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I’m too late.

I hold my breath, my fist clenched around the hilt of my cutlass, as my brother, Lewis, moves about the ship like a phantom, extinguishing lanterns. Fire dances on the surface of the pitch-black water, and though the fog makes it almost impossible to see, I note the roll of the waves—swift, and isolated, and all wrong.

Faster, Lew, I think, but I don’t say it aloud.

I gasp when the Starchaser jostles, and I think I hear someone curse.

“Quiet!” Charlie hisses from close by, and the panic in my elder brother’s voice roils my stomach.

It’s been only two days since we set sail from the Red Island in search of Morana, and though Orella must have given secret orders to her fleet not to intercept us, I knew when we embarked on this journey that no one could protect us from the Myths that call the Dire home. Myths—monsters—hundreds of feet long that slither past our ship, attracted to the light of our lanterns and the sound of our voices.

By the time I feel the shift in the water, I’m already too late. It only takes one look at Lewis and my older brother knows something is wrong. The crew, taking their supper abovedeck, goes silent as Lewis moves swiftly about the ship, his years as the Lightbringer’s spymaster giving him the unique ability to act quickly and quietly.

In the seventeen years I called the Dire home, my family never encountered a serpent—one of the deadly, malevolent Myths of the Western Sea. But Mother and Father had trained us for this very moment: drilling us on how fast we could put out the lanterns; how silent we could become; how long we could hold our breath and wait for the threat to pass.

My siblings and friends made me their captain. They trust me to lead us safely out of the Dire as we make our way to the Burning Lands, and already I deliver us up on a platter to a creature that can swallow the Starchaser whole.

You don’t know what it takes to lead. I hear Mother’s voice in my head, each word like a death knell, booming in rhythm with the thump of the serpent’s body against the ship, nearly causing me to lose my footing.

I take a deep breath as the last lantern is snuffed out, plunging us into total darkness, and wait.

And wait.

The fog, enshrouding our ship like night incarnate, seems to speak to me, whispering ….

A chill snakes down my spine. I move forward blindly, as if prompted by the fog, the creak of the weathered boards now drowned out by the thundering of blood in my ears. Ahead, a light flickers in the distance, growing brighter with every step. It appears to take the form of a ship. And there—a man, standing on its bow.

Has Morana’s general, the Shifter who cursed me as a child, found me again? Has he come to take me from my family—from Will?

The light flickers—dies out. But I can’t shake the creeping, unnerving feeling I’m being watched; hunted, not only by a serpent but by a man who declares I belong to him—that my life is his to claim. A man who threatened my family. A man with whom I’d almost willingly left Castle Grim, even if it meant I would turn into a Shifter, because I thought it could save my brothers.

A few feet away, two red eyes burn like embers in the dense fog.

Jump, a voice in the back of my mind seems to say—a whisper unlike that of the sea but familiar to me still. I want you, Aster. Not your family.

I take another step, the deck slick underfoot.

Come with me, purrs the dark, gritty voice, and save them all.

I reach the railing of the ship.

Jump, the voice says.

As if compelled, I grab hold of the nearby rigging, pulling myself up and—

A hand seizes my shoulder. I whirl, cutlass drawn, my blade flashing.

The dark figure tilts his head, a smirk playing on his lips. “Easy, pirate.”
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Buttery-orange light dances over Henry’s face, and his throat bobs as he flicks a glance at the blade pressed to his neck.

“You know, if you didn’t like my cooking, you could have just said so.” His eyes glint with mischief, but his voice is quiet, gentle, as if he were attempting to calm a wild animal.

I glance over my shoulder at the fog, now illuminated with lantern light, before looking past Henry to where the crew gathers near the center of the deck once more, resuming their supper as if we hadn’t been under threat just seconds ago. My sister Margaret and the Castor’s stable boy, Jack, huddle close together, while Lewis whispers something in Lady Eliza Cooper’s ear and she giggles, swatting him playfully on the arm. Charlie sits atop a barrel, watching our brother flirt with the dark-haired elf, shaking his head even as a grin tugs at his lips.

Safe. They’re all safe.

My fist loosens as I lower my cutlass.

Henry’s brow furrows, his expression somewhat strained. “You’ve been standing here for over half an hour,” he says, as if sensing my confusion. “You said, ‘It’s gone,’ but you wanted to be left alone. I just worried—”

“Right.” I nod, even though I don’t remember saying anything of the sort. All I remember is the serpent, and the darkness, and that voice …. “Nothing to worry about. Go,” I tell him, sheathing my cutlass. “Enjoy your supper. I’m sure it’s … edible.”

He grins, but I note the dark circles under his eyes. “I’ll save you some.”

I clap Henry on the shoulder, stepping past him. “I’d rather you didn’t.”

I move swiftly toward the companionway, heading belowdecks, praying to the Stars my siblings don’t watch me go—praying they don’t see my hands tremble as I shove them into my pockets.

You don’t know what it takes to lead. How would my siblings feel if they knew I was hearing voices? What would they think if I told them one of those voices had suggested I jump overboard, and I was almost unable to stop myself from obeying its command?

My fingers brush the cool metal of the compass. It seems to hum at my touch, and as I withdraw the small golden disc from my pocket, I think, for just a moment, it appears to glow.

I halt halfway down the companionway, my thumb tracing the rough grooves where my father engraved the words There is still time to chase another star. A frown tugs at my lips as I flick open the lid, squinting at the fixed needle pointing west—toward the entrance to Morana’s kingdom in the Burning Lands, toward the only cure for Will’s and my curse. At the prospect of Mother discovering I absconded with the compass, a ship, and a crew, setting off to track down Morana without the Order’s help—despite her lies, her lack of faith in me—satisfaction floods my chest. But the thought of Father learning about our departure deflates any sense of pride I feel.

I glance at the timepiece, opposite the compass dial, my heart beating faster with every tick of the clock. As difficult as it was to leave Father behind so soon after reuniting with him, I knew I couldn’t wait for the Order to act. Somewhere, Titus is still compelled by Morana—Owen is still bound to her service. Every day wasted is another day they’re forced to do unspeakable things in the name of the Underling queen. They don’t have the luxury of waiting to be rescued—not when Titus’s stepmother, Calantha, can torture him freely now, harvesting his blood to amplify her power.

And then there’s Will. We’ll need his knowledge of the border that separates the kingdom of Hellion from Morana’s stronghold in the Burning Lands. He’s the only one of us who’s spent time fighting on the front lines—he’ll know how to sneak past the League of Seven’s troops and navigate the treacherous wasteland that lies beyond the barricades. From there, the enchantment the Order placed on the compass is supposed to lead us to Morana.

