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I don't care if you've seen Lady Frankenstein.
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​The Pactbound Angel Recap
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(The underlined bits are especially important.)




Inigo Montoya: Let me explain.
[pause]

Inigo Montoya: No, there is too much. Let me sum up.

-The Princess Bride (dir. Rob Reiner, 1987)



TL; DR

Nathalia is a protector. Ramiren is a pactmaker. They and their friends accept a quest to kill hags in the Feylands. Nathalia and Ramiren make a “teach me how to please my future husband” pact, believing feelings wouldn’t get involved.

Spoiler alert: feelings get involved. 

After killing all the hags, Nathalia gets engaged to a fey prince, but she gets cold feet and runs to Ramiren. He takes her away but the ability he used to get them out of danger marked them for an arch-devil named Vrakus. Seeing Ramiren in danger, Nathalia takes her oath to protect him.

Full Recap

Resa Kett and Maxlian Swordhand fought a powerful druid who wanted to use a set of relics called the Twin Spheres. The druid disappeared to lick her wounds and plan anew.

A decade later, when Lady Nathalia Swordhand was nine years old, she and her younger sister Raewyn encountered a mischief hag at a carnival they weren’t supposed to go to. The hag cursed the two girls by taking Nathalia's creativity and scarring her sister's face. 

Nathalia grew into a protector, a bodyguard devoted to another person, wanting nothing more than to find a husband and begin her service. Her creativity gone, leaving a hole in her heart, she figured she might as well try to make the most of her life. Taking her adventuring parents into account, who met on the road, she started off, becoming a caravan guard. 

Years go by before she encounters Raewyn on the road. Raewyn talked Nathalia into going back to the carnival. There they met Ramiren, a secretive pactmaker, for whom Nathalia immediately developed an attraction. Spotting another mischief hag in the crowd, they followed and came across a newly-cursed and surly Georgina with her automaton M.A.L.C.O.L.M. Intent on helping Georgina, and maybe themselves, Nathalia and Raewyn entered the singing contest to get close to the carnival's elusive headmaster to warn him the mischief hags were there.

It didn't work, but someone was eavesdropping.

That someone introduced herself as the druid Leraska. She told them details about the mischief hags, where they were known to be, how many there were, and that the abilities the hags stole were stored in magic vials. Agreeing to go into the Feylands to recover what was taken, Nathalia, Ramiren, Raewyn, Georgina, and M.A.L.C.O.L.M. go to the nearest city to rest after teleporting to the Feylands. 

That night, Nathalia went to Ramiren's room and proposed a secret pact. "Teach me how to please my future husband, and I'll give you the luck stone I carry." He agreed, and they started immediately. Nathalia got her first taste and immediately wanted more.

[image: ]Nathalia purchased supplies for the road and learned more information about the Feylands and how it and Laeth mirror each other. “What affects Laeth affects the Feylands: buildings, cities founded, everything.” 

They traveled to the first mischief hag, clearing traps and riddles. After a short battle, the mischief hag was destroyed. Going into her cupboard to recover the vials, Nathalia found Ramiren's name on one. Shocked, Nathalia began to question the trust she had in him, as he did not tell anyone he too had something stolen: the ability to whistle.

Onto to the second mischief hag, Nathalia slowly came to terms with not needing to know everything about Ramiren, especially with his reassurance that his secrets would not harm her. “His secrets are his own.” Their lessons continued, and they became closer, blurring the line between instruction and affection. 

King Rofar of Tanta, learning the group was going to confront the second mischief hag, requested the group search for his daughter’s vial, promising riches or favors should they succeed. They agreed to find it and break the vial. A visiting earl from Wistran, Lord Dalson, indicated the third mischief hag in his realm needed to be put down. Ramiren blackmailed the earl into helping the group get into the castle when the time came.

The second mischief hag invaded their camp one night, and Nathalia received a whispered warning from Ramiren. She arrived just in time to run the hag off and save Ramiren.

