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Epigraph

To the loudmouthed, the barefooted, the unafraid:

“We couldn’t keep the brothels, but we get to keep the pain.” 
—Lydia W., September 2025
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CHAPTER ONE

Unyielding. In control. That was how he’d always lived, how he’d always fought. Among the ranks of the Shadowforged Legion, no one kept a more level head in the thick of combat—attacks dealt out with cool precision, strategy ringing behind each powerful strike.

Then she’d come to him, and he’d changed and unraveled, and now there was a part of him that could only look on through his father’s eyes as one assassin fell and he turned wildly to the next, fighting like a madman, red-faced and reckless. All attempts to calm down—every tendency he might have had to calculate—had vanished long ago. Drowned out by the raw, clamoring instinct to kill all those who threatened to harm his wife.

Broken glass stretched across the ballroom’s marble floor in moonlit rivulets, interspersed with overturned furniture, fallen draperies, and crushed rose petals. The glittering trail wound from one dead body to the next, connecting them as though they were limp stars in some grisly, earthbound constellation.

A few of the corpses wore elegant robes, their sightless eyes staring out from ornate jewel-encrusted masks. Some were clad in the armor of Iantas’s soldiers. The rest wore the roughshod helms and leather tunics of the horde of assassins that had descended upon the castle, interrupting the revelries held to celebrate the Night Emperor and the Nenavarene Lachis’ka’s triumph over the Moonless Dark. A fete of the highest order, meant to honor life snatched back from the World-Eater’s jaws … now in shambles, gone to rot.

In the midst of all this devastation, a war scythe—forged with swirls of shadow magic gathered from the silver currents of aetherspace—sang in its wielder’s hands, crackling and guttural. The crescent-shaped blade sliced through the air in a lethal arc, and the last assassin collapsed with a scream, joining his hapless comrades in the still sea of glass and roses at Alaric Ossinast’s feet.

But Alaric didn’t realize he was the last. Normally, he would have taken time to assess the battlefield for any opponent left standing; tonight, however, he was reduced to his most primitive urges. He lashed out at the next flicker of movement, his war scythe transmuting into a throwing knife, which he hurled in the direction of the black-clad figure approaching him.

“Damn it, Your Majesty!”

Sevraim’s irate cry pierced through the haze of Alaric’s bloodlust. The legionnaire held out an arm, an inky shield materializing in his grasp. The throwing knife sank into it instead of colliding with his throat, then both shield and weapon vanished.

Alaric didn’t bother to apologize. His gaze was already scanning the ballroom for Talasyn. The only thing on his mind was that he had to usher her somewhere safe and secure as quickly as possible.

He saw a small contingent of castle soldiers taking solemn inventory of the dead. He saw members of Talasyn’s royal guard, who had fought by his side, slowly sheathing their weapons, looking around with alarm as they came to the same realization he had.

Talasyn was … nowhere in sight.

No.

The fracture began in the pit of Alaric’s stomach. It rose into his chest and flowed everywhere else, pushed through his veins by the stuttering beats of his heart, growing wider and more searing until his whole being was numb. Cracked in half, the only hope of repair hinging on the moment that a girl in green and gold, with eyes like fire, would emerge from out of the darkness.

That moment never came.

She’s not here.

Alaric refused to believe what his eyes were telling him. He exploded into movement, prowling every inch of the vast chamber, kicking aside piles of debris. It was fear, icy and harrowing, that prevented him from inspecting the bodies on the floor too closely. But surely she couldn’t be among their number. She’d been holding her own more than well enough the last time he saw her, the Lightweave blazing strong and true as she cut down her foes.

He should never have looked away from her. Not for one second.

He should have chained himself to her side, whether she liked it or not.

The possibility that Talasyn might never again get to disapprove of anything he did was too upsetting to contemplate. Alaric kept searching, fully aware that, to everyone else, he must have seemed an idiot who expected his wife to pop out from behind one of the capsized tables at any second. He stopped only when the sound of new footsteps sent wild hope reeling through his heart, and he turned to face the ballroom doors with a tightness in his throat, with a desperation to believe—

“By the ancestors, I’ve still got it!” Elagbi strode in, beaming, fresh off the triumph of commandeering an airship and single-handedly destroying whatever device had been placed on the balcony that magnified the reach of the sarimans’ nullification field. “Helmsmen these days can stand to learn a thing or two from this old …”

He trailed off, registering the absence of his daughter. The Lachis-dalo gathered around the Dominion prince, conferring with him in low, urgent tones, and soon he let out an anguished cry that echoed through the ballroom.

Alaric was barely aware of any of them, of all these people who were not Talasyn. There was a haze settling over his mind, a war between futile anger and vehement disbelief. It blotted out all else, so much so that he hadn’t noticed that Nalam Gao, the kaptan of Talasyn’s royal guard, had broken away from the huddle until she was right in front of him.

“Emperor Alaric—”

“Where is she?” he roared.

Gao’s square jaw clenched. “I’ve ordered search parties to be dispatched at once. We’ll cover the castle, the grounds, the whole island. We’ll question everyone. In the meantime, you need a healer to see to your wound.”

“What I need”—every syllable trembled with rage, the dread beast inside him howling—“is to find my wife!”

Sevraim hurried over. “I’ll handle this,” he told Gao quietly.

The kaptan was only too glad to make herself scarce. Alaric made to follow. He wanted to stop her—wanted to demand that she answer to him for losing track of the Lachis’ka she was sworn to protect—but he was forced to a halt by Sevraim blocking his way, tilting his head in a show of unabashed concern.

“You’re shouting,” said the legionnaire. “You never shout.” Alaric glared at him, and Sevraim quickly added, “You’re bleeding, too.”

Alaric looked down. Midway through the right side of the formal tunic that the tailor Belrok had so painstakingly embroidered was a jagged vertical gash, weeping blood over green silk and golden threads. Only then did he register the stinging sensation over his ribs. Only then did he recall Gao mentioning something about a wound moments ago.

“It doesn’t matter,” Alaric said brusquely. It wasn’t as though his guts were leaking out of him. “We’re joining the search.”

“After a healer patches you up,” Sevraim insisted, blocking his path again when Alaric tried to step forward.

Alaric’s eyes flashed silver, his magic rising to the surface. “If you don’t stand aside, Sevraim, I will go through you.”

An aristocratic hand dropped firmly on his shoulder. Alaric whirled away from Sevraim, his virulent glare transferring to his father-in-law.

