip me away from the royal family. At least then, I wouldn’t have to worry about marrying Seriah. He wouldn’t be able to punish Izel for my abduction because she wouldn’t have anything to do with it. I would be under the thumb and control and someone else, but I wouldn’t be afraid to fight back and—
An explosion rattles the ground beneath me.
The bridge is in crumbles, supplies and bodies floating on the top of the crystalline water as it’s drowned in blood. A swarm of monsters with thick red claws and hulking muscular bodies charge for the base of the palace, pound their gargantuan fists against the door while others start climbing the bricks altogether, scraping their claws through the windows as screams echo all around Norria. Roars pierce the air, grinding against my bones as I’m frozen in place where I stand and watch the chaos unfold before me.
Laughter rolls through the air from above before a pair of massive hands latch onto my arms and wrench me from the balcony. I’m tossed into the air as a scream hurtles out of my throat, my eyes catching a glimpse of the winged beast below me. Nothing but oily green skin and yellow fangs that grin at me, blood speckled across the points. I plummet through the air and the beast hooks an arm around my waist that knocks the air straight out of me, pinning me to its chest, as we climb higher and higher into the sky, abandoning the palace and everyone screaming below.
I reach out, fumbling in its grasp and jab my thumbs into its beady eyes. The monster screeches at me, spraying a wave of bile and blood all across my face. I gag as I continue pushing, squeezing his eyes as the wind roars in my ears. Though this might be the dumbest thing that I’ve ever done, it’s better than a life being tethered to Seriah.
And then the beast stops suddenly, its head rolling back as its wings fold against its body. It releases me, limp arms flopping through the wind, and my eyes snap open as the palace lurches toward me, sharp wind cutting against my eyes and forcing them closed.
Wings.
The monster’s wings are the first pair that cross my mind. Filmy green stretched between thin bones, arched talons on top. Larger than Izel’s, wider, the wingspan that—
My body lurches and snaps and I open my eyes, finding myself gliding above the lake and soaring away from the palace. But I’m dropping, growing closer and closer to the water because I don’t know how to use the wings. I don’t know how to make them flap and—
Water slams into my body like a wall and the breath is wrenched out of my throat, sparks dousing my body in a fire of pain. Waves roll over my skin and lap at my nose and mouth as I sink beneath the surface, my mind swimming outside of my body and drowning in the water alongside me. I thrash my arms and struggle to swim to the surface as it grows farther and farther away, the world growing darker. It’s out of my reach with the weight of the wings dragging me to the bottom of the lake.
But maybe this is for the best.
Hands grapple onto my waist and blow the last of the air from my lungs as I’m dragged out from under the water’s surface. I cough out gulps of water and gasp on air that burns as it enters my throat, sears my lungs, and look up at Deimos. His waist is submerged under the water as we power through it, as if he’s standing on a boat that’s weaving us through the destruction in the lake and back to the palace that’s in crumbles.
Towers are in ruins on the corners, windows shattered, and massive holes punched right through the white bricks. Guards and soldiers of the king’s army fight off the remaining beasts, sending those with wings into the skies and away from Norria.
And standing on the remnants of the bridge, clashing through monsters with a sword forged from pure darkness, is Seriah. He slashes and cuts and swipes with ease, erasing every claim that he made about never fighting before. Proving that, when he spoke about what he had dreams of, he wasn’t lying. He was born to do this, to fight for his people in the trenches.
Deimos rises with me, the wings vanishing from my back, and easily makes the transition from water to land. He powers into the palace without once looking back over his shoulder. We weave through the panicked staff and faeries screaming and crying as they cower behind whatever piece of furniture they can find, striding down into the basement of the palace. There, past the dungeons, is a room carved of shining steel where the king and queen are already sitting on a plush couch.
I land on the couch across from them with a wet thud before Deimos leaves, thick metal doors slamming shut behind him. I flinch at the sound, wrapping my arms around myself as I stare at the king and queen with wide eyes.
They look indifferent about the entire situation, not at all worried about the lives being taken mere floors above their heads or the damage being done to the palace, to the capital city.
“What happened?” I ask, glancing between the royalty as shivers ricochet through my body. Blood roars in my ears, heart pounding frantically as my head swims around me, still hanging onto the height of the action, the freedom that almost graced my presence.
Codrus shrugs, picking up a crystal glass from the table. Amber liquid shines within it, twinkling with red light as he takes a drink. “There was bound to be an attack sooner or later, given that we told everyone in Clazarene who you were and where you were staying. While we weren’t expecting something this soon, we were prepared.”
“Prepared?” I demand, my voice a snarl carving its way out of my throat. “Do you know how many people are dying out there? Do you even care about what’s happening?”
“Of course, but until the matter is handled then there isn’t anything that we can do,” he responds with such nonchalance that it burns my stomach. “I think I’ll move up the deadline regarding Izel’s decision to become my general.” He glances at Shira in question who simply shrugs in response, eyes busy grazing over a book in her lap.
A book.
The metal doors slide open, and Seriah enters. His black suit is in tatters and shreds, chestnut hair messy and tangled on his head. There’s a bruise blossoming on his jaw but his shoulders ease when he sees me. He takes a seat beside me and pulls my arms away from my body, magenta eyes scanning every inch as he searches me for injuries. Because some small part of him isn’t as dark and twisted as everything else.
“I was so scared,” he breathes, tucking me into his arms and holding me tightly against his chest. It’s warm, sticky with blood. “We all saw you falling and when you hit the water…” His voice trails off and he shudders against me, hands trembling as they clutch me even closer to him.
“You’re bleeding,” I mumble, struggling to push back as I furrow my brows at his chest. Gashes stream across his body, his shoulders. Nothing deep, but enough to stir the contents of my stomach.
“It’s nothing,” he says, reaching up a hand to brush it down my arm. “Are you hurt?”
I shake my head.
Seriah warps us into darkness and we resurface in the infirmary. He lays me down across one of the beds, pacing by my side as we wait.
The air is clogged with screams, nurses and doctors rushing around us to attend to various members of the guard and the army, the defenseless members of the staff. They have broken bones, bruises speckling their skin, massive cuts stretching across every limb on their bodies. Blood speckles the floor, a variety of colors shining under the fluorescent lights.
“I’m fine,” I say, pushing myself up.
He holds out a hand, pressing it against my chest and gently easing me back down. “No, you’re not. Adrenaline is coursing through your body right now and erasing every ounce of pain that you should be feeling. But I can see the damage, hear it, and you are most definitely not fine.”
A nurse appears by my side and her hands glow as they rake up and down my body, coating my arms and chest and legs in a warm yellow light. The high of the fight, the thrill of flying, is stolen from my skin and a sharp pain sizzles across my nerves and I bite back a cry before it’s extinguished in the following moment. She moves to Seriah and heals his wounds before drifting back to the other patients, the number only growing larger with each passing second.
“Thanks,” I mutter, blinking up at the ceiling.
“Of course,” Seriah replies with a nod, idly running his hand down my arm, eyes monitoring the breaths entering and exiting my lungs.
“You know how to fight,” I begin, squirming underneath his touch despite a small fire igniting in my chest at the notion that the prince isn’t exactly everything that I thought he was, that he’s shown himself to be. “Why did you lie about it before?”
“I lack the restraint to hold myself back,” he explains softly, easing into a chair beside my bed. But his hand, his touch, doesn’t stray from my body. “When I fight, I lose myself in the battle. The heat of the moment fuels me and it keeps the—” He stops himself, clears his throat. “I don’t fight unless I have to.”
“Have you thought about becoming the general?”
“Do you remember how I told you that I wanted to become something other than the prince?”
I nod, slowly.
“I wanted to lead my father’s armies, march into battle alongside our men and women because I believed that a future king should fight with his people. If they were going to sacrifice themselves for Clazarene, then I wanted to join them. The idea was not well received and, as a punishment, my father made my rival in school the general.” He laughs gently, eyes never once straying from my chest slowly rising and falling as I breathe in and out. “Ezryn certainly deserved the position, but I deserved it more.”
“He was your rival?”
“Oh, yes. We’ve been at each other’s throats for centuries now. Usually over petty arguments. Before that, we were friends in school. It all changed when he learned of my first crush and sought her out before I could, simply because I was too afraid to speak to her. I never forgave him for that.”
“That doesn’t seem like such a big deal,” I reply with a small shrug, sitting up in the bed.
His hand falls away and he chuckles softly. “That’s because you didn’t know her. To be around her was like standing in the eye of a storm. Peace amongst the relentless chaos.”