The group encountered the second mischief hag in her cave, but she was clever and evaded the group while throwing bottles of acid and other caustic fluids at them. Georgina, however, was prompted to see if her vial was in the hag's cupboard to aid in the battle. She did so, and the second mischief hag was defeated with a timely crossbow bolt from Georgina.

[image: ]Making for the third mischief hag, almost at their goal, they stopped by Leraska's grove and informed her of what had happened, but Leraska already knew. Nathalia spotted a small blue orb in a hedge grove, which Leraska indicated was for scrying.

[image: ]They came across a capra fey who sold fantastical animals but the animals were in rough shape and very abused. Ramiren traded the favor he got from the king for two animals, but the group tricked him into releasing all of his animals into their care. They took the animals back to Leraska's grove for safekeeping.

Arriving in the unwelcoming city of Carpatha, Wistran’s capital, the group found the third mischief hag's influence everywhere. After defeating the third hag, with Nathalia killing her in a fit of rage at all she has had to endure, Raewyn and Nathalia broke their vials and got back their abilities.

[image: ][image: ]Prince Jaylin, Wistran’s crown prince, ran in to witness the aftermath and was seemingly spellbound by Nathalia’s beauty, [image: ]giving his intentions immediately.

After a meeting with the Wistran king, the prince escorted the group to their inn, as the mischief hag had henchmen, and they encountered a group of thugs. Without thinking, Nathalia thanked Jaylin for his help and became obligated to him. The prince asked her to come to lunch the next day to discuss something important, where the prince proposed to Nathalia. 

No one else was happy about this. Raewyn tried to talk sense into Nathalia, but it backfired. The lessons with Nathalia and Ramiren continued, as Nathalia couldn’t grasp the idea that she was about to lose Ramiren.

Nathalia was invited to the castle to meet the queen the next day, who told Nathalia to move into the royal residence and leave all possessions behind as they would provide everything she needed. Ramiren disagreed, shocked, and this triggered a panic attack in Nathalia. Ramiren calmed her and informed Nathalia everyone left to go back home.

After a week, the night before the royal wedding, Ramiren showed up at Nathalia's chamber door. They agreed to one last lesson, which made Nathalia question everything. What her father told her about safeguarding her virtue, what was it all for, why was this necessary. 

Nathalia and Ramiren made a new pact, without a virginity stipulation, and they finally made love.

[image: ]The next day, as Nathalia stood beside the prince, her inner voice started screaming at her. Then she heard Ramiren's voice, begging  her not to go through with it. She stopped the wedding ceremony .

The prince objected, trying to force the marriage. Nathalia ran for it, barely escaping through the closing doors. She stole a horse and made it back to the inn where Ramiren was staying. He whistled them away from danger, with the guards rapidly closing in. 

Prince Jaylin searched for them, but Nathalia and Ramiren avoided him by trekking through the woods to Leraska's grove. They were sent back to Laeth by Leraska, the druid giving a cryptic final farewell.

Feeling safe for the first time in a while, Ramiren told Nathalia he'd like for them to go their separate ways. Nathalia questioned this, heartbroken, but Ramiren spotted a sigil on Nathalia's neck. The same sigil that was now on Ramiren's neck too. 

As it turned out, the ability Ramiren used to get them away from the guards and out of danger had a downside. He would be hunted by the arch-devil Vrakus. Nathalia believed, because she benefitted from the ability too, she was now hunted as well. 

Nathalia, knowing Ramiren needed protection more than ever, came to terms with him having always been her protector's charge and took her vows to him.

The epilogue showed the prince and Leraska conversing, where Jaylin called Leraska ‘mother’. Leraska told the prince that they'd get the Twin Spheres back. With a new plan.
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​Prologue
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The high-pitched whistle rang in my ears, even as Eronis, the gray-skinned devil who’d brought me here, released my arm. I swayed, dizziness turning my stomach as I looked around, an involuntary grimace tugging at my features.

Gateway’s four main islands, floating above an endless void, were even more dismal than I’d heard them described. Scorching, dust-filled air rippled the red sky until it resembled a living flame. A smoky, sulfur-tinged fog hung above my head, courtesy of the distressing number of active volcanoes here.