Only, the compass won’t do us much good if Will turns before we reach the Burning Lands. He might not have turned fully into a Shifter on Holy Winter’s Day, but the transformation has begun, and he’s running out of time. Unless I find Morana and obtain a drop of her blood to cure him, he’ll be victim to the Shifter curse, and we’ll have lost the only person who can successfully guide us past the barricades.

The Underling general could have taken me at any moment while I resided at Castle Grim—he could have used his influence over his venom pumping through my veins to force me to go with him. Now that the enchantment around my heart is broken, I fear I have no choice but to obey him. Still, for whatever reason—perhaps the same reason as Morana—he needs me willing. By journeying to the Burning Lands, am I giving him exactly what he wants?

I want you, Aster, the voice said. Not your family. I can’t crew the Starchaser by myself, but I’ve put my siblings and friends at risk by allowing them to join me.

Come with me and save them all.

I snap the compass shut and slip it into my pocket as I descend the steps that lead to the brig, my heart heavy.

In the guttering lantern light, Gabriel leans against a wooden post, one ankle crossed over the other, peeling an orange. It’s still difficult, getting used to seeing the Bloodknight without his helmet, especially when he looks so much like Flynn, his late twin—olive skin, hazel eyes, tousled dark hair. If I hadn’t witnessed Flynn’s death with my own eyes, I might think I’m looking at a ghost. But when Gabriel glances up at me through dark lashes as I descend the last few steps, his expression taciturn, it’s as if I feel his steady, calm presence, and the tension in my shoulders eases, if only a little.

The Cooper siblings had been framed—because of me, Will had taken Flynn’s life, believing him to be the Underling general who haunted me. Yet Eliza and Gabriel still chose to join me—to make me their captain. I’m not sure what I did to earn their loyalty, but I’m determined to honor it.

“How is he?” I whisper, afraid to step past Gabriel and see for myself.

Gabriel scowls and jerks his head to the right, in the direction of the steel bars that separate us from the small cell where Will has chosen to reside. “He’s refusing to eat.”

I grit my teeth, peering around Gabriel’s broad form.

Will slumps against a barrel, looking worse than he had even a few hours ago. The sickly pallor of his nearly translucent skin reveals the network of veins pumping inky black blood through his body. His chest rattles with every ragged breath, his eyes shut tight, sweat beading on his pale face.

I kneel in front of the bars, my stomach twisting at the sight of the Elysian chains that secure his hands—chains he insisted on wearing for the duration of our journey. “Will?” I say softly.

He startles, his eyes flinging wide. The painful, pulsing lesions that had spread from the green-and-black wound in his side seem less inflamed than before, but he still winces as he shifts to back himself against the wall, putting as much distance between us as possible.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he grits out, his jaw clenched.

I note the fear in his eyes, his gaunt cheeks, and my mouth goes dry. “You keep saying that.”

His lips twitch, the hint of a smirk, even as he presses himself close to the wall. “You keep ignoring me.”

I arch a brow at him. “Gabriel says you’re not eating.”

“Gabriel should mind his own business.”

Gabriel grunts.

Will wheezes a laugh, which turns into a cough. I watch as he doubles over, struggling to catch his breath. But when I move as if to grab hold of the iron door, Gabriel takes a step forward, reaching for my arm, and Will holds out a hand to halt us both.

“I’m—fine,” Will says, his body trembling violently.

I look over my shoulder at Gabriel, hovering nearby, his neutral expression giving nothing away even as he balls his hand into a fist at his side. He lifts his shoulder, as if to say, I can’t let you put yourself in harm’s way, and I cock my head at him as if to say, Like you could have stopped me.

Thunder rumbles in the distance, vibrating through the ship as I turn back to face Will, kneeling once more. “You have to eat,” I tell him, jerking my chin at the untouched bowl of stew Henry prepared.

He settles back against the wall, his knees drawn up to his chest. “I’ve tried,” he says, his voice hoarse. He licks his chapped lips, and when he glances at me, his gaze lands on the side of my neck. “It … doesn’t taste right.”

“Henry will be crushed.”

Another small smile. His head rolls to the side as he turns to look at me fully, his eyes glinting with amusement and … something else. Something dark—something hungry. His gaze roves from my lips to my neck, trailing down my long sapphire coat.

“That’s new,” he murmurs.

My heart skips a beat. He didn’t comment on the coat, embellished with silver and gold thread, the night I came to tell him I planned to go to the Burning Lands without the Order’s blessing, and I haven’t worn it since.

“It was a gift,” I say quietly.

Will nods slowly, his grin almost teasing. “From Titus.”

My cheeks flush, and guilt gnaws at my chest. “You don’t like it?”

“It’s beautiful,” he says, his expression suddenly serious. “You’re beautiful.”

I look down, running a hand over the soft blue fabric. “Will?” I ask, my voice hushed, with Gabriel standing only a few feet away. “What Titus said, in the dungeons …”

Will shakes his head, his mouth pressed in a tight line. “I’m sorry, Aster,” he says with a shaky exhale, and ice-cold dread floods my veins. “I don’t remember anything from that night. If I tried to”—his teeth clench—“to hurt you, in any way—”

“No,” I say quickly, my blood warming at his admission. It’s taken me two days to work up the courage to ask him about what Titus said—that Will knew Titus had feelings for me before Will ever took my family and me captive. “That’s not what I meant. I don’t blame you—I mean, your curse—” I take a deep breath, try again. “It’s just that, Titus said something about … me—er, well, you—us.”

Will’s brows knit and he rises, leaning heavily on the barrel for support. “He’s not himself right now,” he says gently. “I’m sure whatever he said, he never would have done so if it weren’t for the compulsion.”

I stand, too, smoothing my hands over my coat. I try to swallow around the knot that chokes my voice even as I force a smile and say, “You’re probably right.” I clear my throat, attempting to change the subject. “I’ve been thinking on what my mother said about the power of the Lightbringer—how the True King gave Hildegarde dominion over all creation.”

He nods slowly. “The full power of the Lightbringer—both halves. You told me yourself that your father never accessed a single affinity, much less all four.”

“Right,” I say. “But what if it’s not just the full power of the Lightbringer? What if, because of my Nightweaver blood, I could tap into all four affinities? You could show me how to use bonewielding—”

“Aster,” he says softly, his eyes crinkling with a frown. “You’re still struggling to access your abilities as a bloodletter. It might not be wise to open those pathways if you’re still unable to control your”—his throat bobs—“cravings.”

Something in my chest deflates. He’s right—I know he’s right. But it doesn’t mean it’s any less disappointing to hear him give voice to the doubts that keep me awake all through the night—the fear that I’ll never master my abilities as a bloodletter, let alone a bonewielder, a firebreather, or a windwalker.