My eyes fall to my hands folded in my lap. I know exactly what he means. “What happened to her? Where is she now?”
“She’s dead,” he answers, gaze slipping to the floor as he folds his hands in his lap.
“How did she die?”
“She was killed.”
I don’t know what to say, if I’m supposed to say anything. He doesn’t deserve my sympathy after what he’s done. There will never be a moment in my life in which I will ever feel sorry for him.
“Is that how it feels to be with Izel?” His voice is small, curious. “Peace amongst the chaos,” he clarifies.
I nod again, swallowing the lump building in my throat. “Before I came here, the portals affected me differently than the fae. I think it’s because I’m half-human. They were loud and painful to be around, but in her arms they were silent. Amongst this strange new world, she feels familiar. She feels like home.”
The prince sighs, brushes a hand through his hair as he tries to feign nonchalance, but something flickers in his gaze. “I do feel remorse for you, you know. For everything that you’ve been put through. But the prosperity of Clazarene is put above us all. Once you’ve grown your powers and destroyed the portals, combined our two worlds, then I’ll let you leave. I will let you be with your mate.”
I stiffen, furrow my brows at him. “Clazarene doesn’t need anything from Earth to prosper. There hasn’t been a single human attack since I’ve been here. What are you all so afraid of?”
“You didn’t come through the portal by the military base?”
I shake my head. “We had to use a different one and came through at The Emerald Lake.”
His clothes are changed with a blink of my eyes, a fresh black suit with a magenta button down replacing his slashed attire. Even his hair is combed. Why bother showering and changing if he can do it in a single instant? He extends a hand to me. “Let me show you what the humans are doing to us. Perhaps then you’ll understand the desire to wipe them from existence.”
Reluctantly, I take his hand.
Chapter 39
Izel




Within a courtyard nestled behind Arlin’s castle, drowning in barren black trees and statues of more winged beasts and gargoyles with amused expressions, sits a cauldron. Steam billows out over the lip, drenching the cracked stones at our feet in a blanket of white fog. Three stone faeries hold it up, their faces wrought with distress and pain. We climb the steps to the top, a bright green liquid bubbling within the pot despite there not being a fire to heat it. Fortunately and unfortunately, Cadmus isn’t here to join us. Instead, he’s helping Ezryn’s family go into hiding.
“A cauldron? Really?” Ezryn asks, lifting a single brow at the sorcerer.
Arlin shrugs in response, long green coat flowing around him despite there not being a single hint of a breeze tracing the land. “Sometimes I use a beaker, sometimes a broken wine bottle, but the ingredient list was far too large for that. Can you imagine trying to cram seven bodies into a beaker? Disgusting and messy.”
“What?” Ezryn growls, his anger billowing off of him and sparking against my own which is slowly coming to a boil alongside the cauldron. “You said that we needed a strand of hair and a single drop of blood! Who did you sacrifice for this spell?”
“One member from each race in Clazarene,” the sorcerer explains, eyes mulling over the green liquid as it bubbles and pops, thick droplets spilling over the lip and curving down the side. “If you honestly believed that those two ingredients were all that I would need to break a spell as powerful as that on the palace, then you’re a fool. The spell pulls from each lifeforce of the seven races in Clazarene, excluding the monsters and beasts, of course.”
“It’s that powerful?” I ask softly, staring down at the pot. At one point, I thought that I’d be able to use my own magic to abolish it and save Deyanira. Ezryn isn’t the only fool standing here today.
“Obviously. The palace has remained standing for millennia. Why did you think that is?”
“It still faces attacks, threats,” Ezryn mutters, crossing his arms over his chest. His embarrassment brings a small chuckle bubbling at the back of my throat, but I swallow it, remaining expressionless. “The spell only protects the residents from being abducted.”
“So you’ve been told,” Arlin muses with a fiendish grin. “But it also sentences any that dare to attack swiftly to their deaths once they leave the limits of Norria. A very clever, crafty spell by Mokosh. She truly thought of everything when she created it, even sacrificed a member of every race and every species living within Clazarene at the time to ensure the spell’s stability. Along with one poor mortal from Earth. Remember that the next time you get mad at me.” He points a finger at Ezryn before opening his hand fully, palm up. His lips curve into a grin that would rival a villain in a movie.
Ezryn pulls a single long hair from within his pocket, grimacing at it before offering it to Arlin. “I wish you would’ve mentioned that sooner. I could’ve found another way to get her hair.”
“No one said that you had to sleep with her,” Arlin sings as he looks at me. “Did you sleep with the king to get his blood? Of course not, because you still have some sense left in you.”
“No, I beat him in a duel,” I say with a grin as I pull out the scarf and hand it to him.
Ezryn rolls his eyes, turning to look out across the wasteland stretching beyond the courtyard. Nothing for miles and miles, just as Arlin prefers. Solitude and space to do what he does best, which evidently includes slaughtering seven different people for a spell. “I’ve beaten the king in a hundred duels. Seems like he still hasn’t taken my advice to practice more.”
“He offered me your position,” I reply with a cautious tone, shifting to face him.
Arlin cackles as he tosses the final ingredients into the boiling cauldron. The liquid sputters and hisses, bubbles exploding and spraying all across the ground. “And did you accept?”
“Obviously not,” I mumble, taking a step back as the ground sizzles and cracks apart, the liquid melting straight through the stone. “I made a blood oath to you, remember?”
“What is your plan, anyways?” Ezryn asks, standing beside me as we both watch Arlin carefully.
He swirls his hands through the air, hushed words escaping his lips. The cauldron trembles, the stone faeries teetering as they struggle to hold it up. Around us, wind scrapes across the land and swings through the barren trees, clattering their branches against each other. The clouds circle overhead, darkening as they sift down through the air and fill the cauldron, sending the liquid crackling over the sides and onto the ground, the platform that we stand on.
An explosion sends the cauldron into the air, the statues cracking across the ground. It freezes in the air as Arlin raises his hands, throws his head back as his words grow louder and stronger. A language that I don’t know, the same one that Mokosh spoke when restoring my magic.
The cauldron spins as the liquid circles through the vortex of clouds, getting sucked into the air. As it sinks back to the ground, the statues righting themselves to hold it once more, the green liquid streaks through the sky. It rides along the clouds, steering right for Norria.
Arlin releases a breath, spinning to face us with a smile. “What did you ask? I was a little busy saving your princess.”
“What was the blood oath for?” Ezryn demands, balling his hands into fists. I’m genuinely surprised that he hasn’t already beaten the sorcerer into a pulp. His patience is astounding.
“Oh! My plan, yes. Well, as you know, The Emerald Lake is a very lovely place but it’s starting to get a little boring. I want to expand my territory and—” Arlin bursts into laughter, jabbing a finger at Ezryn.
The former general is fuming, body trembling with a pure rage that I’ve known myself many times before. I grip his arm to keep him from doing anything too stupid, from risking everything we have only just begun. His skin is hot, practically steaming with unrelenting rage.
Arlin’s laughter fades as he wipes a tear from his cheek, his grin slipping away when his hand falls to his side. “If you really thought I would do all of this for some stupid patch of land, then you’re even more of a fool than before.”
Ezryn groans, grinding his teeth as he jerks his head from Arlin to me.
I shrug, releasing my grasp on him.
“What are we doing here?”
“Helping me to solve a problem that I’ve been plagued with for centuries,” Arlin replies with a shrug. “It’s grown rather annoying, and I’d like to put an end to it once and for all.” He strides past both of us, hiking down the steps and moving through the courtyard in a flurry. His green coat flows dramatically behind him, caught in an unfelt breeze as we scramble after him.
Inside of the castle, Arlin trails down various darkened hallways that flicker to life with fluorescent green lights as we walk under them. In the library, a glass filled with clear liquid floats into his hand as he takes a seat on the couch. He drinks it all in a long gulp, releasing a long sigh as we sit on the couch across from him on the edge of our seats, anxiously waiting. But then an orange bottle floats down to him and refills his glass, and we continue to wait in silence, agonizing silence in which I could be returning to Norria to stop the wedding, to save Deyanira, to kill Seriah.
“There is a reason that I’ve stayed within my territory for the past millennia. I seldom leave and have to constantly shoo others away. Did you ever stop and ask yourself why that is? Or have you instead deemed me as someone that’s certifiably insane because it was easier?”
“I’ve only known you for a couple of weeks and I’m hanging onto the latter at this rate,” Ezryn grumbles, hands clenched tightly in his lap.