In the distance, above the island called First District, I spotted winged devils dipping and soaring through the greenish-gray clouds. An indistinct dark shape fell from one of the flying fiends. When the shape began to flail and scream as it plummeted into the void below, the tiny hairs on the back of my neck rose.

Poor bastard.

I turned away from the grisly sight toward the obsidian structure before me. The enormous black-stone castle sat with its iron gates open, though I suspected that was less as a welcome and more to do with its broken hinges not allowing the gate to close.

The grinding of sand and moving stone echoed in a dull roar, occasionally broken by the crack of thunder following a bolt of red lightning. Underneath it all, the soft whirl from the Dark Drop itself whispered like a far-off waterfall. Aside from that doomed mortal, I noted a distinct lack of mocking laughter and terrified screams. The tales of this place must’ve been exaggerated.

“Where is he?” I asked the scowling devil still at my side, arms crossed as he waited for me to move.

The devil smirked, waving a hand toward the castle. “I’d bet in there.” His arm forcefully brushed my shoulder as he moved past me, almost knocking me over.

I peered at his retreating back, adjusted my jacket, and walked forward; the heels of my boots cracked against the cobblestones of the courtyard, then the black rock of the castle’s interior. The surrounding volcanic glass did little to cool the air within, but it at least stopped the sting of blowing dust.

Taking out the square of parchment to study the provided directions, I turned left and right when needed in the dimly lit hallways toward my eventual destination.

The soft chatter of the room’s occupants reached me as I moved through the double-door threshold, allowing me a few precious seconds of warning. I stopped short when my eyes fell on two men whom I didn’t immediately recognize standing next to a small table.

Though both were roughly the same height as me, their similarities ended there. Where I took after our father, my brother took after our mother. The junior man’s soft brown eyes met mine, and he gave a toothy grin. “Brother. Congratulations.” He broke from our father’s side to stride toward me, arms wide for a welcoming hug.

I returned the smile easily and the embrace with reflexive apprehension. “Ravik.”

It had been a full decade since I’d seen my father and, aside from a few rare glimpses due our nigh-simultaneous training at the Citadel, the same could be said for my older brother.

Ravik, with his reddish-blond hair tied back into a small plait at the nape of his neck, had gone from lanky teenager to grown man. His soft, boyish features had morphed into sharp edges and a square jaw covered in stubble. He appeared human, except for his elongated canines. Those were thanks to our father, who cleared his throat pointedly to get our attention.

Both of us turned to him as he stepped closer, slowly putting one foot in front of the other. The deep rumble of his voice echoed in the cavernous room. “Ramiren. It’s been too long.”

My smile, easy with my brother, turned hesitant with my father. His skin color had changed from a perpetual olive tan to brick red. His black horns, once like mine, had doubled in size, and his eyes now glowed faintly.

“Far, far too long, son. Running off with your mother, then to the Citadel for pactmaker training. I feel like I’ve barely been able to see you.”

He placed a black-clawed hand on my shoulder and gave a small squeeze as my interest piqued. I’d asked my mother countless times for the details regarding what happened to make her leave with me in the middle of the night, but she’d never told me.

Pushing my father for the story seemed an equally futile endeavor, but it likely had something to do with his ascension as an arch-devil, which occurred shortly after. Even now, the wish for answers needled me.

Patience. Asking him at this time would be ill-advised.

I’m not going to ask, Dredon. Calm down.

My fussy pact vizier, and constant companion since I completed my training, stood ready to offer advice, whether regarding the fairness of a pact or to tell me something I already knew. His presence in my mind was new, and he had yet to figure out that my inner thoughts wouldn’t necessarily become outer actions.

My father’s hand dropped from my shoulder, and he turned his red eyes back to the table. “Shall we begin, then? I’m eager for you to see your graduation gift.” He scratched his black beard with one dark claw as he headed back toward the small table, upon which rested a beige scroll. He picked it up, unrolling it to look it over. “It took us a little while to get the wording right, but I think you’ll appreciate its uniqueness.”