A trimly built man in his late forties, Prince Elagbi had always been the picture of bucolic frivolity and good health, navigating life with a keen interest in its finer pleasures and none whatsoever in its grittier side. Tonight, however, he appeared to have aged decades in the minutes since he learned his only child was missing, deep lines at the corners of his mouth, furrows in his brow, and a haunted look in his dark eyes. There was a frail, almost translucent quality to his stooped frame—that of a birch that had withstood one too many monsoons.

Nevertheless, his grip on Alaric’s shoulder was strong. Grounding.

“You’ll be of no use to my daughter if the wound suppurates,” he said gruffly. “We will find her. But you must calm down.” When Alaric’s temper showed no sign of ebbing, the prince continued in a softer tone. “Please, Your Majesty. For Talasyn. Think of how cross she’ll be if you make a mistake because you’re not thinking clearly. Or if you die from that measly cut.”

“I’m not afraid to make her angry,” Alaric snapped.

Elagbi’s lips gave a rueful twitch. “Don’t I know it. To the healer with you now, there’s a good lad. We’ll leave the situation in Kaptan Gao’s capable hands until you’ve been cleared to take over.”

Even amidst the black rage that had gripped him, Alaric had to concede that Elagbi made a frustrating sort of sense. Perhaps he hadn’t gone completely stark raving mad. It was a small consolation. As he followed his father-in-law out of the ballroom, Alaric savagely reflected that, if anything, Talasyn should be afraid of him. By the gods, he was going to wring her neck for putting him through this.

After he’d wrung the necks of everyone who had allowed it to happen.

Half an hour later, Alaric was sitting shirtless on the edge of an infirmary bed with bandages wrapped around his midsection. His rage hadn’t cooled in the slightest. But now it had become tinged with despair.

The first progress report had just come in, courtesy of Sevraim, who’d delivered Alaric’s armor along with the bad news. The castle had been searched thoroughly from top to bottom. Wherever Talasyn was, she wasn’t here.

It would have been better—not by much, but marginally, at least—had there been no audience to witness the way Alaric’s heart shattered at Sevraim’s words. Unfortunately, the infirmary was full. Talasyn’s lady-in-waiting, Jie, and Niamha, the Daya of Catanduc, who had once upon a time delivered the offer of marriage with the Nenavarene heir to Alaric, were on the beds nearby, covered in bruises and scrapes. Several other nobles were having their wounds stitched or their bones reset in the aftermath of the panicked stampede. But the majority of the beds were occupied by Iantas’s soldiers, whose injuries were far more grievous, most of whom were wracked by the effects of the poison that had lain the castle’s defenses low; some were no longer moving and had white sheets draped fully over their forms, signifying that they’d already gone to seek the shade of Adapa the Harvester’s willow groves.

No, not the willows, Alaric corrected himself distantly. The Nenavarene had no gods; they believed that when they died their souls went heavenward to the ships of their ancestors, who sailed the Sky Above the Sky.

In the mood that he was in, he didn’t care about any of the soldiers, poisoned or riding phantom vessels or otherwise. Perhaps that made him the bastard that Talasyn was forever accusing him of being, but, as far as he was concerned, they’d all failed in their duty to keep his wife safe.

He had failed.

He would have given anything for Talasyn to walk through the door right that moment and accuse him of being all manner of things.

Sevraim had fallen silent, his gaze trained on the right side of Alaric’s face. Alaric had discarded his costume mask during the battle, and here in the ward he’d scrubbed off the glittering pigments that Belrok had forced on him. It was Sevraim’s first time seeing the unadulterated scar that the World-Eater’s breath had left on Alaric’s skin, the smokelike black pattern that fanned from his temple to his cheek.

But Sevraim knew better than to comment on it. “Ileis is missing, too,” he said.

Alaric was so busy thinking about Talasyn that his mind refused to make sense of the words. “What?”

“Ileis,” Sevraim repeated patiently. “Legionnaire? About this tall?” He leveled his hand to his neck. “Dark hair, brown eyes, indiscriminately murderous?” Clearly sensing that Alaric was about to punch him, he adopted a more somber expression. “We were recalling the crew to your ship when the fighting began.” How absurd it seemed to Alaric that he’d been about to set sail for the Continent seconds before the attack. How could this waking nightmare have begun with something so routine? “I headed to the ballroom to assist, while Ileis said she’d nip out back in case more hostiles approached the castle from the south. I searched the grounds myself just now. There were no signs of a struggle, but … there was no sign of Ileis, either.”

“She’ll turn up,” Alaric stated flatly. The alternative was unthinkable. “Even if she was overpowered—even if there were sariman cages involved as well—if anyone knows how to survive, it’s Ileis.”

“I think the same goes for the Lightweaver,” Sevraim ventured. “She’ll be all right, too, Your Majesty.”

A grave undercurrent passed between the two men. Alaric had the horribly disquieting sensation that Sevraim had finally understood something he himself wasn’t ready to confront. And not just Sevraim—across the room, Jie and Niamha were staring at Alaric like they’d never seen him before. As a matter of fact, they’d been staring at him like that from the moment he barged into the infirmary and furiously ordered the healer to be quick about her business so he could lead the search for Talasyn.

The healer had finished dressing his wound right before Sevraim arrived. There was no more time to waste. Alaric shot to his feet, grunting a little at the pain that lanced down his tender side, and Sevraim closed the curtains around the bed to afford him some privacy while he changed.

As Alaric pulled on his armor from the trunk that Sevraim had lugged downstairs, the sounds of the infirmary enveloped him. The clinking of metal implements, the rustling of sheets. The murmured conversations in Nenavarene between the healers and their patients, the occasional shouted curse—sometimes in a haughty tone, other times in a soldier’s coarser accent. Noble or commoner, everyone’s flesh sliced open the same, he thought sardonically. Everyone had been caught unaware by this attack. And once Alaric found out who was behind it, the skies were going to rain blood. He would summon his stormship from the harbor at Sedek-We, and his lightning cannons would incinerate all those who’d dared take his wife from him. And his shadow magic would shred what was left of them.

Alaric had just donned his mask when he heard the door swing open and several people bustle into the ward, talking all at once. Above the fray rose Niamha’s name, uttered by a voice that was all too familiar.

Rage careened through him anew, fueled by a potent dose of suspicion. He shoved the curtains aside and charged at Surakwel Mantes, the Dominion noble who had been against the treaty between Kesath and Nenavar from the very start. Who had conveniently disappeared from the masquerade before the attack began.

Surakwel was inspecting Niamha as she sat propped up against pillows, his fingers gently worrying the skin around a bruise on her upper arm. He spoke to her with an evident note of strain, his walnut-brown eyes hooded. Then those eyes slid away from her and went round at the sight of the Night Emperor bearing down upon him in full battle regalia.