“I have been cursed,” Arlin explains with a slow nod. “By Mokosh, as it happens. Ever since the gods disappeared, Mokosh has become somewhat of a saint to the people and everyone looks to her for guidance, both magically and spiritually. They’ve even erected a temple in her honor. However, she knew from the beginning that I was more powerful than her. Jealousy and spite and a few other messy feelings got the better of her and she has since cursed me to the outskirts of civilization after her failed assassination attempts. Only on certain days—tied to various celestial events—may I leave The Emerald Lake.
“That isn’t the end of her reign of terror and power, though. She has fed the people with lies, tampered with magic and changed the rules without anyone’s knowledge. Across the borders, mages and sorcerers and witches and every being able to practice have started disappearing. If the rumors that I’ve heard are to be believed, she is kidnapping them and sacrificing them for their magic. A portion of said magic that is given back to winners of the rite.”
I flinch, looking down at myself. After the ceremony, the magic had felt different than before. I chalked it up to being because I’d gone so long with so little that I didn’t recognize what it was supposed to feel like. Now, it all makes sense. The magic inside of me was ripped away from someone else, taken and given to me.
“Only a small portion was bestowed upon you and the rest of the winners throughout the centuries,” Arlin continues, the same orange bottle refilling his glass before floating away once more. “The rest of it is being used for something far greater and far worse, something that I’ve yet to figure out from within the confines of my territory. Hence why I’ve included both of you in my plans.”
“Plans for what? Revenge?” Ezryn scoffs, his anger growing stronger inside of him with each passing second. I don’t blame him. For everything that he’s given up, even if it was all drowning in lies, he had a life at the palace, friends. Now, what does he have? A family in hiding that can’t reenter the world because they’re wanted fugitives alongside their son.
“More or less,” Arlin admits. “I didn’t need a strand of her hair, or even the king’s blood to break the spell on the palace. Those were tied to what’s just been started.” He grins as he stands, strides over to the windows at the back of the library. He looks out across the world, a world that he can barely see himself. “A sickness will ravage both Mokosh and the king by the week’s end, one that has not a cure within anyone’s grasp. Once they die, however long that may take, my curse will be lifted, and I will finally get to leave this wretched place and retake my rightful place as the rightful sorcerer priest of Clazarene. And then the real fun can begin.”
“Okay, that’s all fine and dandy, but you still didn’t answer the question. What is the blood oath for?” I ask, tilting my head as I stare at the sorcerer. Ezryn is right: insane is sounding better with each sentence that comes out of his mouth. “Why did you seek me out at the rite?”
“After the king is dead, I will march into Norria and claim it for my own. I’d like you by my side when that happens.” He grins as he leans forward, twirling the empty glass in his hand. “Did you think that I didn’t know how you would get the blood from the king? You’re predictable and it only proved that you are capable of what I have in mind for the future.”
“And what about me?” Ezryn demands, standing from the couch.
“You can have your position back as the general, but to my armies. It’s an unfortunate consequence of the blood oath, I know, but you can have everything back which you’ve lost. I only needed you to take the blood oath because it would prevent Mokosh from learning about your meeting with me. And with my armies, you will decimate the king’s and take those that are willing to surrender and bring them into the fold. Perhaps you could even convince them all to switch sides, and there won’t be a need for bloodshed. The more willing and able to fight the better considering what’s to come.”
“Why can’t I just go back to the palace right now and kill the king and queen and the prince? Why not ask me to do that sooner? Why poison him?” I grind out, struggling to maintain my sense of composure.
“If you had slain the king, then you would’ve died. Even the queen and prince, as futile as they are, are safe from harm. Come on,” Arlin groans, shaking his head as his drink is magically refilled a fourth time. “Have you two really spent your whole lives believing that everyone on Clazarene truly loved the royal family because there hadn’t been any assassination attempts on them?” He shakes his head, rolls his eyes. “The only workaround that I’ve found is through magic. Tying it into the spell that abolished the one on the palace renders me safe from harm.”
“I don’t want to be a part of you toppling the regime,” Ezryn says, his tone dangerously low.
“Perhaps not, but would you rather die instead? Betraying me renders the blood oath that you made null and void and I receive your life as payment. While you might not be my biggest fan, General, have you stopped to consider that I might have Clazarene’s best interest at heart? Do you know what’s all at stake?”
“What are you talking about?” Ezryn snaps, turning away from the sorcerer who’s still lingering by the windows. His feral gaze slips over me, a raging fire burning deep within his eyes.
“We all know of the sixteen worlds and how they are bridged to our own, much like Earth. But what no one else knows is that fourteen of those worlds view us as abominations and are threatening to destroy us, wipe Earth and Clazarene out of existence entirely. We are tied together, our two worlds connected because they are mirror images of one another with only slight differences. Their plan is to attack Earth and destroy it entirely, which in turn would wipe us out.”
A war of the worlds.
I shudder at the thought, glancing at Ezryn only to find the same expression on his face, the same emotions curling out of his body as mine. Every trace, every morsel of anger is gone within a single instant. Replaced instead by pure panic.
“Mokosh has been traveling to these other worlds and stealing magic from them as well. For what, I’m not sure, but they are furious with her. They believe that we are all to blame for her sins simply because of our association, our people’s worship of her. After she is dead, I doubt they will forget what’s been done to their planets and proving that she was indeed a vicious and scornful female will do nothing to change their minds. If we can somehow locate the cache of magic that Mokosh has collected, then we might be able to use it to save our worlds.”
“Do you have any idea where it might be? When they plan on attacking? Anything that might help?”
Arlin simply grins as he turns. “No, I don’t.”
Chapter 40
Deyanira




“Welcome to Eslynd,” Seriah says, waving a hand across the desolate patch of ruined land.
But all I can hear are the echoes of screams from the corpses littering the ground, the crackle of whispers drifting across the bloody ruins. The smell staining the air is a mix between death and the smoke from the barrel of a gun, sprinkled with the fiery explosion followed by a bomb.
The portal shifts and crackles in front of us, darkness clawing at the setting sky hanging overhead, warping the area in shrouds of shadows colder and darker than any which Seriah has produced. And they call out to me, yell for me to embrace them, their gnarled whispers clawing at my mind and tearing at every inch of my soul.
My knees hit the ground and I squeeze my hands around my throbbing head, crying out as they only grow louder and darker and shred apart my being piece by piece.
Seriah’s form is a blur in front of me as orange light explodes behind him, drowning the portal in shifting waves of a glorious sunset. He fumbles for me but his body is thrown away from mine as I cry out again and again, unable to stop the screams or the streams of tears cascading down my cheeks. Unable to think past the pain tearing and thrashing apart my lungs, my bones, my skin.
Another explosion but it’s muffled by the whispers.
A hail of gunfire drowning in thick waves of shadows.
A roar that shatters the air.
Hands on my thrashing body, pinning my limbs and holding my mouth shut.
The sky is moving, the world is shifting and changing and—
I blink and blink again as everything resets itself around me, as silence sings in my ears. Fluorescent white lights flicker above, crackling against the matching ceiling overhead. Pristine tiled walls surround me and mounted to those walls are magnetic plates with a variety of medical instruments pinned to them. The ground is cold and hard beneath me and my body jolts, but it doesn’t move.
Why can’t I move?
I jerk again, cold metal cuffs digging into my wrists, my ankles. Even my throat is shackled. My breaths are gasps sputtering out of my chest as I struggle to turn my head, straining it enough to find a large mirror to my left that allows me to see the rest of the room that I’ve found myself in.
And my heart is racing a million beats per minute, blood boiling and roaring and thrashing inside of me.
The laboratory beneath Black Scar Outpost.
I once stood in this room and watched scientists pick apart a faerie piece by piece with a straight face before hurling my guts up once I was excused. The horrific sounds that curled out of the male’s throat have haunted my nightmares. The blood staining the table and the floor have followed me since the day that I stood idly by and took part in torture.
And now I’ve somehow found myself on the same table.
Where is Seriah?
Slowly, agonizingly, I turn my head. The table beside me is empty. A shudder ripples out of me, the relief surprising me more than if I would’ve found him lying beside me. He must have escaped, right? Of course he did. He escaped and somehow made it back to Norria and he’s going to tell everyone and he’s going to tell Izel and she’s going to save me. She will save me from this and—
No.
Tears burn my eyes as I rest my head back against the table, guilt flooding my nerves. She has been through this herself. She was once strapped to this very same table. I don’t want her to ever see this place again. I don’t want her to set foot anywhere near Earth again. Not for me, not for anything and everything.