If I can’t control my affinity for water, how will I ever hope to control the power of the Lightbringer?

“Of course,” I say, my voice thick. “I don’t know what I was thinking ….”

I turn to leave, but Will lurches forward a step as the ship rocks, closing the distance between us. The chains pull taut as Will grabs my wrist. I feel Gabriel shift behind me, and metal scrapes metal as he withdraws his sword, if only slightly.

“Wait—don’t—” Will whispers, his voice rough, his eyes wide, pleading. “Don’t go. Please, I just …” He grinds his teeth, his grip tightening—desperate, painful. “I need …”

“What?” I whisper back, my heart racing as I subtly attempt to pull free from his grasp, but to no avail. “What do you need?”

A flash of red light as his gaze dips to my throat.

He licks his lips, voice dark and gritty and deeper than its usual timbre when he growls, “I need…”

Blood, I realize, a second too late. Out of the corner of my eye, Gabriel appears, his sword raised, prepared to break Will’s hold on me by whatever means necessary. But he never gets the chance.

One moment Will leans in, his teeth bared, and the next, I’m thrown onto my back, my ears ringing.

I scramble upright, blinking, attempting to control my breathing even as my pulse pounds in my eardrums. The serpent—has it returned?

Above, muffled shouts give me pause. Before I’ve even made it to my feet, another explosion sends me careening forward, and my head collides with the iron bars of Will’s cell.

Not a serpent.

Cannons.

Gabriel hauls me to my feet, giving my shoulders a shake. “We’re under attack!”

Instantly, I’m transported to the day the Nightweavers attacked our family’s ship. The day the Lightbringer sank.

I watch Gabriel charging up the steps, but all I see is Owen.

I wasn’t fast enough to save my brother. To save our home. To save my family from captivity.

I won’t make the same mistakes again.

I quickly check that Will, slumped against the wall of his cell, is still breathing. It’s better that he’s unconscious. I know it’s only because of his curse that he tried to bite me, but if he were to break out of his cell in the state he’s in, we’d have more problems to deal with than whoever has launched an assault on our ship.

Satisfied that Will is safe—for now—I race after Gabriel.

When I emerge onto the deck, the tang of gunpowder coats my tongue.

Ten seconds. That’s all the time I get to survey my surroundings. To try to make some sense of the black flag, marked with the scarlet sun of the Eerie, illuminated by a crack of lightning cutting through the pitch-black fog.

Nine. The royal Nightweaver ship—the Mythslayer—packed with Bloodknights and human prisoners, the latter chained to the deck, soaked by the downpour of rain.

Eight. Cannons blast, tearing two holes in the starboard side of our ship.

Seven. Bloodknights storming over the gangplank and onto the Starchaser.

Six. My siblings, their weapons drawn, shouting at one another over the sound of the third cannon blast.

Five. Shards of wood slice my hands, tiny splinters needling into my palms, but I plant my feet.

Four. Henry steels himself at my side, flames engulfing his outstretched hands.

Three. I draw a cutlass from a sheath at either hip, the warm metal buzzing at my touch.

Two. Twenty feet from me, a tall, menacing figure stands before the prisoners on the main deck of the Mythslayer, his eyes glowing gold, his blond hair shaved close to his scalp. A king without his crown, he looks every bit the wicked villain of legend—his black cloak, trimmed with scarlet thread, his bare, tattooed hand outstretched, as the first human’s face shrivels and they collapse, their blood pulled from their body in a gruesome cloud of crimson.

One. Titus smirks, his gaze meeting mine as he forms a bloodred blade and points it at the throat of his youngest prisoner, the sight of her braided blond pigtails and tear-streaked face nearly knocking me off my feet.

My youngest sister.

Elsie.
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I barely avoid the first strike of a Bloodknight’s broadsword, unwilling to pull my gaze from Elsie until the last second. His blade slices my cheek as I dodge his blow, ripping my flesh. Pain cleaves across my face, but the sting is like a jolt of electricity to my veins, sharpening my focus. When he strikes again, I roll, back on my feet in an instant, fists clenched around the hilts of my cutlasses.

Elsie is all I can think as I cross my blades, my teeth vibrating from the impact of the Bloodknight’s assault. Elsie, I say her name with every furious beat of my heart, shoving against the Bloodknight’s weapon with such force that he stumbles backward a few steps.

My little sister should be safe on the Red Island. How is she here, now? Has Titus found the island after all?

I attempt to scan the deck, but the dense fog of the Dire enshrouds the Mythslayer, obscuring Elsie from view.

Titus knows I’ll come for her. He knows I won’t abandon my youngest sibling—knows I’ll trade my life for hers without hesitation.

I twist, slicing a smooth arc across the sliver of exposed skin at the knight’s throat. Blood sprays my face as the knight falls to his knees, and power hums in my chest, my hands.

Again, a quiet voice whispers. And then, louder, More.

Three Bloodknights encircle me, and my hands tremble but not from fear. I shake my shoulders, grit my teeth, and send a silent prayer to the Stars for forgiveness.

The Bloodknights attack in tandem, and I match them strike for strike. Their weapons are heavier than mine—my shoulders cry out in agony with every deflected blow—but so is their armor, impeding their movements. Still, it’s three against one, meaning I must work twice as hard just to keep from losing a limb—or my head.

Quickly, little mouse, I imagine Owen would say if he were here, laughing as he always did when we were up against impossible odds. You don’t have to be the strongest, but you must always be the fastest.

I might never be strong enough, or fast enough, or even skilled enough to defeat my foes in battle. But by threatening Elsie, Titus has ensured that I am angry enough. And a part of me believes that the Titus who truly knows me, through and through, is still somewhere inside him, fighting. And as rage clouds my vision, I don’t resist it. I surrender to the fury that compels me, guiding my hand with some divine wrath. Again, the voice cries as I evade the Bloodknights’ attacks. More, it commands with every punishing arc of my blade.

Another splash of blood. More.

Another thud as a body drops to the deck, dead at my feet. Again.

Metal coats my tongue, spurring me on, and in the crimson sheen of a Bloodknight’s helmet, the gilded light of my irises blaze with holy light.

More. Again. More. Again.

I kick, and a Bloodknight’s body slides from my blade, convulsing as blood gushes from his open throat onto the deck.

For a moment, the voice relents, and the only sound I hear is my own breath, the pressure in my head almost unbearable as I squint through the fog.