I stepped forward to take the offered scroll, both apprehensive and curious about what he had come up with for me. It crackled as I held it up to read, its texture smooth in my hands. Ravik followed and looked over my shoulder as I scanned it.

“Actual calfskin vellum? You spoil me, Papa.”

My father grinned in reply, with a sheepish shrug. “It’s a momentous occasion. I wanted it to be special.”

I squinted at the neat Infernal print laid out in red ink, indicating the terms were indissoluble and to be kept secret. My squinting barely helped, though I did notice a large empty section at the bottom. Presumably space for addendums, if requested.

How did you make it through your training with bad eyes?

The writing was never this small.

After you leave, go to Tirvinir. The gnomes there have ways to help with inadequate vision.

Then I will rely on your help here. What does it say?

It’s a melody. A riddle.

––––––––
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Purse your lips and whistle shrill,

Out of danger, no foe to kill.

But my mark on your neck be laid,

Brought to me, your presence in trade.

––––––––
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If another be whistled along,

A pact required for magic strong.

This I give to you, my son.

A devil’s whistle for training done.

––––––––
[image: ]


So it’s a way to escape a threat? He’s giving me a conditional devil’s whistle?

But you will be tracked and brought here after your escape in trade for the privilege. It allows you to bring another with you, though. So two out of harm’s way.

Is it a fair trade?

Calculating. It does not list how long your presence is requested. Require clarification.

Without looking up from the vellum, I asked, “Papa, how long am I to stay here? Should the devil’s whistle be used to evade danger, that is.”

A soft chuckle came in answer. His hands waved in the air, as though considering the question. “Oh, let’s say a week per whistle use, so nothing too egregious, but I appreciate you asking the question. You’ll make a fine pactmaker, son.”

The rise of pride and warmth in my chest snuffed out the apprehension from earlier. I hope so, Papa. “And the passenger, should I have one? Will they also be marked and brought to Gateway with me?”

The corners of Vrakus’s eyes crinkled with his smile. “The ability to carry a passenger with you is merely a bonus. I have no interest in any random clients you might need to whisk away, and the pact that is required is only needed to link you magically to your passenger. Honestly, it was quite fussy to work out the logistics. And so you understand, an existing pact isn’t sufficient, I’m afraid.”

Additional Infernal writing appeared in the empty space at the bottom as my brother moved his index finger through the air. Dredon checked and confirmed the addendum’s wording.

My eyes squinted again at the writing. Something about this felt off. The words marked and hunted echoed in my mind. “Hunted? Why wouldn’t the devil’s whistle just bring me straight here? It’d be more efficient.”

My father smiled genially. “Apologies, son. You know there aren’t many words in Infernal for finding someone. Forgive the harsh language. The intent is for you to get your affairs in order before coming here. I’m sure you’ll be quite busy, so I don’t want an unfortunate or threatening event to derail any business you had at that moment.”

Anything more?

Require clarification. The passenger will need a pact for the whistle to work?

“The additional passenger whistled out of danger with me would require a pact to come with me?”

My father nodded. “Correct. You will need to be linked magically to the other person for it to work. After all, what would stop your enemy from pouncing on you just as you whistle? The pact is necessary only until you’re both out of harm’s way. After that, you can dissolve it, if needed.” My father nodded to Ravik, who again waved his finger in the air. The new addendum flared on the parchment. “Any other questions?”

I don’t like this.

Nor do I, but why?

It feels too simple. He must gain something from this that we don’t see.

He wouldn’t harm me. He’s my father.

With a small pause, he replied, Then why did your mother run?

If we were truly at risk, she would have taken both Ravik and me. Do you see anything amiss?

No.

Then let us be done with it.

I stepped around my father toward the table, where a dipped quill sat. Papa pointed a claw at a small line for my signature. A few scratches of the inked quill affixed my name to the parchment.

Ramiren Orasti

Taking the quill from my hand, my father added his name on a line under mine.