What kind of person would I be if I asked her to come here despite knowing what she’s been through?
Izel has sacrificed more for me than anyone that I’ve ever known to do for someone. She has given up her sanity, her joy in this world, her wings, her freedom, for me. Time and time again, she has given away pieces of herself in order to help me stand tall and strong. But now I need to do it on my own.
The door groans as it opens and I flinch at the sound, my body trembling at the footsteps leisurely crossing the room.
Henry leans against the table, fingers drumming across the metal edge as he stares down at me. Still wearing the ballcap and the same black uniform, his eyes cast in the darkest of shadows as he rakes over my body. More vicious than the shadows that Seriah can conjure.
“I have a lot of questions,” he begins after an agonizing moment in stilted silence that clogs my throat, robs me of breath. “But I think this explains the massive gap in your file.”
“I—I can explain,” I mutter, tears streaking down my temples and into my hair. “I’m human. I am human and I was taken to Clazarene and—”
He presses a single finger to my lips, slicing away any words that I would’ve otherwise said and sobbed in order to escape this. “There will be time to explain all of that. First, we’re going to talk about how you abandoned your post and your country. The cameras show you and Officer Bacino walking out of the base. Together. It didn’t look forced. And then you simply vanished alongside one of our Humvees. Which was found in a ditch just outside of our borders alongside the carcasses of several monsters.”
I’m not breathing anymore. I completely forgot about the cameras, how my leaving with Ezryn was clearly documented for everyone to see. How magic no doubt played a part in our escape.
“I will say that there were reports of you and Officer Bacino arguing in your dorm before your departure, so maybe there’s a reasonable explanation.” Henry turns and strides out of view, returning with a pair of scissors and a scalpel in his hand. Without saying another word, he uses the scissors to cut my shirt open down the center.
I flinch, pressing my trembling lips together as the cold metal slips across my skin.
The door opens again, and a scientist strolls into the room with the utmost casual demeanor, carrying a clipboard which he sets on the empty table as he heads for various medical devices from metal cabinets that are out of my view but know are there. A blood pressure cuff. A stethoscope. A pulsometer. A heart rate monitor. In silence, the man begins strapping them to my body. I’ve seen him before despite the suit and mask he wears, but I didn’t want to know his name.
I still don’t.
Once he’s finished, he picks up his clipboard and nods to Henry before shifting his gaze to me. He’s wearing a white full-body suit, face shrouded in a mask and respirator. Only his brown eyes peer down at me. The same brown eyes that were filled with such delight as he split a faerie right down the center with a scalpel.
“What’s your real name?” Henry asks, picking up the scalpel.
“Deyanira Hayashi,” I answer, eyes pleading with my former superior. My father’s surname, the one stamped into my file. The frantic beep of my heartbeat on the machine scrapes against my ears.
“Where were you born?”
“Riverwood,” I say, uttering the same name on the file that the man has in his desk. The same one that he pointed out to me was missing a good chunk of information. They certainly weren’t concerned with how empty my file was when I enlisted. Why should they care now?
Henry carves into my stomach with the scalpel, the burn slicing through my organs. “Where were you born?”
“Riverwood,” I hiss.
Another cut.
Another question.
Another lie.
Another cut.
A dozen more questions about who I am, what I am, that I answer with outright lies and receive nothing but drags of the scalpel across my skin. It would be worse if I answered them honestly; I know this.
And despite my efforts to create something that would aid me in escaping, I don’t have the time to think before Henry is carving into my body. I don’t have the time to do anything besides sputter out lies before being sliced into, my mind washing over with nothing but fire. The pain melts away at my organs, breath sputtering inside of my throat as I hiss out each answer. As more blood spills from my body. As the frantic beeping of the machines grow muffled while a faint drip echoes within the deepest reaches of my mind.
I squeeze my eyes shut as Henry moves the scalpel down to my bare arms, and wish for something, anything. Something that will save me, something that will destroy all of them. Not just for me, but for every faerie that they’ve dragged into this basement and tortured. I wish for something that will eviscerate everyone at this outpost with such a deadly force that no one stands a chance.
Red lights pulse through the room.
“Portal breach. There has been a portal breach. Everyone to their posts.”
And then the darkness overwhelms me.
Chapter 41
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When I return to Norria, the city is in absolute chaos. Smoke billows in the distance, beyond the city, beyond the sea, and I start running. I shove aside the injured and wounded, the screaming and crying. I ignore everyone around me and try not to look at the ruined mass of the city and the limp bodies and the multicolored blood drenching the streets, pooling together to create an oily black mixture that stains the soles of my boots.
The bridge is in ruins. The center of it is missing entirely, chunks jutting out of the churning waves below that are stained with blood that sparkles as it shifts under the rays of the setting sun. Guards are clearing away bodies, both faerie and monster alike, and Deimos stands amongst them shouting orders and directing traffic into the pulverized palace. Half of the right side is in ruins while the rest of it is barely hanging together as faeries use their magic to fix the damage that’s been done.
“Deimos!” I holler, jumping up and down and waving my arms around frantically to get his attention. I feel like a child. I feel like a child that’s waiting for their mother to help them up to get something. With my wings, I could have cleared this gap in the bridge with ease. Nothing would have stood in my way and prevented me from finding Deyanira and ensuring that she’s okay, that she’s still alive.
One of the balconies facing the city is in chunks, the bricks trailing up the tower are scratched. And that balcony and that room belongs to Deyanira. I know it without having to think about it twice. She was there when the attack started, when something flew through the air and took her. Where is she now?
“DEIMOS!”
He pivots, eyes widening at the sight of me. Water is pulled from the lake, bridging the gap and I start sprinting across it before it finishes forming. My feet create ripples on the hardening water, my shadow as frantic as I am as I charge past the destruction and barrel into the palace. I don’t know where I’m going but I start moving anyway, following the traffic of mourning faeries and the injured as they trail their way to the infirmary.
I can smell her.
I find the bed that she was lying in. Not a trace of blood, but her scent is tangled into the sheets. She was in here. She was hurt. And when I find the deplorable creature that did this to her, it will pay for it with its life. Its entire species will burn for what it’s done to her.
Where is she?
Darkness crackles through the room, the explosion of shadows jolting everyone as Seriah drops onto the floor with a wet and heavy thud. His clothes are smoldering, his body ravaged with burns. His arms…they’re barely hanging onto his body. Blood drenches the floor beneath him, spreading quickly as more and more is lost as he collapses onto his back.
The pain radiating off of him wrenches a cry out of my throat, buckles my knees. I hit the ground as a charge of healers rush to him and tend to his wounds, slowly and carefully mending his body back together, reattaching his arms to his shoulders, sewing his skin back together with magic.
My body is shaking as I crawl across the floor, a healer stepping in my path and blocking me from the prince as she kneels in front of me. She’s checking my body for wounds, her hands reaching for me, but I smack them away as I push myself up.
“I’m fine,” I hiss, heat drenching every inch of my skin as I latch onto Seriah’s ankle, digging my nails into his skin. “Where is she?”
The prince jolts at my touch, at the guttural growl leaving my throat, and his magenta eyes gleam under the white lights above. The agony, the regret flooding off of him soaks the air and chokes the breath out of me, rips it away from this world entirely. His words are a jumbled mess of apologies and promises to get her back, but I can hardly hear a word that he’s saying anymore. After those first three words, my mind and body go black.
She was taken.
I hit the ground, my chin cracking against the tile floor. Oxygen doesn’t know who I am anymore. My blood doesn’t recognize my body and has since stopped circulating. Deyanira is gone and she was taken and someone took her away and she’s gone. She’s gone.
I thought I knew what agony was, but it doesn’t compare to this. It doesn’t compare to the gut punch that’s obliterated every pound of air from my body.
I can feel her absence from Clazarene. I can feel the hole left behind, and I recognize it. This feeling, it’s one that I’ve lived with for the past twenty years. I’d grown used to this hollow space in my chest because I didn’t know where it came from. I had blamed it on my trip to Earth, being tortured by the humans, and thought that I would never feel the absence of this gnawing in my chest.
It was filled the moment that I met Deyanira. I didn’t even realize it until now.
She was born twenty years ago. And on that day, on the day that she was taken from Clazarene, this pit formed in my stomach. Because subconsciously I knew that my mate was gone. Conveniently, on that day I was taken and tortured by the same outpost she worked at.
A hand is on my shoulder, and I’m being pulled to my feet, but I can barely register who is touching me, who is leading me away from the infirmary. Everything moves by me in a blur as I struggle to regain my breaths and focus, focus, on getting her back.