Niamha sprang out of bed. “Your Majesty, I know what you’re thinking, but there is no possible way that Lord Surakwel could have had a hand in this.” It was the most earnest that the canny and sophisticated Daya Langsoune of Catanduc had ever sounded, the remnants of a formerly sleek updo hanging around her fine-boned face in scraggly jet-black strands. Surakwel shoved her behind him with a muffled curse, but she continued imploring Alaric over his shoulder. “He may have radical views, but he would never commit treason. He would never do anything to harm the Lachis’ka or her family.”

“Unless they support an alliance he detests,” Alaric spat, “so much so that he tried to kill me five months ago.”

Surakwel bristled as though prepared to match blow for blow, but Niamha clutched his arm. “Fine, then,” she told Alaric. “He would never do anything to harm me. I swear it. By my mother’s hanging heart.”

Her utter certainty was enough to give anyone pause, as was the way Surakwel remained protectively in front of her, shielding her from Alaric’s wrath.

In Alaric’s opinion, the esteemed Daya Langsoune could do so much better than Surakwel Mantes. It was an opinion that solidified when the young lord glowered at him.

“I left the masquerade early because you clearly did not want me there,” said Surakwel, each syllable clipped and sharp. “On my way home, I stopped by a tavern in Vasiyas, and I was still there when a few rather distressed nobles in costume arrived, clamoring for drinks to settle their nerves because some kind of furor had broken out at Iantas. I didn’t even know that the Lachis’ka was missing until my ship made landfall here a few minutes ago. And now, if His Majesty sees fit to cease with the posturing, I believe that Kaptan Gao has something to tell you.”

With a tense jerk of his head, Surakwel indicated Gao, who, along with Prince Elagbi, had entered the infirmary with him and was watching the exchange with horrified fascination.

“What is it?” Alaric barked.

Gao’s lips pursed. The Nenavarene were little used to high-handed men making demands. “Your shallop’s crew alerted us just now, Emperor Alaric. They received a string of coordinates on the aetherwave—from Mistress Ileis’s coracle, pointing to the Silklands. There was no accompanying message.”

There didn’t need to be. Alaric knew how Ileis worked—quickly and efficiently. She wasn’t one to suffer fools. He met Sevraim’s gaze, the blood in his veins already thrumming with vengeful anticipation. “She followed whoever took Talasyn.”

Sevraim nodded, his eyes gleaming.

“The Silklands,” Niamha repeated. “That’s Rajan Wempuq’s domain.”

“Wempuq is dead,” Alaric said curtly. “The assassins shot him.”

Elagbi flinched. Alaric realized too late that he should have broken the dismal news more gently, on account of Wempuq having been one of the prince’s close friends. To his credit, though, Elagbi bowed his head in sorrow for only a moment, then returned to the crisis at hand with grim determination.

“In that case,” he said, “control of the Silklands has now passed to his daughter, Oryal.”

“Oh!” Jie squeaked from her infirmary bed. Everyone turned to look at her, and the lady-in-waiting’s cheeks flushed as scarlet as the cut on her bottom lip. “I completely forgot. Daya Langsoune and I were separated from Lady Oryal when we fled the ballroom, but I saw her run to where the fighting was. To—to where the Lachis’ka was.”

Surakwel frowned. “If Lady Oryal is behind Her Grace’s disappearance, how could she have overpowered a Lightweaver? Perhaps she had another sariman cage … Wait!” he called as he noticed Alaric already heading for the door, Sevraim on his heels. “We have to be strategic about this. The Silklands are on the island of Irrawad, whose nobles are no great friends of the crown—”

“Then meet me there when you’re done strategizing,” Alaric bit out. He paused in his stride to glance at the infirmary’s other occupants—the soldiers and the masquerade guests captive in their beds, entranced by the scene, being tended to by healers who were desperately trying not to gawk as well—and then at Gao. “We don’t know who Oryal is in league with. No one leaves this ward until the Night Empress has been found.”

Talasyn would balk at being referred to as such, but the Dominion needed the reminder that Kesath had a vested interest in Alunsina Ivralis’s welfare. Should their ruler’s consort be harmed in any way within Nenavarene borders, the Night Empire would strike back tenfold.

As far as veiled threats went, it was effective. Gao paled slightly. “Understood,” she said. “Most of Iantas’s soldiers are indisposed, but some of the royal guard will remain here with the strictest instructions to let no one out of their sight. The rest, including myself, will accompany His Majesty to Irrawad. I shall call for reinforcements from the Roof of Heaven along the way, if the Zahiya-lachis permits it.”

Niamha cleared her throat. “I do not believe that the Zahiya-lachis will permit it,” she said delicately. “Sending troops to the Silklands, on the basis of a string of coordinates—the lords and ladies of Irrawad will view it as an act of aggression, and we’ll have another civil war on our hands. We should ask Queen Urduja what is to be done …”

She trailed off as Alaric stormed out of the room.

Through the thick haze of his dark fury, Alaric was vaguely aware of people scurrying after him down Iantas’s granite halls. He didn’t spare an ounce of attention for any of them; he just wanted to be with Talasyn. Now, now. The distance to the grid where the airships were seemed interminable, and putting one foot in front of the other a laborious task with no end in sight. Hold on, his every thought screamed in a futile attempt to be heard by her. Hold on until I get there.

“You must stop him,” Niamha was begging someone at an urgent pitch. “His Majesty has no jurisdiction in Nenavar. He shouldn’t do anything until Queen Urduja has been informed. She will send envoys to the Silklands, and this can be resolved diplomatically—”

“My lady,” came Sevraim’s reply, his pleasant tone laced with myriad sharp edges, “I have been biting my tongue since the first day of those marriage negotiations because I was ordered to play nice, but I confess that I’m rather sick of all this politicking.” Alaric let out a mirthless scoff but didn’t turn around. “If the Night Emperor ends up being unable to save his wife because you wished to discuss it in committee first, I might as well make sure I’m halfway to the edge of Lir by then. Because something tells me that”—Alaric wrenched the castle’s front doors open, washing Sevraim’s next words in oceanic breezes and starlight—“if Alunsina Ivralis dies today, the Nenavar Dominion will burn. And there will be no survivors.”
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CHAPTER TWO

Talasyn faded in and out, her consciousness lapping at the shores of some abstract reality before receding again, the way the azure tide of the Eversea ebbed and flowed against the sands of Iantas, which she had come to call home. There were snatches of things occasionally rising from the gloom—the whine of an airship’s aether hearts, a throb of pain in her skull, the glow of embers, a rough jostling at her wrists, the edge of a damask curtain—but these were quick to slip out of reach even as she tried to hold on.