Nearby, Charlie and Margaret fight back-to-back, swords drawn, their every movement in sync. Above, Jack aims a rifle at the Bloodknights as they continue to pour onto our ship, sending down bullets from the crow’s nest, and I catch only a glimpse of Lewis cutting across the deck, illuminated in flashes of orange light as Henry hurls orbs of fire at the oncoming soldiers.

BOOM.

The Starchaser trembles but not from impact. A cannonball rips through the Mythslayer’s hull, and I know Eliza has made her way to our cannons.

I can’t be sure if my crew knows Titus now holds Elsie captive, but I must assume that since my siblings haven’t charged the Mythslayer—since Eliza is actively trying to sink the enemy ship—that I must be the only one to have seen our little sister. I start forward, toward where I know Titus waits, when I’m knocked sideways, tackled by a Bloodknight.

The force of the fall sends my cutlasses flying, and I barely have a moment to process what’s happened before a bloodred gauntlet collides with my cheek.

Again. And again.

The earlier wound from the blade splits wide open. My face goes numb, absorbing the barrage of blows, my vision spinning.

And I laugh.

The sound, choked from the blood filling my mouth, must shock the Bloodknight as much as it surprises me, and I use their hesitation to my advantage. Think, Father used to tell me when my siblings and I would wrestle aboard the Lightbringer, practicing hand-to-hand combat. Use your head.

So I do.

I jerk forward, my forehead colliding with the Bloodknight’s helmet. They fall backward, and I scramble on top of them, ripping the helmet from their head, prepared to launch my own assault, but the soldier’s familiar face gives me pause.

“Please,” she begs, eyes wide, blood pouring from her nose. “Stop—it’s me!”

I recognize the human, her blond hair matted in clumps. Diana, the girl whose life had been traded for my rescue the night we faked Captain Shade’s death. I look up at the Bloodknights swarming the Starchaser—some are humans, I realize with a pang of terror. And not just any humans—members of the Starchaser’s crew who didn’t make it out of Castle Grim while the rest of us escaped, now compelled to do the Eerie’s bidding as Bloodknights.

Diana struggles under my hold, but her arms, pinned beneath my knees, don’t seem to labor of her own accord, the twitching movements haphazard, like a puppet on a string.

More, whispers the voice. More blood. More death. More power.

I draw my fist back, and Diana closes her eyes, even as her body continues to fight.

All it takes is a single, precise blow to her temple, and Diana’s body goes slack—unconscious but alive.

I look up to see Charlie staring at me, his eyes narrowed with concern. Shame floods through me, washing away the remnants of the frenzied bloodlust, but it’s too late. He saw me, covered in blood, laughing, and I know, in this moment, I must look no different from an Underling. That voice—the one that cries out for more …

When will the blood of my enemies no longer be enough to satiate that need for violence? If my siblings realize I’m struggling … then what? Will they lock me in the brig alongside Will? Should I let them?

Charlie looks away, distracted by an advancing Bloodknight, and my stomach twists. We all have blood on our hands, but does he think I’ve gone too far?

Have I gone too far?

I’ve just made it to my feet when a scream rises over the din of battle. I follow the bleating cry to the Mythslayer, where I find Titus’s golden eyes cutting through the mist with their eerie glow.

“Aster Oberon!” Titus’s voice is rough. Ragged. The voice of the Reaper. It cuts through me, as cruel as any blade, and I feel the phantom twist of a knife in my heart.

I draw my daggers and step over Diana’s body, making my way to the gangplank that connects our two ships, but someone seizes my arm. I whirl, my dagger raised, expecting a fight, and instead find Gabriel staring down at me, blood coating his face.

“Don’t even think about it,” he nearly growls. “It’s a trap. If you surrender, we’re all dead.”

“I’ve broken Titus’s compulsion before!” I argue, throwing off his grip. All around us, my siblings fight with the ferocity of warriors twice their age. But the soldiers outnumber us fifty to seven. It’s not a matter of skill—my siblings have faced greater odds and emerged victorious. It’s a matter of stamina. And the long months on land have left them weaker. Slower. “If I can just get close enough to do it again, he can call off the attack.”

Gabriel clenches his jaw, shakes his head. “You can’t be sure.”

“No,” I say, backing away, “but it’s worth the risk.”

Titus must know I’ve made my choice, because the Bloodknights part for me as I cross the gangplank, as if given the order to let me come aboard the Mythslayer without a fight.

I hop down, landing with a thud on the main deck about fifteen feet from Titus, his scarlet blade hovering near my little sister’s throat. I’ve seen Elsie cry only a few times—even when she was a baby, she hardly ever shed a tear. Now her body trembles with sobs, her eyes red and puffy and pleading.

I force myself to look away—to meet Titus’s gaze, attempting to appear unaffected. “You called?”

He smirks, the expression broken and cruel.

A chill snakes down my spine. He’s still him, I remind myself. He might be compelled, but I know Titus—I’ve known him longer than I can even remember. I can break the compulsion—if only long enough to turn the tides of the battle.

“And here I thought we were having so much fun together.” He runs his tongue over his teeth. Shrugs. “You look ill. Getting enough sleep, love?”

“Plenty,” I say coolly, twirling my dagger. “I have over twenty pairs of pajamas, after all.”

Something sparks in his gaze, his lip twitching. “I’ve heard.”

“Nice hair.”

“You like it?”

“It suits you.”

He points a finger at me, tsks. “You’re flirting with me.” He smiles, the dark circles around his eyes stark against his pale skin. “William must not be around, then?”

I tighten my grip on the hilt of my dagger, but somehow, I maintain a neutral expression. “Let her go, Titus,” I say, my voice soft, level. “You don’t want to hurt her.”

“And how, exactly, do you know that?” He cocks his head, eyes narrowing. “After everything you’ve seen, you can’t really be that naive, can you? All that killing—it changes a person. You know that better than anyone, hm?”

I must flinch, because his smile grows, mocking.

“You and I have more in common than you care to admit.” He uses the tip of his bloodred blade to lift one of Elsie’s pigtails, staining it crimson. “Because I know you, Aster. I know you secretly crave the thrill of battle. You love to watch as your enemies bleed at your feet.”

“The enemy!” I take a step toward him—toward Elsie. “Not innocent people.”

“Oh?” His brows lift. “All those poor, starving pirates you cut down before you even turned seventeen? Were they not innocent?”

“They attacked us!” I shout, taking another step. I cut a glance at Elsie, try to communicate without words that when I give the signal, she’ll need to run, but she shakes her head as more tears stream down her cheeks. “I did what I had to do to protect my family—to survive. So did you. If you hadn’t been forced to become the Reaper—if you were free—”

“I am free!” He grinds his jaw, his playful composure slipping. “Free to kill as I please and not have to hide it, or feel ashamed of who I am, or be forced to keep my true feelings a secret.”