I did not fight tooth and nail just to have her get ripped away from me, just to watch her get married to some foolish prince. Not when the stars have guided us back to each other and—
Seriah slaps me across the face and the world snaps back into place around me.
We’re in the armory of the palace and I’m being fitted for armor. Faeries work quickly to take my measurements and forge the steel right before my eyes, snapping it into place on my body alongside Seriah who stands on a platform adjacent to my own.
His gaze is hollow, empty, as he stares at me; his emotions pure turmoil inside of his body and filling the air, knocking against the ceiling.
I suck in a sharp breath as I narrow my eyes on him. “Get over yourself,” I hiss, balling my hands into fists that someone immediately pulls apart to fit me with gloves. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself or I’m going to rip your heart right out of your chest.”
Everyone stops moving, gapes at me with bulging eyes.
Seriah waves a hand and nods to them, the clinking of metal continuing as we are dressed and fitted for battle. “How am I supposed to stop feeling guilty about what happened? She was only taken because I wanted to prove a point. And when the humans attacked, I tried fighting them off with everything that I had. But it wasn’t enough…”
“You don’t need to be enough,” I begin, shifting my gaze to the mirror in front of me, “because I am.”
The armor fitted to my body, designed specifically for me, is a near-replica of Ezryn’s. A decorated breastplate with a pendant of gold that strikes down the center of my chest, matching chainmail adorning my thighs while silver plates rest along my hips and curve behind me. The thigh high boots that bend with ease at the knees are just as gaudy as the breastplate and the sleeves with golden accents on my joints. Wings folded over one another adorn my left shoulder, a teal cape draping across my back.
“My father hopes this will entice you enough to accept the position of general,” Seriah explains, looking at me through the reflection in the mirror. “He had it designed for you before you even sparred together. I suppose he knew that you would win. There’s even a new set of weapons.” He waves out a hand, gesturing to the array of shining metal swords and daggers and guns resting on a rack to the right. All etched with the same markings and swirls as the armor, all with gold and teal accents.
Seriah steps down from the platform. As expected, his armor is black. It sucks and pulls at the light around it, looking more like darkness incarnate than armor. Even then, it’s accented with magenta curves and swirls across it that glisten in the light as he moves. Pointed shoulder cuffs hold a magenta cape stamped with the royal family’s seal.
I’ve never seen him more at peace with himself before.
I wave away the faeries still making minor adjustments to my armor and move to the rack of weapons. The armor is lightweight but durable, breathable. I start loading my belt and the straps on my thighs as Seriah does the same, turning to meet him halfway across the room. The fear in his eyes matches my own that’s struggling to take form within me, but I don’t let it.
Deyanira is suffering at the hands of the same people that tortured me.
For her, I will brave my demons.
For her, I will slaughter my nightmares.
For her, I will do anything and everything.
“Are you sure about this?” Seriah asks, voice so quiet and gentle.
“Do you even have to ask?” I counter, holding out my hand.
He chuckles softly, a small smile playing at the corner of his lips. “No, I suppose I don’t.” He takes my hand and we’re whisked away into the darkness, leaving Norria behind.
We resurface at the portal in what’s left of Eslynd. The guards that were here the last time I came with Cadmus and Thalassa are gone.
“I sent them away,” Seriah explains, answering the question that I wasn’t going to ask, didn’t care to ask. “No one else needs to get hurt because of my mistakes.”
“Why weren’t they able to stop the attack?”
“Because I sent them away before it happened,” he hisses, trudging to the portal. He pauses outside of it, his fear slipping off of him and staining the steps he leaves behind. Not a single ounce of him wants to step through that portal and rescue the girl that he wants to marry. Because, in spite of what he’ll have the rest of the world believe, he’s a coward.
Though he may charge into battle, he does so on our own soil. He can decimate anyone within his path as I’ve seen him do time and time again many years ago. However, the threats that the humans pose, the knowledge of what they’ve done to faeries, curdles something inside of him with rage, but it doesn’t stifle the fear. To think that he’s afraid of them makes me laugh.
“See you on the other side,” I sing with a grin as I stride past him and straight through the portal.
The air erupts with shouts and hollers, a hail of bullets piercing the ground around me as I usher a forcefield of wind around my body. With the magic now flowing through my system, drenching my veins in power, I pick the walls apart brick by brick and hurtle them at the men stationed on the roof. Grunts crackle around me, blood raining through the air, and the gunfire ceases as I walk straight through the hole that I made in the wall.
Men and women in black charge at me from all sides but I wrench out my sword and thrust my open hand forward, knocking the pathetic humans back against the wall with one hand, breaking their bodies into a hundred different pieces, while slashing across the chests and through the legs of those that come at me from behind.
I am nothing but power and rage as I plow through the base, eviscerating everyone in my path as I easily navigate my way through the eerily familiar hallways that I haven’t seen in twenty years but remember so wholly. With such vivid and horrid detail, I remember everything that was done to me.
More humans come at me with various guns and even batons, struggling to hold their own as I decimate everyone in my path. As I obliterate everyone that ever thought they could lay a single finger on Deyanira.
Simple. Easy. To think that we’ve ever considered them a threat is an insult to me. The only reason that they managed to grab me before was because I didn’t know what I was doing. I hadn’t a single clue how to defend myself.
Now, I am different. I am not the same scared faerie that I was all of those years ago.
I can’t be, not when I have someone to rescue and protect. Someone to fight for.
Red lights flash as I walk through the base, a faint voice crackling through the broken speakers. The hallways grow emptier than I’ve ever seen them before as I go deeper into their lair. Not a trace of a human, their offices a complete mess with nothing but papers scattered about the metal floor.
I plow through every locked door with my shoulder, shattering their security system entirely, and hike down the stairs, my steps echoing off the dull metal walls encasing me in the outpost.
Seriah appears in front of me, gasping on a breath as he looks at me. “I’ve searched the entire base for Deyanira; I can’t find her.”
I roll my eyes, slamming my boot into the door at the bottom of the stairwell. “They’ve found a way to block our tracking senses,” I explain as I stride into the familiar white tiled hallways of their laboratory.
Glass cubicles with various vials and bottles of medicine and blood, organs swimming in jars of green and yellow liquid, sit on every available shelf and create a maze of horror. Pieces of Clazarene, trophies.
Seriah gags as he follows me, a shudder rippling through his body. “They’re disgusting creatures.”
“Yes, I know,” I mutter, curving my way through the hallways.
“Given everything that the humans have done to you, and now Deyanira, perhaps you can convince her that my plans are in the best interest of everyone in Clazarene.”
“What plans?”
“While Deyanira has the power to create at will, she can also de-create, for lack of a better word, if the rumors are to be believed. If we can grow her powers, then we will be able to destroy the portals linking Clazarene to the human lands. We can combine them and from there, we will swarm Earth and destroy every miserable human living on this despicable planet. We can claim their land and resources for ourselves, grow our community and build something stronger, better.” Seriah explains his grand plan with a gleam in his eyes, completely ignoring the carnage around us, the empty laboratory.
Where did everyone go?
“If you think that I haven’t dreamed of coming back here and slaughtering every last one of the humans myself, then you’re an idiot,” I snap at Seriah, grinding my teeth as I walk faster, anxious to leave my anger behind. “But I refuse to let you use Deyanira for that. For anything, in fact. Whether she’ll ever admit it or not, this is still her home. It’s certainly been more pleasurable considering everything that’s happened to her in Clazarene thanks to you.”
I turn a corner and stop dead in my tracks at the sight in the room in front of me.
Deyanira.
On the same table that I once was.
Her body covered in a hundred cuts, soaked with blood. Just like mine had once been.
My feet are moving before my brain has time to catch up with them. I obliterate the wall with my fist, chunks of the stone and broken glass spraying across the room. A wall of wind shields Deyanira from the impact as I race to her side, stepping through the puddle of her blood drenching the floor. My fingers tremble as they latch onto the metal cuffs strapping her to the table, rip them away, toss them behind me.
Her heartbeat is so faint, her breathing is so weak. Her eyelids flutter as she struggles to hang onto the faint shreds of life left within her frail, human body.
“I’m here,” I whisper, tears stinging my eyes and muddling my vision. I bend over, pressing a trembling kiss against her forehead. “I’ll always be here, Deyanira.”
“She’s barely alive,” Seriah whispers, the shock and pain and misery a mere flicker compared to my own.