She dreamt. Or … it felt like a dream. She was soaring over miles upon miles of jungle the way Iyaram had soared over the world on Bakun’s white coils. The trees shone so brightly that, at first, she thought they were spun from gold, but it turned out they were soaked in the radiance of the Light Severs. Dozens of them, discharging all at once, blazing pillars holding up a pastel sky.

Then she was in a cavernous longhouse, warmed by cooking fires and bodies moving to and fro. The figures did not appear to realize that she was there and their faces were blurred, as though she were seeing them—was separated from them—by walls of translucent glass. Sunrise sifted through the gaps of the rattan-vine ceiling in waxen rose-gold columns, like countless slender, indoor imitations of the Lightweave’s nexus points. Talasyn stepped into one of them, her
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EPILOGUE

Five years later

A moth coracle slid into the Zahiya-lachis’s private hangar with the same grace as the insect it was named after, soaring into a beam of moonlight. The guards posted therein stood to attention, then pressed their fists over their hearts in unanimous salute as a slender figure in blue-and-gold armor emerged from the vessel. Her chestnut hair was pulled back in a simple braid and her brown eyes gleamed with the calm triumph of a mission successfully completed.

“At ease.” Alunsina Ivralis’s confident tones rang throughout the hangar. Niamha Langsoune—the Dragon Queen’s right hand, now named the Lady of the Serpent’s Trace in addition to being the Daya of Catanduc—came forward. Falling into step beside Talasyn as they ventured deeper into the Roof of Heaven, she took her liege through the messages that had piled up in the latter’s absence.

Talasyn had been gone several days, so there were quite a lot. Various noble houses scattered throughout the Dominion had written to confirm their attendance at the Zahiya-lachis’s birthday party, which would be held at the end of the sennight. The royal couturier wanted to arrange a final dress fitting for said celebration. And, lastly, the Sardovian Allfold had submitted a hefty breakdown of how they’d used the past quarter’s aid from Nenavar to fund the ongoing postwar rehabilitation efforts on the Continent.

All of these messages had come in while Talasyn was dealing with a small division of foreign warships that had encroached on the Dominion’s southern border. Opening up a formerly isolated nation to the rest of the world came with its own set of headaches; word of the dragons had spread, and now the more unscrupulous denizens of Lir wanted to get their hands on dragon bones or scales or horns. The Nenavarene had been forced to develop a rapid response protocol for this type of situation, though the biggest risk was that the prospective poachers would get themselves killed.

Talasyn dearly hoped that word would also spread of the dragons’ fierceness, their capacity for immense destruction—alongside the fact that the Dominion queen wielded the Lightweave in their defense. All that would be an effective deterrent. At the moment, however, there was something else weighing on her mind.

“No word from my husband?” she asked Niamha with a hint of a frown. Alaric’s ship was supposed to have made landfall at Port Samout the previous afternoon. It wasn’t like him to fail to send a skua if he was running late.

“There was a message, Harlikaan,” Niamha replied delicately. “The Night Emperor departed Kesath behind schedule, but he should only be a couple of hours away by now. He was most vexed to learn that you were personally handling the poacher situation. His response when I informed him of such was …”

“Colorful?” Talasyn guessed.

“To not put too fine a point on it,” Niamha said with a sniff.

“I shall deal with His Majesty, Daya Langsoune, and I’ll make sure he apologizes to you,” Talasyn promised. “He is so much better at apologizing these days.” She ignored the skeptical glance slanted her way, the one that spoke volumes about the state of Niamha’s faith in the Zahiya-lachis’s judgment where the royal consort was concerned. “Now, if that’s all, I need to rescue the nursemaid from my daughter.”

Niamha threw her head back with an airy laugh. “Since I’m done holding down the fort, I shall head home. Lord Mantes writes that he is pining. I’ll review the applications for your new lady-in-waiting and send you the most promising ones.”

“I miss Jie,” Talasyn said mournfully. “But I can’t order her to not get married.”

“Technically, you can, Harlikaan,” Niamha pointed out with an impish twinkle in her eye.

Talasyn made a face at her. The two women parted ways outside the residential wing and, moments later, Talasyn was striding into the same bedroom that she’d used back when she was the Lachis’ka.

The nursemaid was conspicuously absent; instead, a tall, sharp-featured noble with hints of silver streaking her dark chignon and a storybook on her silk-clad lap sat in a rocking chair by the bed, where the heir to the Nenavarene throne was fast asleep.

“I sent Nurse off for a lie-in. She looked like she needed it,” Sancia Elidan explained. “She was up until the early hours at Her Grace’s insistence. They went stargazing.”

The mattress dipped slightly beneath Talasyn’s weight as she perched beside the slumbering child. Hiraya Ivralis stirred only to sling a stout, tiny arm over her mother’s thigh and hug it like a pillow, an act that was instinct rather than waking gesture.

“Alaric was telling her about the constellations the night before he left,” Talasyn murmured, carding her fingers through the three-year-old’s rumpled black hair. “She misses him.”

“I see.” Sancia’s polite response belied the cautious manner in which she appeared to hang on to Talasyn’s every word. The former Night Empress was always hungry for stories about her son, yet it was painfully apparent that this hunger was tempered by her guilt at having abandoned him.

“I apologize for not having been here to receive you upon your arrival, Mother-in-Law.” Talasyn spoke quietly and amiably, because Sancia often froze whenever there was an excess of emotion around her, when a voice was raised even just the slightest bit. “I hope you had a pleasant journey from Valisa, nonetheless.”

“It went well enough, Harlikaan—and don’t worry about me,” said Sancia. “I understand that you were busy protecting your borders.”

“Kicking poacher ass,” a small, soft voice carefully enunciated in halting and accented Sailor’s Common, and that was how Talasyn realized that her daughter had woken up.

She beamed, peering down into a pair of tawny eyes that looked exactly like hers on the surface but bore a solemnity that could only have been inherited from her husband. “My darling! Hello, I missed you,” she cooed. “Don’t let your father hear you say that,” she added as an afterthought. “He might have Aunt Khaede banished.”

Hiraya cuddled into Talasyn’s side, hiding her face as though the short-lived bout of speech had sapped all her energy.

“Such a reserved child,” Sancia remarked, also smiling—as everyone tended to do around Hiraya. “She gets that from my son. He was just like her at that age.”

“I always wonder,” Talasyn confessed, “about the parts of his life I wasn’t there for. How he was before I knew him.”

Sancia bit her lip. Her gaze slowly grew distant. She reached out and patted Talasyn’s hand where it rested on Hiraya’s shoulder. “He has a family now,” she said, and in those words was a kind of resigned peace. A letting go. “You gave him what we never could. Thank you.”