He throws the last few words at me, his voice choked, and I see it—see him, fighting to tell me something that flickers in his eyes, fiery and urgent.

“You’re right,” I say slowly, closing the distance between us. I sheathe one dagger at my left hip and lift my hand as if to cup his jaw. “You shouldn’t have to hide who you are.”

His chest heaves as he stares at me—at my sapphire coat—a crease forming between his brow, transfixed. He reaches for me, as if to touch the embroidered fabric, the movement hesitant, accidental.

“And neither should she.”

I take one smooth step to the right, out of Titus’s grasp, and thrust my dagger into Elsie’s chest.
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The sound that bursts from Elsie’s gaping mouth is far from human.

I leap back, putting distance between us once more as Elsie’s body contorts, her skin sliding from her face like melted candle wax, her bones snapping at unnatural angles.

In the blink of an eye, a Shifter stands where Elsie knelt moments before, fully transformed. She gasps for breath, her braided blond hair receding to cropped purple strands that dust her shoulders. I recognize her instantly as the Shifter who imitated Sybil’s likeness, infiltrating the Order as one of Morana’s spies.

She presses against the wound in her chest, inky-black blood pouring from between her fingers, her lip curled even as a glint of mischief twinkles in her eyes. “You missed.”

I draw my second dagger as lightning illuminates the ship, glancing off the Elysian Iron in a blinding flash of white. “It won’t happen again.”

Bloodknights surround me, closing ranks and separating me from my crew, still overwhelmed in battle aboard the Starchaser.

Titus grins as he props the hilt of his macabre blade atop his shoulder and scratches his head with his other hand. “How did you know?”

I jerk my chin at the Shifter and shrug. “Elsie wouldn’t have cried like that.”

The Shifter sneers. Titus barks a laugh.

“Can we move this along?” the Shifter asks, teeth gritted as her wound slowly stitches itself together. “Queen Morana doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

A muscle in Titus’s jaw twitches, but his smile doesn’t falter. “Then Morana should have retrieved the girl herself, aye, Selene?”

Sybil—or Selene, I suppose—rolls her eyes.

Morana could have compelled Titus to be fully compliant—never questioning her will or reason. So, if Titus has it in him to argue, that means he’s still pulling the strings. I just need to reach him somehow.

“Titus, listen—” I start, but I’m cut off by a commotion aboard the Starchaser.

Mangled screams cut short; heavy, armored bodies dropping like flies. Bloodknights attempt to scramble over the gangplank to safety aboard the Mythslayer only to be dragged backward by an invisible force, their bones cracking, slicing through flesh.

I turn.

It’s all Titus needs to grab hold of me, one arm around my neck, the other wrapped around my body like a steel band. “That’s it, love,” he croons, his lips tickling my ear, sending a shiver through me. “No need to fight it.”

My vision fades as the pressure increases on my throat, but through the haze, I see Will. The Mythslayer’s cannon must have freed him somehow, but … the chains of Elysian Iron that had bound his wrist are missing, too. He shreds the Bloodknights to ribbons, tearing limbs from their bodies. His teeth drip with blood as he rips into their throats and gorges himself on Manan that makes his eyes appear as bright as the sun itself.

And then he sees me.

Cocks his head. Snarls. Throws out a hand.

The pressure at my neck relents, and Titus’s body slumps, dragging me to the ground along with him. I roll out of his arms, dizzy as I try to get to my feet.

Selene roars in frustration as Will, having cleared our ship of the enemy, chases the last surviving Bloodknight onto the Mythslayer. He throws out a hand, and the knight’s neck twists, cracks, and the soldier falls. Will sets his sights on Selene, now guarded by the last three Bloodknights, backing away from Titus’s prone body.

“Think about this—”

She coughs blood onto her chin. Looks down.

Selene’s rib cage protrudes from her chest, twenty-four spikes of bone, and she drops, hitting the deck with a sickening thud.

The Bloodknights don’t even have the chance to run.

The silence that follows Will’s assault is heavy, the metallic tang in the air almost intoxicating. I can feel my tentative grip on my magic slipping—can feel the beast within me shaking itself awake. Sniffing. Licking its lips.

More, the voice screams. More.

“That’s enough!” Gabriel shouts, cutting through the haze of bloodlust, and I realize Will’s focus is torn between the handful of human prisoners aboard the Mythslayer and …

Stars.

Me.

I brace myself, but it’s no use. Will is on top of me without warning, his teeth at my throat. As he sinks his canines into the soft flesh, I hear a scream, and I barely register that it’s my own. Will’s weight bears down on me, and though I’m somewhat numb to the sensation of his hands pinning my wrists to the hard deck, I feel every agonizing pull of blood he empties from my veins with startling clarity.

Thump.

“Daughter of the sea,” whispers a voice, clear and melodic and as familiar to me as my own heartbeat. “Open your eyes.” And again, urgently, “Open your eyes!”

I struggle to lift my eyelids—struggle to focus as my vision blurs, spins, quakes.

Past a tangle of Will’s dark hair, glistening white scales catch the firelight, reflecting the amber glow like thousands of glittering stars.

The serpent rises out of the sea, towering over the Mythslayer, its fanged mouth gaping, poised to strike. Its silver eyes glow, bright as two moons, as it sets its sights on Will and me.

It lurches forward and—

BANG.

The serpent reels back, shrieking. The earsplitting wail needles its way into my mind, vibrating in my jaw, and it’s piercing enough that Will releases me.

Only to collapse right back on top of me, his body limp.

“He’ll thank me later, right?” Henry flashes a wry grin, but his eyes are haunted as he shoves Will’s body off and scoops me up in his arms.

He struggles to maintain his footing as he carries me toward the gangplank, the ship rocking and swaying as the serpent writhes. I follow the beam of its silver gaze to the crow’s nest of the Starchaser, where Jack continues to draw the Myth’s attention with gunfire. But the serpent appears to adapt to Jack’s bullets, dodging them with the swift dexterity of a snake. And when Jack is forced to reload, the serpent turns its attention back to the Mythslayer—back to Will.

“We can’t leave them!” I try to say as Henry climbs onto the gangplank, but my weak voice is little more than a wheeze.

Henry’s grip tightens, a muscle in his jaw feathering. “We’re not leaving anyone!”

And then I see them—Charlie, hoisting Will over his shoulder, and Gabriel, not far behind, hauling Titus’s limp form. The few remaining prisoners struggle against their chains as Lewis darts about the Mythslayer, searching for a way to free them.

Jack should have had time to reload by now, but he doesn’t fire another shot.