He doesn’t know true pain. I thought I did before.
But now, I do.
A bullet plows through the air and strikes me from behind, the ring of my armor vibrating across my skin as I whip around, narrow my eyes.
Henry has a gun pointed at me. Though he’s older now, more weathered and stocky than before, those dark eyes and that ridiculous ballcap are the same. He was only a foot soldier back then, barely out of diapers. I knew that from the vicious way he cut into me alongside those scientists, he would rise through the ranks with ease.
It seems as though I was right.
“Get her out of here,” I say to Seriah, keeping my eyes trained on the general.
To save her. To protect her.
He can take her to the palace and get a healer much faster than I can now that I don’t have my wings. I can deal with this mediocre human in the meantime, and I will enjoy every second of killing him.
“It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you,” Henry begins as Seriah scoops Deyanira into his arms and vanishes into the shadows.
Safe. She’s safe. That’s all that matters.
“Your aim hasn’t gotten better,” I say, firing a single shot from my gun.
He ducks, sidestepping and jumping behind a wall. “Neither has yours.”
I grin, holstering my gun.
A series of explosions rattle the walls, the floor, the ceiling. Lights flicker before they shut off, only a swivel of red illuminating the hallways as the world above begins to groan and crumble around us.
They’re blowing up the base.
It’s why there isn’t a single person here to stop me aside from Henry. The captain goes down with the ship.
“If I have to die, then I’m taking you with me,” he snarls, unleashing a ripple of bullets.
My wind acts faster than I do, creating a shield that the bullets explode against. The impact forces both of us back but sends the human flying and tumbling down the hallway. “I’d like to see you try.”
I charge for him with a sonic boom as the ceiling starts creaking, dust flitting through the air as it collapses behind me. Henry is sprawled across the ground when I reach him. He sweeps out his legs and plows them into me, knocking me right off my feet. I hit the ground on my back and Henry leaps on top of me, his fist flying through the air.
I jerk my head to the side and his fist connects with the ground with a sickening crunch, the bones in his hand splintering apart. He yowls in pain as I slam my knees into his backside and send him flying off of me. He tumbles across the floor and a chunk of the ceiling tiles crack apart above, landing on his chest. He coughs out as he pushes himself up, his injured hand hanging limply by his side.
Bits and pieces of the ceiling fall apart in every direction and I usher a shield of wind around us, shielding us and giving us plenty of space to fight. He grabs his baton and I pull my dagger from my belt, grinning as he springs forward. He strikes high and I block it, ramming my knee into his stomach. He stumbles back with a snarl and charges again, swinging wildly as a scream tears out of his throat.
I duck and pivot, dancing around his worthless strikes with ease as the laboratory collapses into nothing but broken glass and shards of fractured memories. I can see my withering form on the table behind Henry, the absence of strength. My screams had been choked out of my body after the first day, leaving nothing but strangled gasps as they continued to tear into my flesh. Their eyes were doused in shadows from their masks, but I could still see the vicious glint in them and how they grew with each drop of blood spilled from my body.
Henry had snuck downstairs long after the first night had ended and used a serrated blade to carve off my nose. His laughter has trailed me everywhere I go. He took his time and with his other hand, he cut up my leg with a scalpel. Starting at my knee, he drove the blade up my thigh with the handle buried deep within my flesh.
I rip the gun from my belt and fire a single shot, the bullet plowing through his shoulder. He collapses onto the ground with a grunt, the baton flying from his hand. I’m kneeling above him in the next instant. I drive the sword through his thigh, grinning at the sight of his blood spilling across the floor instead of my own. His scream is guttural and vicious, everything that I’ve dreamed about it being for the last twenty years when I imagined this moment.
I drag the sword up his leg and through his hip, the bones splintering and grinding against my blade. “That’s for me,” I begin before wrenching the blade out and stabbing it into his shoulder. I jerk the blade down his arm. “That’s for the rest of the faeries you’ve tortured.” I grab my knife from my belt and stab it into the center of his chest with such force that his ribs crack beneath my hands. “And that’s for Deyanira.”
Without another moment of pause, I start running.
Walls collapse around me as the ground level sinks into the basement. The stairwell is flooded with dirt that rains down from above, chunks of stone soaring down to crack against the ground where I stand. I charge up the stairs anyway, wind cast around my body in a forcefield that sends projectiles flying in all directions as I plow my way back to the surface level, back to Clazarene where Deyanira is waiting for me.
Half of the building is in fiery ruins, not a scream to be heard for miles. I weave my way through the maze of hallways until I approach the open courtyard where the portal is. And the bomb in front of it ticking down.
3…
Deyanira is safe.
2…
Deyanira will live.
1…
I inhale a slow breath and close my eyes before—
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My eyes snap open and I jerk awake, gasping on a breath as I blink around at the familiar infirmary inside of the palace. And for the first time since coming to Clazarene, I’m relieved to be here. My breaths come easy, my heart rate slowing as I lift my arms and look down at the faint white lines on my skin. My new scars from Henry. A permanent reminder of how I’ve failed in more ways than one.
The single bed is sectioned off by opaque white curtains, the faint muffling of sobs echoing all around me. Deimos stands at the entrance to my makeshift room, guarding it and me.
Where’s Seriah?
No, where’s Izel?
Her voice is a memory drowning in fog in the back of my mind assuring me that she was there, that she would always be there. It erased every trace of pain in my body hearing her voice. I thought that I would never hear her voice again, that I would die on that table and move on to the next life without her. The faint traces of her lips on my forehead burn, remind me of what she risked to save me.
She…she came to rescue me at the outpost. But neither her nor Seriah are here now.
Where did they go?
My chest empties at the thought of her. My bones aching at the mere idea of her name.
“Deimos,” I begin, slowly sitting up in the bed. “Where are they?” I don’t need to clarify who I’m talking about.
“Izel—” He clears his throat, pressing his lips together as he looks at me. The single word and the tone in his voice, how they shatter instantly. The gleam in his eyes as he tries so hard not to crack apart alongside his voice. His throat bobs as he swallows and tries again, using actions instead of words as he steps aside and waves for me to leave.
My heart races as I stand from the bed. Heat is coating every nerve and muscle in my chest as I start walking, the tile floor icy beneath my bare feet. My head is pounding, breath coming fainter as I leave the makeshift room and find the one next to mine. The room next to mine that is filled with Cadmus and Thalassa and Ezryn and Seriah.
Every single one of them, including the prince, is sobbing. Deimos moves around me and takes hold of Thalassa, rubbing her back as she collapses against him. But they all jerk their heads to me when I cross into the space, pausing in the doorway.
Ezryn and Seriah step aside and reveal the bed and…
Izel.
I lurch forward, scrambling over my fumbling feet to the bed as blood roars and tears apart my ears. Her eyes are closed, her body covered in a splattering of new scars on her arms, her bare legs. The white speckles wrap around every inch of her body, her neck. They look like burns. Dressed in the finest of black gowns that I’ve ever seen—though far more modest than I’d like—her makeup pristine and perfect alongside her hair that’s combed and brushed away from her face. She’s…
I climb into the bed, my limbs shaking beneath me. Tears burn my eyes as she remains utterly still beneath me despite the shifting of her body as I position myself on top of her. Not a single breath enters or escapes her throat because…
She’s dead.
She’s dead.
My mate is dead.
My hands are touching her shoulders, my voice drowning in tears that’s muffled in my ringing ears as I shout at Izel to wake up, as I pull her into my trembling arms and clutch her limp body tightly against my chest. And I’m sobbing all over her, her skin still silken and warm as if she’s simply taking a nap. She still smells like citrus and flowers, exactly like every dream that I’ve had and never wanted to believe in before.
I’m so sorry, I want to say but can’t.
There isn’t a single word that’s left inside of me anymore as I hold Izel’s body against my chest because of everything that I wanted to do but couldn’t. Everything that I promised that I would do and didn’t. But she fulfilled each and every promise that she made to me. She gave anything and everything to save me.
I wasn’t enough to do the same.
Part of me knows that I never would’ve been enough.
I don’t want to let go of her, don’t want to move a single inch because then the world will continue spinning and it will be a world that exists in which Izel doesn’t and…I don’t want to be a part of that world again. I don’t want to wake up every day and not see her, whether she’s angry with Seriah or not. Whether she’s looking at me with such pain and pity or not.
I don’t want to go back to who I was before I met her. I don’t want to be someone without a place in the world, without a family, without a home.