Vrakus Orasti

My brother stepped forward at my father’s nod and tapped the vellum with his index and middle fingers. A duplicate parchment, addendums, signatures, and all, appeared next to it.

My father stepped back with a light clap of his hands. “Wonderful. Give your la’kora my love, Ramiren.” He grinned, looking quite pleased, and turned to Ravik. “Pass him the copy and send him back home. We’re done here.”

Though I wasn’t sorry to leave this place, my father’s cold dismissal stung. Ravik stepped forward with a grimace, likely seeing the hurt on my face. “It was good to see you, brother. Give our mother my love too.”

Before I could reply, he placed the parchment copy into my hands and tapped once on my forehead with the same two fingers he’d just used.

The instantaneous transport shocked my system. The sudden temperature difference, from stifling heat to fresh but cold air, sank into my skin. Shivering, I opened my eyes to see the Dulonian cottage my mother and I had shared in Laeth before my pactmaker training started three years ago. She’d moved five times since, citing the need to see new places.

No, my father wouldn’t harm me.
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​Chapter One

Homecoming
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Forty Years Later...

The fragrance of oranges followed Nathalia, and her grin lit her entire face like a wash of sunshine the moment we stepped into the villa’s open foyer. The butler, a gaunt human fellow, bowed, then closed the large front door behind us before departing, his shoes making sharp clicks on the floor.

Large windows on either side bathed the foyer in midday light, which bounced off the crystal chandelier above and illuminated the twin staircases leading to the second level. The air smelled of fresh greenery and flowers, courtesy of the colorful arrangements brimming from vases placed upon every available surface.

The marble flooring had been replaced, and the wood of the banisters and heavy furniture gleamed as though a darker stain had been applied, then polished to a shine.

Five years since I’d been here, and only a few subtle changes were evident. Portraits had been removed to make way for oil-painted landscapes, but the same large family painting, depicting Lord Maxlian and Lady Resa sitting and surrounded by six children of various ages, still took center stage on the left wall.

So, renovations of this sort would cost—

Stop it, Dre. I’m not working.

Gods above, I’m bored, and seeing as you’ve not stopped working in forty years, it’s a difficult habit to break.

I’ve taken appropriate rest.

Liar.

Nathalia looked back at me over her shoulder, and her happy expression made my chest pinch painfully at the same time as a pleasant warmth pooled in my gut. Have I ever seen her this happy?

Multiple times, Ren. Especially when you two are fu—

Rhetorical question.

Nathalia shook her head, her eyes darting around the foyer. “Still looks the s—”

“Natty!” came a feminine cry from a side hallway.

I moved to the side automatically as Lady Resa rushed through the open foyer toward us, laughing, her arms spread wide. Nathalia mirrored her, stepping forward to wrap her mother in a warm hug.

I pivoted to give them some privacy and barely stopped myself from stumbling into an enormous ficus. Rubbing a smooth leaf between my thumb and forefinger, I averted my eyes, but my ears still caught everything.

Lady Resa’s voice became muffled. “We just got your note yesterday. You barely beat the messeng— Oh, you really weren’t joking about bringing him.”

Nathalia chuckled as I pried my attention away from the large plant to see Lady Resa look me up and down, then cast a sly grin at her daughter. “Ramiren. It’s good to see you again.”

A genuine smile came unbidden as I bowed. “And you, Lady Resa. I hope your family is well.”

“Max is in the training yard with our youngest. Aside from a few aches and pains from trying to keep up with a young woman at his age, he’s probably all right. The rest are growing like weeds between cobblestones.” Lady Resa kissed her daughter on the cheek. “Go get yourself and your guest settled, then come back down. Supper is in an hour. Theoretically, anyway. Kaleb insisted on cooking again.”

The matriarch shot me a wink before turning to head farther into the villa, leaving me and Nathalia alone.

Nathalia inclined her head toward the stairway on the right and began walking that way, and I followed. “Mother didn’t specify a room for you, so you can take one of the family bedrooms.”