“It’s jammed!” I can barely hear his scream over the howl of the storm as Henry drops onto the Starchaser.

A web of lightning illuminates the sky, glinting off the serpent’s fangs as it rears back, hissing.

My head spins, and black spots edge my vision. I have to do something, I have to—

I attempt to roll out of Henry’s arms, but he holds me close to his chest, his grip unyielding. “You’ve lost too much blood!” he snaps. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

Feebly, I pound his chest with my fist, my screams little more than gasping breaths. “Let me go! Let me—”

The Starchaser lurches as the serpent rams its head into the starboard side, sending Henry and me sprawling onto the deck.

My body spasms, pain cleaving through me like a blade. Every part of me aches as I crawl forward. I grit my teeth against the throbbing in my head as I pull myself to my feet, staggering toward the taffrail.

I draw two pistols from holsters at my back. Take aim.

I fire the first shot, the recoil nearly knocking me off my feet.

The serpent’s head swivels, its preternatural eyes locked on mine, silver light holding me in its otherworldly stare.

Again. Pain rips through my arms, shredding my muscles as I pull the trigger.

More. I fire another bullet.

Charlie drops onto the deck of the Starchaser, followed by Gabriel close at his heels. Both are safe, along with Will and Titus. But Lewis is still on board the Mythslayer, along with the handful of human prisoners, chained to the deck, unable to escape.

The serpent shrieks again, and darkness closes in on me, but I plant my feet—force myself to squeeze the trigger.

Lewis has just freed the first prisoner when the serpent loses interest in me, turning its attention back on the Mythslayer. My brother drags the human, beaten beyond recognition, toward the gangplank as the serpent shoots forward, faster than a whip of lightning.

A roar erupts from my chest, drowned out by the thunder, as I fire another bullet.

The serpent wraps its colossal body around the mainmast of the Mythslayer, snapping it in two.

Crack.

The Mythslayer seems to shatter, an explosion of splintered wood, and the gangplank falls to the ocean below.

I think I scream Lewis’s name as he disappears, plummeting toward the water.

“No!” Charlie lunges for the taffrail.

The pistols slip from my grasp, clatter to the deck.

I sway, stumble.

And then—

A hand, gripping the edge of the Starchaser.

“Pull him up!”

Charlie and Gabriel hoist Lewis over the side of the ship, still clutching the human’s forearm, dragging him onto the deck as well. The human flops onto his back, heaving for breath, and Charlie hugs Lewis close to his chest, screaming curses at him over the howl of the rain.

Aboard the Mythslayer, the human prisoners’ cries are cut short as the serpent thrashes, and the ship splits in half. Margaret shouts something from the helm as she attempts to navigate the Starchaser away from the pull of the sinking vessel.

And there, lying face up on the deck of the Starchaser—Titus.

The subtle rise and fall of his chest is the last thing I see as my head lolls, my eyelids drifting shut, and I collapse into Henry’s arms.
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Bleak gray light prods at my eyelids, sharp and insistent. I jolt upright, clutching the bronze medallion around my neck, only to find I’m not alone.

“It’s me,” Henry whispers, his hand on my arm to steady me, his touch light. He sits on the edge of my bed in the captain’s quarters of the Starchaser. “Just me.”

I blink at him, my heart pounding against my sternum. “Is—” I try to speak, but it feels as if I’ve swallowed a handful of rusty nails. “Is everyone—” The dull amber glow of the lamp stings my eyes, my temples throbbing. “The Starchaser—how long—”

“Everyone’s fine,” he says softly. “Gabriel healed your wounds, then spent the rest of the night repairing the ship, which seemed to really put Charlie out. Before I came to see you, your brother was pacing the deck, swinging a hammer, looking very much like he wished to use it on a certain bonewielder.”

Bonewielder.

“Where’s Will?”

Henry’s gaze darts to my throat, his mouth pressed in a hard line. “He’s chained up in the brig. Says he doesn’t remember how he got free of his binds.” His jaw tightens. “He keeps asking for you.”

I attempt to swallow, but my tongue feels like sandpaper. “Take me to him.”

Henry shakes his head, his expression severe. “Absolutely not.”

“Henry,” I ask hoarsely. “Please.”

He squeezes my arm, his grip firm. “If he hurts you again …” His voice is low and menacing, and I think of the young noble I met when I first arrived at Bludgrave Manor—the boy who threatened to kill me with a single look. Only, his anger isn’t directed at me.

“He won’t.”

“He almost killed you,” he argues, shaking me slightly, his probing stare searching my eyes, my face, my throat. “He would have killed you.”

I open my mouth to say, No, he wouldn’t have, but I can still feel his weight pinning me to the deck—still feel his teeth tearing at my neck. Instead I say, “But he didn’t.” It’s a weak excuse, and I don’t know why I defend him, but … I know what it’s like to lose control, to act on impulses I would otherwise ignore.

And after what happened during the battle—the voice that urged me to kill, to spill blood—it could have been me that attacked someone, just like Will.

Henry frowns. “Not this time.” And then, as if he’s sensed where my thoughts have gone, he adds, “Aster, if you’re having difficulties controlling your own bloodlust—”

“I’m not,” I say quickly, but shame burns my throat, flushing my cheeks.

He hesitates. “If you were,” he clarifies, “I wouldn’t judge you. You’re a Nightweaver—it’s to be expected.”

I almost laugh. “To be expected?” I scoff. “I don’t think any of this is to be expected.”

His eyes crinkle with something akin to sympathy. “If you had been raised in a Nightweaver household, you might think differently. All Nightweavers are brought up knowing that on their eighteenth birthday, there must be certain precautions.”

My stomach sours. “Precautions?”

He nods. “All Nightweavers receive a surge of Manan on their eighteenth birthday. Some believe it’s a blessing from the True King. But it’s also the one day in every Nightweaver’s life that the bloodlust is most difficult to control, and for that, some think it’s a curse.” His eyes darken with a memory. “Will’s birthday was … especially difficult. He’s always had trouble managing his bloodlust, even before—” His throat bobs. “Before he was cursed.”

I was in the throes of my fever, fighting off my own transformation, when the others learned about Will’s affliction, after he awoke in the brig the night we escaped Castle Grim, steeped in the blood of his victims. I wasn’t there when Henry and Lady Isabelle learned of Lord Bludgrave’s death, and Annie’s capture, and Will’s curse, but I see it in Henry’s gaze as he studies my face—the grief, the vigilance.

“I can’t lose you, too,” he whispers as a tear slips onto his cheek, following the groove of the cruel, jagged scar that carves down his face, disappearing beneath the collar of his shirt.