I wish that I could save her. I wish with everything that I am and will ever become, with every ounce of magic and power coursing through my veins, with anything and everything, that she could come back to life and embrace me once more. I wish for a million more days and a billion more nights in which I’ll get to see her, hold her, laugh with her, kiss her. I wish for the things that we never got to do, the fantasies that played out in my mind. I wish for a life with her by my side.
The necklace around my neck glows, shining brighter than I’ve ever seen it do before. I pull back, still clutching Izel tightly, and look at the golden chain with the moon and its stars hanging in between us. The light expands and washes over her body, every single gemstone vanishing from the necklace and leaving nothing but a bare chain in its wake.
Once the light fades, speckles of golden light twinkling around her like stars, Izel gasps on a breath and her eyes snap open. She jerks forward, arms jutting out around her.
“You—” I stutter, my hands falling slack as the horrific realization slams into me.
The necklace. The necklace was magic. Each crystal was a wish. And since she gave it to me, I’ve wished for…
I wished to be in Izel’s embrace, safe in her arms, when Seriah was violating me in the shower. I wished for something to steal me away from Norria and then the city was attacked and a monster nearly succeeded at kidnapping me. I wished for something to eviscerate Black Scar Outpost and kill everything in its path.
Did she die because of me?
The ring that I gave to her, that Ealdir gifted to me, glows on her newly scarred finger. We both stare down at it with wide eyes, watching as the metal wings unfurl around the diamond. In a shower of soft golden light, the ring disappears. Izel chokes, grimacing as she tightens her grip around my hands. She curls over on herself as the back of her dress tears, as white wings grow from her bare shoulder blades. They stretch and extend, the feathers ruffling as she sits up, a single tear slipping down her face.
Izel smiles at me, pressing her lips together as she wiggles her arms out from my limp grasp. Her wings twitch behind her, the pristine white feathers brushing against her arms as she reaches up, gently brushes my tears away from my cheeks. “Hello, Deyanira.” Her smile fades and she furrows her brows as she looks around the room. At every faerie that’s far too stunned to speak or even move. “What’s wrong with all of you?”
But I don’t give any of them the chance to speak as I lay Izel back onto the bed and kiss her, press my lips against hers. She smiles beneath my touch, tucking her arms around my waist to pull me closer as her new wings tuck around us, cocooning us in a blanket of plush feathers. Her skin is electric against mine, sparking all across my cheeks as she flicks her tongue across my bottom lip, asking for permission. I grant it to her and my body shudders as she sweeps her tongue across my teeth, the roof of my mouth.
Someone clears their voice behind us, snapping us apart. With my hands braced on either side of her head, I smile down at her. At my mate. My mate who has sacrificed anything and everything for me. Without question, without hesitation. My mate who I want nothing more than to spend the rest of my life with.
“Can I hug her?” Thalassa asks gently, voice still mottled with tears.
I nod, kissing her again before reluctantly sliding off of the bed. Keeping my eyes on Izel, I move to the edge of the room and watch as her friends gush around her, take her into their arms, explain what happened and how they wish for it to never happen again. We’re all in agreement.
Seriah drifts over to where I stand, hands folded behind his back as he watches the pure love and joy radiate through the room.  He’s silent for longer than I’d like, simply watching and staring. But when he finally speaks, his words shatter something inside of me.
“I’ve called the wedding off,” he begins in a quiet voice. “Declare your mating bond.” He turns, looks at me. His magenta eyes shine with tears, rimmed with red. This is the first time that I’ve ever seen him sad. “Be with your mate, Deyanira. Live a good life with her by your side.” And then he shrinks away and into the shadows.
My mouth is hanging open as I look back at Izel in her black gown with her perfect hair, with her white wings. She’s always been an angel to me, always been someone of such ethereal beauty and grace. Now, she is the Angel from Death.
My mate. My savior. My knight in feathered armor.
Her smile is radiant, her eyes glowing. She takes a single step forward, extending her hand. “Have you heard of the Eve of a Thousand Stars and Moons?”
Chapter 43
Izel




I recognized death coming to greet me before the moment I actually died. But I didn’t care about any of it because I knew that Deyanira was safe, that she would continue to live another day. Whether or not that day existed without me in it, wasn’t important to me. She deserves to experience everything that this world has to offer, deserves to inhale another breath. Whereas I was ready to move on knowing that I had done my absolute best, that I did everything within my power to save her, protect her.
I knew that I would find her in the next life. She would continue on with her immortal years and when I was finally reborn, we would reunite. While I might not have had the same body, be the same faerie that I was, we would join together once more. And perhaps, by that time, she would be free and able to choose me. She wouldn’t have any obstacles standing in her way.
Now, I look across the Field of Life and Death with my mate. I glide above where Clazarene first began, where life took root and traveled across the world. The First Tree can be seen from everywhere in Clazarene, looking like nothing more than a mountain on the horizon from most places until you get closer. The tree and its branches dwarf everything and everyone around it, swallow mountains whole and stretch across the field for miles.
The ground is gnarled under thick roots but covered in luscious blankets of moss that create slopes and valleys across the land. Faeries flock to the field below us as I soar high above them all with Deyanira tucked in my arms. Her arms are wrapped around my neck, and she smiles at me with such awe and love that I can’t stop the smile from spreading on my cheeks because of her. If not for the sole fact that she gave me my wings back, then because of the utter joy radiating off of her that I’ve never felt before in my entire three hundred and some odd years of being alive.
The return of my wings was a sensation that I was never expecting again.
The injured and severed muscles stretched and tingled with magic and the familiar pain of opening them for the first time when I was a child bored into every bone in my body. As soon as they were formed and everyone was staring at me with such amazement, flicking their gazes from me, freshly back from the dead with new wings, to my mate, I knew exactly what had been done without having to look. The familiar weight that I’d grown to miss and long for was tangled across my shoulders and spine once again.
I’ve been reborn with white wings just the same as when I first came into this world.
I’d never been more grateful and couldn’t stop crying as I tested them out behind the palace. They worked perfectly, tailored expertly to my body. An exact replica of the wings that had been on my back since my very beginning, albeit white. And as soon as I knew that I could fly once more, I swept Deyanira off the ground and started soaring into the night sky above and straight to the Field of Life and Death.
“This is incredible,” Deyanira breathes as she looks out across the land stretching out in front of us. In her lap, tucked tight against my chest, is a pack with the supplies that we’ll need for the evening, for the ceremony.
“There are good parts and bad parts of Clazarene,” I tell her. “This is one of the good parts.” Even if I’ve never been here, never experienced this for myself, I know it without having seen it before.
For on this eve, love triumphs over hate. On this eve, two pieces are forged into one with an unbreakable bond that will last through eternity and beyond.
I sweep past the tree and behind it, landing in a bowl of moss surrounded by gnarled roots. Deyanira eases onto the ground, holding the pack against her chest as she looks beyond me and to the tree towering overhead. Laughter and voices echo around us, the soft lull of music caressing our ears as those granted permission to come to the field on this night tempt the evening with a romantic symphony. Coaxing everyone into a mood filled with such love and joy that I swoon.
“When does it start?” Deyanira asks, smiling gently at me. She’s nervous, but not afraid. Never afraid in my presence.
I take the pack from her arms and pull out a black cotton blanket. I spread it across the moss at our feet and gesture for her to sit. “Soon,” I say as I sit along with her.
We’re across from one another, her hands folded in her lap as she watches me carefully unpack the rest of the supplies. A single candle, twine, and a bottle of wine for afterwards. To celebrate our joining, our union.
“You didn’t bring a lighter? Or matches?” Deyanira asks, furrowing her brows at me.
“We won’t need them,” I reply with a soft smile. I set aside the wine and place the candle in between us. I lift the twine and tie it into a circle, breathing out a small laugh. “I admit, this part is kind of ridiculous. Old-fashioned, but…” My voice trails off as I press my lips together, looking up at her from under my lashes.
She extends her hands, wrists pressed together.
I cross the twine and loop it around her hands. “Now you do the same to me.”
She laughs as she fumbles with the twine, looping it around my wrists. An infinity symbol. To bind us, our souls, our lives, together for eternity. Our hands brush together, extended between us and over the candle. “I take it that this isn’t regular twine then, right?”
“No, it’s not,” I answer, still smiling and unable to peel my gaze away from her. I don’t know if I’ll ever stop smiling again. “A patron of the gods makes them, enchants them, for this occasion. It’s where we stopped before we came here.” It’s where I got the candle as well, and the bottle of wine. Expensive, but worth every penny for what’s soon to follow.