“I recall you have a sizable family.” Catching sight of the family portrait, I struggled to find accurate but not insulting words. “Holidays must be...interesting.”

Nathalia’s eyes glittered with amusement. “You mean chaotic? Yes. Complete and total disarray, as my mother prefers.” At the top of the stairs, she turned right down a wide, carpeted hallway that ended in an open window. The warm breeze caught the sheer curtain, bringing with it the scents of the expansive gardens beyond. Four closed doors, two on each side, each painted in a different bright color, made up the hallway’s most defining features.

Nathalia motioned toward the yellow door nearest the window. “This one is yours. The red one is Raewyn’s. Big surprise there. The purple one is Kaleb’s. I’m not sure if you met him five years ago. He would’ve been thirteen at the time. Tilla and the twins, Bryn and Bryl, are in the opposite hallway. Mine is there.”

She pointed toward the light blue door on the opposite wall, marred by a series of horizontal faded lines. I stepped closer and quickly realized the lines were height markers, going back over twenty years, based upon the date next to each dash. I looked around to see every door had similar marks on them, except for the yellow one.

“How old are the twins and Tilla?” I asked, turning to her.

Nathalia thought for a moment, apparently doing calculations in her head. “The twins are fifteen now. They’re at the Sorcera Academy, hopefully not setting too many things on fire. Tilla is twelve. She must be the one harassing my father in the training yard.”

I gave a low whistle, then grinned crookedly. “A formidable wife and three formidable daughters? Though I don’t know your brothers’ capabilities, your father is practically outnumbered.”

Nathalia snort-laughed before gesturing toward his room. “I’m afraid we don’t have the in-room plumbing that the Feylands have. It’s the one thing I’ll miss from Castle Carpatha. Our bathhouse is downstairs. I’ll show you after you get settled.” She opened her door, and a strange crinkling sound from within her room made me look inside.

The breeze from the open window caught and rustled dozens, perhaps hundreds, of yellowed scraps of parchment tacked to the light blue walls. Scrawled writing obviously done by a child’s hand covered each piece.

Though I would need to move closer to actually read the writing on them, it wasn’t difficult to figure out what they were.

I looked at Nathalia with a raised eyebrow. The hauntingly wistful look on her face combined with the scent of sea air. Yearning. Instinctively I lowered my voice, like one does in a sacred temple, to not disturb the moment. “Your childhood songs and stories?”

She blinked and nodded slowly, then walked a few steps into the room. “Yes, but I don’t know why they’re hanging up again. I took them down shortly after—”

“I put them up,” said a familiar voice behind me.

Fuck. Here we go.

Nathalia straightened and spun to face the speaker. “Raewyn.” 

“Didn’t expect you to visit so soon.” Her eyes darted to me when I turned to face the priestess, then back to Nathalia with a question in them.

I moved so Nathalia could explain our presence here at her family home without my hovering. Inhaling deeply, I noted the coppery aura of anxiety hanging like a heavy cloud around them both, though more so from Nathalia than Raewyn.

I should give them some privacy. “I’ll go.”

Nathalia placed a hand on my arm to keep me there. Her fingers gave a brief, gentle squeeze, a silent plea that might as well have put lead shoes on my feet.

She said to Raewyn, “I didn’t get married.”

Raewyn hummed. “I gathered that. And why not?”

“As it turns out, Jaylin was a...” Nathalia frowned, as though searching for the right word. She dropped her hand from my arm. The instant chill following its removal, as happened every time she stopped touching me, still continued to surprise me.

Raewyn said what Nathalia would not. “A prick?”

Nathalia looked down at the intricate rug under her feet, toeing a woven filigree line on it. She muttered under her breath, “You could say that.”

“I did say that, but would you say that?”

Nathalia huffed. As though rising to the challenge evident in her sister’s demeanor, she lifted her chin. “Considering the last interaction I had with him involved me throwing a middle finger in his face and telling him to go fuck himself? Yes, I would.”