I throw my arms around his neck, pulling him into a tight embrace. “You’re not going to lose me.”

He hugs me impossibly close, his tears streaming down the back of my neck. Quiet sobs rack his body, and for a while, we just hold each other, unspoken words passed between us—assurances, apologies, promises. Finally, he draws back, the ghost of a smirk tugging at his lips.

“You’re only saying what you think I want to hear so I’ll take you to the brig.”

I use the hem of my sleeve to gently wipe the tears from his face, and wink. “Pirate, remember?”
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The activity aboard the Starchaser lulls as Charlie cleans the blood from the main deck, and when I emerge from the captain’s quarters and spot Lewis at the helm, his gaze fixed on the horizon, my heart nearly leaps out of my chest.

He meets my gaze from across the way. Salutes me.

I point at Charlie, frown. Lewis shrugs, shaking his head.

Aboard the Lightbringer, Charlie always insisted on clearing the deck after a battle. Now as he kneels, scrubbing, he doesn’t even look up when we pass, his brow furrowed—focused. It doesn’t look like he’s slept, and if I know my brother, he probably won’t rest until the Starchaser is spotless. But Will showed no discretion when he slaughtered the Bloodknights, and I notice splatters of crimson in difficult-to-reach places, bits of flesh that will have to be scraped from the wood—a task that could take days, especially if he insists on working alone.

I almost turn back and order Charlie to take a break, but I know he won’t listen, so I force myself to keep going, one step after another, as Henry escorts me to the brig.

“No,” is all Gabriel says when he sees us descending the steps.

He blocks our path, his massive frame obscuring my view of the cells below.

“She’s still pale from the loss of blood,” he says, gesturing at me before crossing his arms, fixing Henry with a disapproving look. “She should be in bed.”

Henry sets his jaw, glaring at Gabriel, and I’m reminded of the last time they squared their shoulders at each other—reminded of how much Henry detests being told no. “Don’t you think I—”

“Oh, come on, boys,” drawls a familiar, lilting voice.

A shock of relief floods my veins, and I almost lose my footing.

“I promise I won’t bite,” Titus croons. “Not unless she asks nicely.” I can almost hear the smirk when he adds, “Although, I can’t speak for him ….”

I shove past Gabriel, stumbling down the last few steps. Behind me, Henry lets out an exasperated sigh, but the quiet bickering between him and Gabriel fades beneath the steady pulse of a heartbeat as I come to a halt in the aisle between the cells.

The cell to my left holds Titus, propped casually against a barrel, eyes closed as if he were asleep.

My chest swells at the sight of him. I knew that once we obtained Morana’s blood, we would have to capture Titus so we could force him to take the cure to free him of her compulsion, and until then, he would continue to act on Morana’s orders, killing the very people he’s sworn to protect. But now he’s here, and there’s a lump in my throat I can’t seem to swallow.

Henry coughs, and my attention snaps to the cell to my right.

My gaze meets Will’s, and suddenly the room is too small, and there’s too much space between us.

I want to run to him. I want to run away from him.

I don’t move at all.

Will keeps his back pressed against the boarded-up wall, his jaw clenched as he searches me for injury. Both he and Titus are bound in chains of Elysian Iron, hindering their ability to control Manan, but after what happened aboard the Mythslayer, when Will lifts his hand …

I stagger backward a step, toward Titus’s cell.

Will’s face twists in a tormented expression. Tears cut through the thick layer of blood that masks his freckles. He opens his mouth—closes it.

He keeps asking for you. So why doesn’t he say anything?

“I’m getting the feeling you didn’t come here just to see me.”

The low, rich voice comes from the third cell at the end of the row.

I force myself to look away from Will to where Diana sits atop a barrel, kicking her prosthetic leg, and locate the source of the voice standing beside her, draped casually against the iron bars.

The man’s dark brown skin and warm ochre eyes reflect the amber glow of the lanterns as he stretches his arms, looking almost as bored as Titus when he flashes a familiar, languid grin. “Lovely to see you again, princess,” he says smoothly, slipping his hand through the iron bars as if to shake mine.

I recognize him—the tall, lean human Lewis rescued from the Mythslayer.

When I reach for my dagger, the man brings a hand to his chest in exaggerated offense.

His eyes glitter with mischief. “You mean, you don’t remember me?”

“Give it a rest, Rook,” Gabriel huffs. “You’re hardly worth remembering.”

Rook. The member of the Starchaser’s crew whom Titus saved from the gallows the day Will first brought my family ashore—the same pirate who pretended to be Captain Shade the night Will ran a blade through his chest.

“A lifetime of friendship, and this is how he treats me,” Rook says, lips pursed in a mock pout. “Oh well, I suppose I can’t fault you, darling. I don’t believe you’ve ever laid eyes on my true form. What do you think?” He winks, and it’s as if a veil lifts, revealing the tapered points of his ears. “Worth the wait?”

I glance over my shoulder at Gabriel, who merely rolls his eyes. “Is he …?”

“The most charming elf in the Known World?” Rook offers.

Gabriel lifts a brow. “Insufferable? Yes.”

Diana laughs, cracking her knuckles. “Insufferable doesn’t even begin to cover it.”

I tap my fingers on the hilt of my dagger, but Rook raises his hands, as if to surrender.

“Relax, princess,” Rook coos, offering his hand once more. “I’m only flirting with you.”

My cheeks warm, but I note the challenge in Rook’s stare as I step forward and grasp his hand, my grip firm. I study the edges of his frame, searching for any sign of the shadows that seem to leak out of a host’s skin whenever a Sylk chooses to inhabit their body.

“He’s not possessed,” I say slowly.

“I could be,” Rook purrs, “if you fancy that sort of thing.”

I let go of his hand, an involuntary smile tugging at my lips, and move toward Diana.

“Sorry about the …” I jerk my chin at her head, where a bruise peeks out from beneath her curly blond hair.

“I attacked you,” she says with a shrug, her voice low and smoky. She hops down off the barrel, extending her hand to me. “The compulsion broke the moment Selene died,” she adds as we grasp hands. “I think Gabriel just likes the idea of seeing Rook locked up.”

I throw a look at Gabriel over my shoulder, and I think I see the hint of a grin playing at the edges of his hard mouth.

“One can never be too careful,” he says.

I quirk a brow at him. “They’re free to go,” I say. But as Gabriel unlocks the cell and Rook waltzes through the open door, I point my finger at his chest. “I’ll be keeping an eye on you both.”

Rook captures my hand, pressing a quick kiss to my knuckles. “Promise?”