Alaric’s new flagship and its wolf coracle escorts soared into Eskaya in the late afternoon. The daylight was sleepy and golden on those sleek black sails, and Hiraya—freshly bathed and dressed for supper like her mother—lost all trace of her usual composure when she spotted them from the balcony.

She was silent as always but squirming and restless, too excited to be carried. She stumbled forward, impatiently tugging on Talasyn’s dress as they made their way to the entrance hall. The last time they’d seen Alaric had been nearly a month ago, when he kissed them both goodbye before leaving for the Continent to oversee the decommissioning of the last stormships. It was Hiraya’s longest separation from her father to date and she was practically tripping over her own two feet in her haste to get to him, maintaining her balance only by virtue of a tight grip on her mother’s skirts.

Talasyn fought back a laugh. Hiraya had been exceptionally well-mannered since the cradle—not at all prone to tantrums, the easiest baby that first-time parents could have asked for. Thus, it was refreshing to see her in such high spirits. They made a few more turns down gilded corridors bedecked with the sweet-scented blooms of early summer, and then, finally, they saw Alaric coming toward them. And Hiraya raised her voice for the first time in ages.

“Amya!” she called out, running as fast as her short legs could carry her.

Alaric’s stern features collapsed into something like relief at the sight of his daughter. He bent down and scooped Hiraya into his arms, flashing a lopsided grin as she hugged his neck and chattered away in the Dominion tongue, recounting every single detail of her life during his absence. He listened intently, nodding in the appropriate places, occasionally dropping kisses on her forehead and her freckled cheeks.

It was so much like the vision that Talasyn had seen during her pilgrimage on the Path of the Sun. This was the future she’d fought for. Her heart swelled with a joy so immense, it felt as though it might burst. As she neared them, Alaric’s gaze met hers over their daughter’s head and he switched to carrying Hiraya with one arm; his other shot out and hauled Talasyn up against his side.

“Again with the manhandling,” she groused, wrapping her own arms around his waist.

“I got impatient,” Alaric countered, leaning down to slant his mouth over hers. “I missed you,” he mumbled against her lips.

“I missed you, too.” Talasyn kissed her husband as he held their daughter, relishing the warmth of this little circle. Her family. It wasn’t exactly within the bounds of courtly etiquette to be doing this here, but the guards in the entrance hall were used to the affectionate displays that took place whenever the Zahiya-lachis was reunited with her consort. None of them batted an eye.

Before long, however, Alaric had to pull away from Talasyn with a laughter-tinged groan, because Hiraya had started tugging at his ear. “I’m hungry,” she complained.

“As am I,” Alaric replied absentmindedly, staring at his wife.

Talasyn blushed, swatting his shoulder. He smirked in response as he slipped his fingers through the gaps between hers, and off they went to the royal family’s private dining room, holding hands while their child snuggled contentedly into his chest.

“Your mother arrived a few days ago,” she quietly informed him as they walked. “She plans to stay past my birthday celebration—a month, at least, if that’s all right?”

Alaric nodded. “She needs to recover from the long journey before embarking on another. And she probably wants to spend time with her granddaughter.”

Talasyn squeezed his hand. “She wants to spend time with you.”

Alaric tightened his own grip on her fingers, but said nothing. Talasyn had debated inviting Sancia to supper with them, but decided against it. Whenever Alaric was newly returned from the Continent, he was always tired, always perilously close to locking himself in with Talasyn and Hiraya with strict orders for no one else to intrude under pain of death. He was in no state to deal with his mother and the lingering guilt and recrimination tonight. There would be time enough, in the month to come, to continue the work of healing old wounds.

Hiraya poked Alaric’s jaw, forcing his attention back to her as she told him about the new wooden sword she’d gotten. Talasyn watched them from out of the corner of her eye with the same sense of wonder that she often did.

She hadn’t been prepared for how easily Alaric took to being a parent. He’d been so anxious and unsure during her pregnancy, although he’d tried to hide it, presenting a strong and supportive front for her sake as she struggled with morning sickness, a belly the size of a house, and strange cravings at ungodly hours. But she’d picked up on his doubts the same way he always did hers, and many long nights had been spent just lying in bed and talking it all out, his hand on her stomach, possessive and protective even though he was afraid.

And then Hiraya had been born, and it was as though a switch had been flipped. Talasyn would never forget the look on her husband’s face when he held the gurgling infant for the first time—so much love, the all-encompassing kind that fear could not even hope to hold a candle to. Right from the start, he’d had a knack for getting Hiraya to calm down on the rare occasions when she was being fussy, and he would immediately cease and desist all imperial duties when she wanted to play. The little Lachis’ka was absolutely doted on by her father.

Hiraya had Elagbi wrapped around her finger, too. The Dominion prince strode into the dining room halfway through the main course and immediately went over to her, kissing the top of her head while she did her best to wriggle out of her seat and cuddle with him.

“Let your grandfather eat first, darling,” Talasyn said, because someone had to be the disciplinarian in this household and both Alaric and Elagbi would probably keel over if they had to refuse Hiraya anything. “He just got in from inspecting the regiments. He must be famished.”

Hiraya wrinkled her nose at her mother but obediently went back to using her half-eaten rice cake as a spoon for her green-gram soup.

Elagbi chuckled as he sat down. “She’s getting so big,” he fondly remarked. “It seems like only yesterday when His Majesty was wearing a hole into the floor from all his pacing outside the delivery room.”

Alaric raised an eyebrow at his father-in-law. “His Highness was pacing right along with me, as I recall.”

“Ah, but I”—Elagbi wagged a finger—“did not get kicked out of the room for calling the attending healer a quack.”

“No, indeed. We only had to summon another healer because you almost fainted from the stress.”

Talasyn rolled her eyes. “Honestly, you were both so absurd that day. It wasn’t that bad.”

The men turned to her with similarly incredulous expressions.

“You threatened to have me thrown into the dungeon if I ever touched you again,” Alaric reminded her.

“I’m sure I did no such thing,” she said primly.

His gray eyes crinkled at the corners. He reached for her hand under the table, sweeping his bare thumb over her knuckles in an affectionate caress. “You did.”

On Talasyn’s other side, Hiraya tugged at her sleeve, staining the delicate fabric with soup-coated fingers. “Inang, what’s a dungeon?” She carefully sounded out the unfamiliar word in Sailor’s Common. “Can I have one?”

After supper, they retired to the Zahiya-lachis’s salon to partake in steaming mugs of sweet hot cocoa. When the hour grew late, the nursemaid arrived to put Hiraya to bed and Elagbi left with them, stifling a yawn.