“What does it…” Her voice trails off as the world is drenched in a golden light that reflects in her eyes as the Eve of a Thousand Stars and Moons finally begins.
Waves of light and warmth and love and hope flood off of The First Tree and caress the field and everyone inside of it. It snakes gracefully through the air, golden light shimmering with  a thousand stars. As a tendril of light passes us by, the candle ignites with a sputter and crackle of white that sparks into the air, floating between us like starlight.
Deyanira smiles so purely, openly, as she watches the golden light drift above our heads, curl into the sky in thick waves that streak through the darkness. A darkness illuminated by a million stars twinkling down upon us, the moons of the sixteen worlds swooning at the sight of everyone down on Clazarene.
I don’t watch the lights, however.
Instead, my focus is on Deyanira and the pure smile shining on her face. Breathtaking. How is it entirely possible that someone can look this exquisite? How is it entirely possible that someone as pure and perfect as her is my mate? My chest swells at the sight, her gray eyes sprinkled with gold and silver as she blinks. The tears streaking down her face are stained with starlight as she looks back at me, unable to contain her smile.
“What happens now?” she asks, voice near breathless.
“We ignite the twine,” I say, slowly lowering my hands.
She follows suit.
The twine catches fire between us and it vanishes in an instant, golden light slipping down our hands and streaking across our skin as curls of white smoke sift into the air between us. The light pools in Deyanira’s chest, glowing brighter as she stares at me, as she grasps my hands. It’s nothing but pure warmth taking over my system as I clutch her hands, our laughter tangling through the air around us.
The light fades and the mating bond snaps into place, knocking the breath from my system entirely. The desire to never see her smile fade, the urge to kiss her, the overwhelming yearning to hold her in my arms and never release her again. The feeling to protect her with everything that I am intensifies.
The union of two lost souls finally finding their way back to each other.
And from the look on her face, I know that she feels it as well. That she is as overwhelmed by the bond glowing between us as I am.
“For you,” I begin in a voice soaked in gentle tears, “there is nothing that I won’t do.” I pause, pulling in a slow breath. “Anything and everything for you, Deyanira.”
She pulls me forward, onto my knees. “For you, there is nothing that I wouldn’t give.” She presses her forehead against mine, closing her eyes as she whispers, “Anything and everything for you, Izel.” She pecks at my lips before pulling away, licking her lips.
The explosion ripples through my body, tingling my jaw.
“What happens now?”
“Whatever you wish,” I reply with a grin, reaching for the wine bottle.
Tomorrow, I will tell my mate of the blood oath that I made to Arlin Marrow. Tomorrow, we will go to The Emerald Lake and devise a plan to obliterate the royal family and save the sorcerer from his curse. Tomorrow, we will begin the hunt for the magic that Mokosh stole in order to save our world from getting destroyed.
But today…
Today, I have other plans.
Epilogue
Deyanira




With my bare legs tangled in Izel’s, the blanket barely covering our naked bodies, I feel at peace with the world. Light of dawn, oranges and pinks, stream into the room from the open windows. The doors of the balcony are still open, have been all night long, our clothes discarded for everyone to see.
We flew to this hotel immediately after drinking the entire bottle of wine, albeit with Izel having more than me considering the effects it played on my mind after a few sips, and we consummated our bond. The final pieces of the puzzle clicked into place, highlighting our love in the most delicious of ways as we spent the entire night soaked in lust and in one another’s embrace.
I never imagined that sex could be that…good. I don’t even think “good” is the right word to describe it. The sex was more than good, more than anything that one could think. It temporarily erased all of the guilt that’s been crowding my mind, flooding my body with waves of agony.
Now, with the sunlight pooling in the room, the guilt comes back in full force as I stretch out beside Izel. She’s still sleeping with her wings draped halfway off of the bed, her body sprawled across the blankets and barely concealed by the sheets. Her skin is speckled with white scars, remnants of the aftermath of the explosion. They’re on her arms, her back, her legs, her neck, her face. A freckling of scars, a constant reminder of what I’ve done.
She shifts beside me, wiping a hand over her face and brushing her dark hair away. Lazily, she blinks up at me and the softest of smiles graces her lips. “I was hoping it wasn’t all a dream.”
Tears sting the edges of my eyes as I reach over, brush my hand down her cheek. “It wasn’t a dream,” I whisper, not allowing my voice to become anything more. It was a nightmare, I want to say but don’t in fear of ruining the moment. Because throughout the night, I had dreamed of seeing her body still and cold. I dreamed of lowering her into the ground in an oak box.
Izel groans as she readjusts on the bed, sitting up and letting the sheets slip from her body. Her bare chest is exposed, breasts supple and peaked. Something hot blisters through my stomach at the sight and I choke it down, warmth bristling across my cheeks. Her grin only deepens when she notices, senses the arousal coming to a steady rise inside of me.
“Care for a round six?” she asks, biting her lip as her eyes mull over my exposed body. She reaches forward, her fingers dancing through the air as they inch closer to my breasts.
“I—”
Someone beats on the door, frantically pounding on it. I flinch and grab the blankets, heart roaring in my ears as I jerk my head to the door. Izel stands from the bed and pulls a knife out from under her pillow, one that I didn’t realize was there last night. She quickly dresses, ignoring her boots, and pads to the door with narrowed eyes.
“This better be room service,” she grumbles, ripping open the door with the knife still clutched tightly in her hand.
Cadmus strides into the room in a flurry, single red eye steaming with a thousand flames as he looks across the chaos that the room has become. Half-melted candles on every surface, the empty bottle of wine, my clothes still discarded on the balcony. His rage only heightens when he looks to the bed, and I clutch the sheet tightly around my body.
“Sure, come in,” Izel mutters, flinging the door shut. She tucks the knife behind her and lifts a single brow at her friend. “Mind explaining yourself? We’re a little busy.”
“You declared the bond?” His voice is nothing but feral, a growl tracing his words. He can’t look at me for longer than a single second.
“Obviously,” she answers with a tight shrug.
“What were you thinking?”
“I was thinking that I deserve this,” she snaps, jerking a hand in my direction. “I was thinking that after everything I did, I deserve the chance to be happy.”
“She’s a human,” he seethes, cutting that glare in my direction once more. “Did you think about what that means for you? For us?”
“There has never been an us,” she spits out.
“What about Thalassa?”
I blink, a single tear tracing its way down my cheek as I look between the two faeries. Izel’s demeanor, her posture, has changed. She’s tense, rigid, not a trace of the lust to be found in her gaze as her eyes meet mine.
“Deyanira is half-human,” she says, defeat clouding her words. “Maybe it doesn’t mean what you’re thinking.”
“And what if it does?”
“Then I’ve already made my choice,” she replies, her gaze slipping to the floor.
“You can’t be serious,” Cadmus scoffs, his laughter nothing but vile.
“I am. So, either get over it, or get out.” She stands taller, facing her friend with nothing but sheer determination, power.
“Break the bond,” he snaps.
I gasp at the thought, the notion that something like this can be taken away. Though we’ve only been mated for less than a full day, I can already feel the overwhelming love controlling every part of my being. My thoughts swarming with nothing but affection for Izel. I don’t want to let this go, don’t want to let her go.
Izel looks to me once more and her gaze softens. She strides over to the bed and takes a seat beside me, draping one of her wings across my back as she tucks me into her arms. She jerks her chin to the door. “You’re free to leave whenever you want. And if I catch you mentioning this again, then we’re done. Got it?”
Cadmus curses under his breath and storms for the door, wrenching it open and slamming it shut behind him. The doorknob glows with a bright orange as it melts, drips onto the floor.
“What’s wrong?” I ask, gently lifting my head to look at Izel.
“Nothing,” she answers, her single word clipped as she tugs me closer.
“Izel,” I beg, pleading with my eyes, “tell me.”
She sighs, resting her chin on top of my head. “We need to figure out if you’re mortal, first. Then we’ll go from there.”
“Why does it matter if I’m mortal?”
“Can we talk about this later? I’d rather spend the morning doing something much more interesting.” She lies back and pulls me down with her, tugging away the blankets as she feathers her kisses across my stomach, up in between my breasts.
The fire lacing her touch, the gentle moans slipping out of my throat, make me forget about everything.
... to be continued.
Glossary of the Gods




Ealdir: God of Wind
Earae: Goddess of Creation
Rumus: God of Death
Sitia: Goddess of Land
Thenas: God of Sea
Vaella: Goddess of Day/Sun
Yone: Goddess of Night/Moon
Zelos: God of Fire
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