Diana shoves him forward, breaking his hold, and I wipe my hand on the front of my shirt. But the moment Rook crosses in front of Titus’s cell, his playful demeanor turns sullen, his steps stuttering. Still, Titus doesn’t open his eyes—doesn’t acknowledge their presence. Rook opens his mouth as if to say something, his mouth working, but Diana places a hand on his shoulder, guiding him up the steps.

I meet Henry’s gaze, his expression wary as he watches them go. I cut my eyes at the steps, where Diana’s boots have just disappeared, and he gives a quick nod before stalking after them.

For the first time since that night at Castle Grim, I’m alone with Titus, Will, and Gabriel. The latter folds his arms over his broad chest, brows raised just slightly in a knowing expression that reminds me, for the briefest moment, of one of my brothers. And suddenly, I feel unsure of myself—second-guessing why I made Henry bring me here in the first place. I shuffle forward, as if to follow Henry, and Gabriel’s brows lift even higher as I start past him up the companionway.

“Aster, wait.” Will’s small voice gives me pause, my boot hovering over the first tread.

I turn to find him standing, his knuckles white as he grips the iron bars of his cell.

My heart races as I meet his stare, the familiar green flecked with gold sparks of light. A faint flush of pink tinges his cheeks, as if the Manan from the blood he consumed had invigorated him in a way Henry’s cooking could never have done.

“How sweet of you to check on the monster that almost tore your head from your neck.” I glance over my shoulder to see Titus peeking at me through one narrowed eye, his lips curved in a mischievous grin. He lets out a low whistle as he gets to his feet. “He’ll do it again, you know—now that he’s had a taste.”

I turn to face Will once more, but he’s no longer looking at me.

Will glares at Titus, his lip curled in a snarl.

Titus smirks. “Let me guess,” he says as he dusts off his black cloak. “You’ve come to tell him you forgive him. Come on, love,” he whispers, leaning against the bars. “You’re better than that.”

I grit my teeth. “It was an accident,” I say, attempting to keep my voice level, but it cracks on the last word. I clear my throat, and Will’s gaze snaps to mine once more, his eyes softening. “I know you didn’t want to hurt me,” I add gently.

Titus snorts. “Of course he did,” he drawls. “Look at him! He’s practically drooling.”

I whirl to face Titus head-on, my face hot. “It’s not his fault!” I hiss. “He would never have attacked me if it weren’t for the curse.”

I don’t know why I even bother to argue with him. He’s compelled, I remind myself. He’s just trying to get in my head, to make me doubt myself, to make me doubt Will.

“If you’re certain …” Titus says smoothly, resting his forehead on the iron bars.

“I am.”

He blinks up at me through gossamer eyelashes. “Really?”

I clench my fists. “Really.”

He flashes a roguish grin, his eyes sparkling. “If that’s so, why keep him chained up?” His grin turns vicious. “Why not let the monster out of his cage?”

“He’s the one who insists on staying down here,” I say, frustrated tears welling in my throat. “And he’s not a monster.”

“He’s not denying it.” Titus cocks his head. “Why are you?”

“He’s sick,” I shoot back. “You both are.”

“And you’re going to save us, is that it?” Titus rolls his eyes. “Even if you manage to obtain the cure, you’ll never change who we are—killers, the both of us. It’s about time you accept that.”

My fists tighten, my nails digging into my palms. “No matter how many times you say it, it doesn’t make it true.”

Something wicked dances in his eyes. “And what will make it true? Will it be when dear, sweet William rips Margaret’s throat out? Or when he tears Lewis’s head from his shoulders?” He runs his tongue over his teeth, curling his fingers around the iron bars—close enough to reach for me if I were to take a single step in his direction. He hisses, his cool facade slipping, the mask of the indifferent prince giving way to the impassioned pirate. “What’s it going to take?”

I open my mouth to argue, but—

“He’s right,” Will says quietly.

I turn to face him as the first tear falls. “No, he’s an idiot.”

Will’s face crumples. “You shouldn’t have to forgive me,” he whispers, his voice raw. “All I’ve ever done is cause you pain.” He grinds his jaw, eyes shut tight. “I don’t want to hurt you again.”

I wipe the tears from my face, furious at Titus for getting a rise out of me—furious at myself for letting him. “You would have stopped,” I say, taking a step toward Will. “And I do forgive you.”

Titus barks a laugh, and my heart skips a beat.

“Ah, there it is.” Titus’s voice drops to a low, gravelly whisper. “It all makes sense now.”

I turn to face him again, advancing, closer than I was before. “What?”

Titus’s gaze flits across my cheek, his breath shallow. “You forgive him because you want someone to forgive you.” He smiles, slow and cruel, like he’s just discovered a secret. “Curse or not, you’re a killer, too, Aster—through and through. And you’re afraid that when all of this is over, everyone you love will finally see you for who you truly are: a monster, just like us.”

I think of the voice, commanding me to spill blood. I know you secretly crave the thrill of battle, Titus had said. You love to watch as your enemies bleed at your feet.

“He knows it, too,” Titus says, cutting a glance over my shoulder. “Isn’t that right, William?”

I stumble backward, but when I turn to face Will, his gaze glows with gilded light, fixed on my cheek. I lift my hand, as if to touch my face, when I see the four half-moon punctures where my nails broke flesh and the blood smeared across my palm.

Will bites his bottom lip. He pushes off from the bars, runs his hand over his jaw, his eyes flaring with scarlet light.

“Just go,” he grinds out, his voice rough. “Gabriel, please. Get her out of here.”

Gabriel takes a step toward me, but I pierce him with a look that stops him in his tracks.

Will sniffs, covering his face with his hands. “Your blood …” he cries. “You can’t trust me, Aster. I can’t go with you to the Burning Lands. I can’t risk—”

“You’re the only one who knows how to slip past the barricades and into the Burning Lands without getting caught,” I say, cutting him off a bit sharper than I intend. “We can’t do this without you.”

It’s strange to think almost an entire month has passed since he proposed to me on the boat—since he promised to fight for us, for our future, and insisted I wait to give him an answer until after we’ve found a cure. I know he only says all this because he’s afraid of what he might do under the influence of his curse. But I’m tired of being pushed away—tired of watching Will suffer under the weight of all the burdens he insists on carrying alone. “You’re coming with us,” I say. “For Annie.”

“Aster—” he starts, but I unsheathe my dagger, and the sudden movement seems to silence him.

“Don’t worry about me,” I tell him, twirling the dagger even as tears stream down my face. “If you try something like that again, I’ll put you down myself.”

I start back up the steps, my head light, heart pounding, but I think I hear Will chuckle, the sound low and pitiful and heartbreaking—think I hear him say, “I’m counting on it.”
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