Not a moment too soon, Talasyn thought, because she and Alaric had been finding it more and more difficult to keep their hands off of each other as the evening wore on.

It had been nearly a month, after all. There’d been no eclipses during that period, either.

However, once they were alone, it became apparent that sex was not the first thing on Alaric’s mind. “My love,” he said, turning to face Talasyn as they sat ensconced on the couch, “did it somehow escape your notice that you have the entire Huktera at your disposal? The point of that is so you would be able to abstain from racing off to every minor skirmish.”

Right. The poachers. In the time before, Talasyn would have bristled at the insinuation that she couldn’t hold her own in battle, but the worried frown on Alaric’s face was heart-wrenching, as was the fact that he’d waited until their daughter was out of earshot to court the possibility of an argument. That was one of the things they’d agreed to early on, never to quarrel when Hiraya was around.

“I’ve spent the past month at inauguration ceremonies and in meetings,” Talasyn explained as she began undoing the buttons on the front of Alaric’s tunic. “So I hope you can forgive me for needing some action—especially since you weren’t around to govern my baser urges.”

She pushed him back, sliding her palm down his chest, straddling his thick thigh as she slowly kissed her way down his neck. A muscle worked along his jaw even while he deftly unlaced the ribbons that held her gown together. “Just be careful, all right?” he muttered.

“Always.” She sucked a bruise along his pectoral, and then another and another, relishing in each hiss of breath that she was able to elicit from him. “But you have to be careful, too.”

“Of course.” He peeled the sleeves of her loosened bodice down her arms and then she was the one being kissed, his lips tracing a well-worn path from her throat to the hollow of her collarbones to the round of her shoulder. “I’ll always return home to you and Hiraya.”

The name meant child of my dreams in the language of Nenavar. From the moment she came into the world, there had never been any question that Hiraya would be loved. Talasyn’s heart fluttered; the next kiss that she bestowed upon her husband was achingly sweet.

Alaric rumbled his approval, the light and teasing touches of his fingers lazily coaxing her nipples into pebbled peaks. Talasyn’s knees dug into the upholstery as she rubbed her damp, silk-clad center on his muscular thigh, chasing the nearest available source of friction. She allowed instinct to guide her movements, her hands braced on Alaric’s wide shoulders for balance. There was a certain illicit decadence to it, with his tunic opened in front to reveal a sculpted chest marked up with her love bites, with her crumpled bodice pooled at her waist, with the lamplight shifting over them in golden veils. Soon she was flushed and panting, dripping all over his trousers, and he was slack-jawed and staring at her as though she were every star that ever was.

“If Kesath and the Dominion only knew the things we did to each other,” he rasped. “If they could only see you now.”

She adored this side of him, this darker streak that fed her own. It was only during these moments that Alunsina Ivralis could let herself be drunk on power and supremacy, secure in the knowledge that the Night Emperor would be waiting for her at the end of it. He dipped his head to take one breast into his mouth, and he sucked and bit and licked at her until she broke on a sob, her spine arching in exquisite release.

Talasyn was given scant opportunity to recover. Alaric pulled her fully into his lap, facing her away from him as he sat on the couch. His hands disappeared beneath her skirts and tore at her underwear, and she stiffened at the telltale sound of silk ripping in half.

“Alaric!” she snapped. “That’s the third time this year—oh—” Her admonishment dissolved into a cry as he sheathed himself inside her, the thick, hot length of him stretching her inner walls.

“You’d think that the Nenavarene, in all their ingenuity, would be able to design undergarments that can withstand impatient husbands,” he teased, dotting kisses on the back of her neck, his large fingers digging into her hips. “I thought about this all month, Tala.” He let out a strangled groan, pushing deeper into her. So deep that her toes curled. “Never again,” he vowed fiercely. “We’ll coordinate our schedules better next time. I cannot be away from you that long again.”

“Don’t think about it anymore.” She craned her neck to press a messy kiss to his lips. “It’s over. You’re home. And when I hold court at the Citadel, I’ll be home, too—because I’ll be with you.”

Gods, maybe she was the sappy one in this marriage, after all. But she didn’t think that she minded, not when he twitched inside her upon hearing those words. He buried his face in the crook of her neck, her name rolling off his tongue as he spent inside her, his fingers running slickly over where they were joined to bring her to one last peak.

And then they were collapsing onto the couch together, and it was all lamplight and lazy kisses and sleepy smiles as they both fell into the afterglow.

The fierce rays of Nenavar’s relentless summer sun came roaring in through the windows, falling across Alaric’s face in a wash of honeyed heat. He groggily blinked up at the tapestry of stars and dragons that decorated the silk canopy over the bed, reflecting that it was a miracle that he and Talasyn had managed to stumble to their quarters last night. He’d been exhausted, but there was a vague memory of the door creaking open long after his head had hit the pillow, followed by Hiraya’s childish lisp demanding that he move over …

The waking world slowly dawned upon his senses. He glanced down. Yes, there she was, his three-year-old, curled up on top of him like a round loaf of bread, fast asleep and unleashing rivers of drool on his bare chest. He tried to lift his arm so he could hug her—only to realize that said arm was currently being used as a pillow by Talasyn, who was facing away from him but definitely also drooling.

Alaric smiled, his eyes drifting shut once more as he turned his head to blindly, drowsily nuzzle at Talasyn’s hair. He didn’t mind staying here forever with his two girls.

Half an hour later, the guttural shriek of a familiar magic pierced through the idyllic morning haze. It was a sound that thundered in Alaric’s ears and was echoed by his own heartbeat, vast and reverberating. He and Talasyn bolted upright at the same time, their reflexes honed by war, scanning the room for the source of this new danger—

Hiraya was sitting cross-legged on the floor. Her eyes glowed with silver light as she held out her hands in front of her, the Shadowgate an indistinct disc of black smoke cupped in her tiny palms. She looked startled—and afraid. She cast a helpless glance at her parents before turning back to what she’d summoned, staring at it as though she held a venomous serpent that was about to strike.

There was a scream trapped in Alaric’s throat. A denial that tasted as sharp as despair. His father and his grandfather—mirror copies of each other, and of him—were smiling in triumph, an ocean away and years ago.

The boy is Shadowforged. And to manifest so young, too—I am glad. Our dynasty lives on.

We will raise you stronger than the rest, my son. You will be the nation’s sword. Its shield.

Your training starts today.

Alaric watched ink and aether drip from his daughter’s hands, violent shudders tearing through him. Not this. Anything but this wretched fate for his sweet, innocent child, doomed to suffer the brutish whims of a sire like him—someone who had learned to be a father from Gaheris Ossinast.