A delighted smile split Raewyn’s face. “Rude gestures at royalty? Cursing? A shiny spine? Well done, Nat.” Raewyn’s anxiety disappeared, the coppery tang in the air replaced by the warm musk of amusement. “Or should I congratulate Ramiren?”

Me?

Raising my hands in protest, I said, “I assure you, I was not present for this. I had nothing to do with it.”

Dredon’s voice chimed in my head. You liar. You begged her.

The heavy shame burned in my gut as I remembered sitting alone at the dismal Black Unicorn Inn, tightly clutching a smoky necklace between my numb fingers and praying to a cold empty room for her to not go through with it. Not intentionally. I still don’t understand how she heard me.

“Oh, I doubt that, Ramiren.” Raewyn’s grin somehow got wider. “I think you had a lot to do with it.”

But she heard it, all the same. She said so, even if you never admitted to doing it. It gained you nothing of true value and cost you greatly.

On that, I disagree entirely. Figuring pragmatic logic would finally grant me some gods-damned peace from my vizier’s opinions, I countered. It gained me a protector.

We both know how well you can take care of yourself, Ren.

“He wasn’t there, Raewyn. It was my own decision to refuse my vows.”

Raewyn’s eyes narrowed at Nathalia.

Just like that worthless necklace. I told you not to accept i—

This is your last warning to be quiet.

Which one is your la’kora now, Ren? The necklace or h—

We’re done.

I held the intention in my mind and, behind my back, snapped my fingers to temporarily silence Dredon.

Meanwhile, the ladies’ conversation continued. I took the opportunity to study their interaction. Their words didn’t line up with their emotions, and it became obvious both were trying to hide their true feelings from the other.

They never could hide them from me.

My nose remained unfooled by Raewyn’s flighty behavior, as some seemed to be, even her eldest sibling. I caught the emotions hidden beneath her teasing quips. Her scent and her demeanor always remained at odds. Childishness and immaturity were to Raewyn as a sword and shield were to Nathalia. The Minuen priestess felt too much and too deeply.

Raewyn showing her real self, her real emotions, remained a true rarity I’d witnessed only a few times, most notably during their fight after Jaylin’s proposal.

The scent of their whirlwind emotions had pummeled me and added to my own inner turmoil about the whole affair, causing a splitting headache.

I realized I’d missed something when Raewyn said, “Sure. That makes sense,” then turned to me. “So, Ramiren. Glad to see you as well. What brings you to our doorstep?”

Having anticipated this question but unfortunately having no satisfactory answer, I simply smiled, as I always did when I needed to feel in control. Of myself. Of the situation. “Traveling with your sister. We have things to discuss with your parents.”

Raewyn’s eyes widened, and she gasped as her hands flew to her mouth, her exclamation slightly muffled but high-pitched with excitement. “Minue’s tits! Are you two—”

Nathalia and I responded simultaneously, “No.”

The red-haired priestess’s hands dropped as her face scrunched like a petulant child being denied candy. “Aw! Why did you have to phrase it like that, then?”

I was amused, despite my feelings on that particular matter. “Apologies, Raewyn. It wasn’t my intention to give you a false impression, I assure you.”

“Well? What do you need to talk to Mom and Dad about? Ooh! Are you going to send assassins after Jaylin?” Her small hands clapped with anticipation as her eyes bounced between us, not sure who would answer her.

Once more, we answered simultaneously, “No.”

She scowled. “Attacking Wistran?”

Again. “No.”

She grimaced and dropped her hands to her sides dejectedly. “Fey-flavored bonfire?”

My mouth opened to answer, but nothing came out. Nathalia picked up the slack, a look of befuddled confusion twisting her lovely features. “What is it with you and flavored bonfires?”

Raewyn shrugged, grinning wolfishly. “I just like evocative language. I thought you’d appreciate it, Lady Writer.” The priestess slid over to Nathalia and wrapped her arms around her sister’s waist.

Nathalia’s arms went wide as her worried golden eyes met mine. She didn’t need to voice her thoughts. Even if it hadn’t been a much-discussed topic on the purposefully ambling road we’d taken to get here, I’d still know.