“Beloved.” Talasyn rested a hand on Alaric’s shoulder. Her voice, low in his ear, began to drown out the memories. The look on her face was as soft as sunrise. “Hiraya needs you. You’re the only one who can talk her through this.” Her lips quirked, an attempt at wry humor to mask the tension. To keep him calm. “Preferably before she accidentally blasts a hole through the ceiling.”

Alaric drew heaving breaths, a cold sweat trickling down his temple. He staggered out of bed with a body that felt too heavy to move—but it had to, because his wife willed it. Because his daughter needed him. He fell to the floor on his hands and knees and crawled forward, his world narrowed down to Hiraya, who was paralyzed by fear and confusion, her shadow magic flaring unsteadily in the bright tropical sunlight.

With this darkness, you shall one day rule.

“You’re doing great, sweetheart,” Alaric said hoarsely. Hiraya’s flashing eyes snapped to him, her face pale behind the shivering black-and-silver mist. “I know it’s scary. I know.” He stopped a short distance from her and held up his hands; a second shadowy disc flickered into being, this time in his palms. “It’s all right. You’re like me, you see?”

Molded in my image, his father whispered. The pride of House Ossinast.

Hiraya looked from her hands to his and back again. She relaxed a little. Her disc, which had seemed in danger of bursting at any second, stabilized in shape. Became a near-perfect replica of his. The display of prowess chilled him to the bone.

A prodigy. Our hope for the future.

With you, we will win the war.

Alaric pasted on a reassuring smile for his daughter’s sake. “That’s very good, Aya. Everything will be fine. I’ll teach you. We’ll go at your own pace. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.” His voice cracked. “I’ll always be here.”

He waited for her to nod, then he continued. “Breathe in. Slowly … yes.” As she complied with his instructions, he encouraged her with his smile intact, because everyone should always smile around Hiraya. She was the child of his dreams. “Now breathe out. Good. And let it go.”

He closed his fists over his disc and it disappeared. She did the same. All darkness vanished from the room. The silver light of aetherspace left Hiraya’s eyes gradually until they were back to a warm brown. Just like her mother’s.

Alaric picked her up and held her close, stumbling back to the bed, where he deposited her in Talasyn’s embrace. Hiraya sniffled into the front of Talasyn’s nightshirt, wordlessly seeking comfort. Alaric wrapped his arms around them both, his terror dissipating as he breathed in their familiar scents.

Talasyn kissed the top of Hiraya’s head. “You were amazing.” She leaned forward and kissed Alaric’s scarred cheek. “Both of you.” Her eyes were suspiciously misty, and Alaric wasn’t so sure that his weren’t damp as well.

The three of them fell back onto the bed, huddling under the blankets to keep out the rest of the world for a little while longer. “We’ll do right by her,” Talasyn murmured to Alaric, rubbing his back, Hiraya snugly squished between them. “I am not Urduja. And you are not your father’s son.”

He let his wife’s words wash over him, transporting him somewhere warm and safe. As her hand drifted higher, he turned his head so that he could press a kiss to the inside of her wrist, closing his eyes. What a gift it was, to be able to allow himself to trust in declarations like this. To believe that the war was over. To let the morning sun melt away the ghosts of night.

“You were also three years old when your aethermancy manifested,” his mother was saying, later that afternoon. “You were crying because you’d tripped and skinned your knee. I picked you up and you hurled a bolt of shadow magic at the wall. It gave me quite the fright and I nearly dropped you.”

“But you didn’t,” said Alaric. “I remember.”

She cast a tentative, hopeful glance at him from across a table laden with tea and pastries. It was always strange to see her—had been, ever since they met again during the peace talks. For so long, she’d been frozen in his memories, never aging even as he left boyhood far behind. Now there were streaks of gray in her hair and creases at the corners of her mouth—laugh lines, they were sometimes called. He hoped in this case that it was no mere turn of phrase, that Sancia Elidan had managed to find joy since escaping Gaheris.

A stiff breeze shook the treetops, white petals raining down in the plumeria grove behind the palace. A few caught in Talasyn’s loose hair, tangling into the chestnut strands like snowflakes. Alaric automatically reached out to brush them away; only then did he notice that she was staring at him, soft and dreamlike.

“You were imagining me as a wailing three-year-old, weren’t you?” he accused.

Talasyn smirked. “You must have been adorable.”

“He was,” Sancia confirmed, eliciting a chuckle from Elagbi, who was seated beside her.

The table’s fifth occupant, Khaede, who had just arrived from Sardovia, looked like she’d bitten into a sour plum. In all fairness, it was the expression that she always wore around Alaric—whether they were butting heads over international policy on the Continent or tolerating each other at afternoon tea like this here in Nenavar—but he had the feeling that, today, it had less to do with him and more with what was happening several feet away from the table.

Standing in the shade of a plumeria tree, Sevraim was telling the children a story. Hiraya was looking up at him, studious and intent, clutching his legs for balance; perched on his shoulders was Nisandros, Khaede’s curly-haired, ocean-eyed son. A six-year-old was too big to be carried in such a manner, but Sevraim had once joked to Nisandros that he didn’t mind carrying him around on his back until they were both decrepit old men. The legionnaire seemed to be making good on his word, indulgently letting the boy use the added height to pluck the purple seed pods that hung from the lowermost branches.

Talasyn had confided to Alaric that this was Khaede’s biggest problem these days: how attached her son was to Sevraim. The two were all but joined at the hip whenever they happened to be in the same place. Khaede absolutely hated it, but was careful to not make it too obvious—to the child, at least.

Sevraim reached the end of his tale with a dramatic flourish. In the silence that followed, Hiraya tugged imperiously on his trouser leg, frowning up at him.

“Gods, that scowl,” Sevraim said with a shudder. “It’s exactly the same as—” He broke off, slanting a furtive peek in Alaric’s direction. Then he winked at Hiraya. “One more story, Lachis’ka? But of course. Shall I recount another Kesathese classic—the legend of the wounded white tiger, perhaps? Or is there anything else that strikes your fancy?”

While Hiraya pondered her options, Nisandros tried to shove a seed pod into Sevraim’s mouth, cackling with glee when the legionnaire pretended to chew on it.

“He actually gets along very well with the children, doesn’t he?” Talasyn remarked to Alaric.

“Why wouldn’t he?” Alaric draped an arm over the backrest of her chair. “They’re the only ones who don’t tell him to shut up.”

She stifled a snort into his shoulder. The lightness in his heart was almost terrifying precisely because of how naturally it came.

“Don’t be shy, Your Grace,” Sevraim coaxed Hiraya. “I shall tell you any story you desire. I am completely at your service.”

It was imperceptible except to those who knew her well, but Hiraya’s features brightened with interest. “How did my parents meet?” she asked Sevraim. “Love at first sight?”

“I changed my mind.” Sevraim grabbed hold of Nisandros’s knees, locking them securely around his neck. “It’s time to run away.”

He vanished deeper into the plumeria grove at full speed, Nisandros shrieking with glee on his back. Hiraya blinked, then toddled after them.

“Don’t trip, Lachis’ka! Please!” came Sevraim’s disembodied voice, rife with alarm. “Don’t you dare get so much as a scratch, or your father will have my head …”

Sevraim, Hiraya, and Nisandros eventually found their way back to the tea table, laughing and out of breath and sun-flushed. Another hour passed by in idle chatter, until Talasyn excused herself for the appointment she’d scheduled with the palace healers—a routine checkup, she was quick to assure everyone.

Khaede wanted to speak with her before she headed to the infirmary, though. The two women moved away from the group, closer to the edge of the limestone cliffs that overlooked Eskaya.

“About your invitation—the Amirante sends her regrets,” said Khaede. “She’s got her hands full overseeing disarmament. But she asked me to wish you a happy birthday.”

Talasyn wasn’t all that surprised. Rather than completely disassembling the structures, the two nations of the Continent had decided to convert the stormships into community-style housing for those who had been displaced by the war. It was always a hectic time for Sardovia and Kesath whenever a new batch of the great vessels underwent the process, which was partly why Alaric had been gone for so long.

However, Talasyn doubted that Ideth Vela would have attended her birthday celebration even if such a project didn’t exist. She’d sent that invitation out of courtesy, like she did every year, but there was no denying the fact that her relationship with Vela had changed ever since the day Dominion cannons swung to aim at the Sardovian fleet.

Talasyn felt a pang of sorrow, yet not a single regret. She would do it all over again.

“I think Vela just needs a bit more time,” Khaede said slowly, as if surprised by her own words. “This was the best outcome after so much fighting. She knows that as well as I do. We were all so consumed with winning the war, we didn’t consider what would come after. We forgot what peace looked like. And now we’re in the after and it might actually last. So …”

Khaede trailed off. There was an entire city sprawled below her, glorious and glittering, the jewel of the archipelago, but she only had eyes for the tea table under the snow-white trees, where Nisandros was chatting animatedly with Sevraim, who reached out to ruffle the boy’s hair every once in a while.

“There will always be a part of me that cries out for vengeance,” Khaede said. “But I don’t want my son to live like that.” Her gaze shifted farther up the table, and Talasyn realized that she was now looking at Alaric, who had Hiraya snuggled in his lap. “And your daughter is really cute. But—” She let out an aggrieved sigh. “Her father is just such an asshole, Tal.”

It was second nature by now for Talasyn to come to her husband’s defense. “He’s improving.”

“I suppose,” Khaede grumbled. “Lately, he’s been limiting himself to three sarcastic quips per meeting. The word going around is that his wife and daughter keep him happy.”

Talasyn couldn’t help herself. She smiled. Khaede looked vaguely nauseous.

“I worry sometimes,” Khaede said. “He might not be a tyrant like those who ruled before him, but how much of that is because he’s genuinely changed his principles? Or does he just want to keep you with him? What happens should the day come that you’re no longer at his side?”

Talasyn fell silent for a moment, mulling the question over. It was something that she’d also asked herself a few times before. The wind picked up, carrying hints of evening chill. She watched Alaric lean across the tea table toward Sancia.

“Are you cold?” Talasyn heard the faint sound of his voice. “Shall I have a shawl fetched for you?”

“This is nothing like Valisante temperatures,” his mother replied with an embarrassed laugh. “I’m fine.”

He continued as though he hadn’t heard her. “Perhaps we should move indoors.”

Ah, a heart like that … Talasyn’s own turned over with a fond ache. If Alaric could change for the better, then she could change a little bit for the worse and give the kind of answer that Khaede didn’t want to hear.

“If His Majesty is doing all this purely because of me,” Talasyn said, “that means he chooses me. Over his beliefs, his duty, his gods.” The sun was in her eyes, the horizon rolling on into forever below her feet. “And I choose him, too. For all my days.”

The tea party’s cozy, relaxed atmosphere made the plumeria trees shine all the brighter and Talasyn couldn’t wait to get back to it. First things first, though; the smell of the dried tamarinds served at breakfast had left her queasy in a way that was familiar, so she needed to make sure of something.

After her appointment with the healers ended, she hurried out of the infirmary, fully intending to rejoin the others in the grove at once. However, not even halfway to her destination, she ran into Alaric in the passage leading outside—an ornate corridor of alabaster pillars and gold-flecked tapestries, over which hung a chandelier fashioned from ethereally thin fragments of glass that chimed pleasantly with each light breeze.

Talasyn stopped short, every inch of her buzzing with the good news. Alaric went over to her, his pale brow knitted in concern.

“You were gone for a while. What did you need to see the healers about?” He studied her with pensive, searing intensity. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” She laced their fingers together, grinning up at him as she placed their joined hands on her stomach. “Actually—we both are.”

It was mesmerizing, the play of emotions that flickered over his handsome features in a matter of seconds. Confusion at first, followed by gradually dawning realization, his gray eyes growing wide, and then a stunned disbelief that never quite faded. Even when it was eclipsed by a dazed sort of bliss that made the years vanish from his face.

“Another one—” Alaric dropped to his knees right then and there in the middle of the gilded hall, littering Talasyn’s stomach with reverent kisses as she stroked his hair.

“Are you happy?” Talasyn found herself asking. Found herself needing to have it all put into words.

He looked up at her and there it was, that rare, crooked smile that always took her breath away. “The only way I could be happier is if you stopped hogging the covers, and even then I’d miss having an excuse to touch you as I steal them back,” he replied. “Which is a very roundabout way of saying that you hold my heart forever and I want for nothing.”

Alaric got to his feet and lifted Talasyn off hers in a tight embrace. The sunlight caught on the chandelier overhead, scattering shards of gold all over the hall, all over their forms. Her mind was a whirl of bright present and even brighter futures as she threw her arms around her husband.

“Yes, another one who will also someday demand an explanation of how you and I met,” she mused. “How many miles does Sevraim have left in him, do you think?”

Alaric laughed softly, nuzzling at her temple. “Our children will learn and understand the truth when they are ready, Empress.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “And there is one thing that I wish to tell them most of all.”

“Which is?”

His smiling mouth moved lower. Talasyn’s eyes drifted to half-mast; all she saw was daylight as Alaric breathed his next words against her lips.

“Somebody loved me,” he said. “That is how I survived the war.”
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