And even if I couldn’t detect the scent of her emotions, Nathalia had always been easy for me to read.

Nathalia cleared her throat. “Raewyn, I’m—”

“Forgiven.”

Nathalia sagged, like her marionette strings had been cut, and her arms went around her sister’s shoulders in a warm embrace.

This time, I smiled just because.
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Two sets of eyes stared at me from across the table. The warm brown of Lady Resa’s reminded me of my mother’s eyes, filled with affection and concern.

The other set, molten gold and filled with suspicion, reminded me of my Citadel instructors.

Maxlian Swordhand, Lord Protector and High General of Camlynn, turned to his daughter. “Your account confirms Raewyn’s. She told the same story, just with a bit more embellishment. But there is one outstanding question you’ve yet to answer. You almost married the crown prince of Wistran and didn’t tell us?”

Nathalia winced. “His mother told me she informed you of the wedding but that she’d received no reply.” She looked down into her lap, twisting her fingers around each other under the table. “I thought you didn’t want to come.”

“Natty, love.” Her mother’s husky voice stayed stuck somewhere between admonishment and sadness. Her eyes flicked to mine for a brief moment before landing again on her daughter. “We wouldn’t miss your wedding for the world. I hope you know that.”

Nathalia lifted her head and gave a small nod. That simple gesture, combined with the gloom rolling off her like a reeking fog, sent sharp, prickling needles into my chest. I almost lifted my hand to take hers in comfort, but while Nathalia might appreciate the gesture, I didn’t want to add to her burdens with the questions that would inevitably follow.

May I talk now?

Depends. Are you going to say anything useful?

I think it’s useful.

What is it, then?

I calculate a 74% chance of Lord Maxlian attempting to run you through if you touch his eldest daughter in front of him. Based upon voice and body language, he loves her very much and has a temper.

I closed my eyes so no one could misinterpret my annoyed eye roll as Nathalia and her parents continued their discussion.

Well aware, Dre. Thank you.

However, I calculate a 93% chance of Lady Resa stopping him. She is your ally here. If it comes to blows, perhaps that would be the opportune time to tell them about Lady Nathalia’s protector oath with you. I’m still not entirely sure why neither of you mentioned it.

Before I could respond, Lord Maxlian stood from his chair, his massive white-feathered wings stretching the entire length of the large family’s formal dining room table before folding back again. An easily interpreted intimidation tactic, if I’d ever seen one. “Well, if you’re hunted by this Vrakus, then you’re safe. Devils can’t enter Rowin. The city is warded.”

A fact Nathalia had shared with me several weeks ago, and which I’d noted upon first arriving. The walls encircling the city possessed a green, swirling glow when observed through my glasses. The obvious advantage of being surrounded by family, allies, and a powerful protective ward overrode my hesitance. Unfortunately, it left one glaring problem.

I didn’t want to stay in Rowin for the rest of my long life. Since birth, I’d been pushed and pulled along at another’s insistence. To be forced to remain seemed somehow worse, even for her sake.

That fact didn’t feel good. In fact, I felt like a selfish bastard, but I would bear it with a genuine smile if I had to. The alternative remained the worse option.

Lady Resa and I stood, yet Nathalia stayed seated. She spoke up in a concerned but confident tone. “Father?”

“Hm?”

Nathalia pursed her lips, as though loath to speak. She shook her head, then said, “We can’t hide here forever.”

I was unsurprised at her use of “we,” even here. Since my initial blinding panic at her sudden involvement with my father, I had come to terms with the fact we were once again united in a common goal.

Only this time, our bond was rooted far deeper than the warm comfort her companionship had always provided, the confusingly intense affection I’d slowly developed for her, and beyond that, the unexpected but undeniable chemistry that always had me at half-mast in her presence.

She’d said her oath and bound herself to me as a protector. When Nathalia had knelt at my feet on the soggy ground, I’d understood what her words were promising for the next two centuries that would make up our probable lifespan. However, just because I understood didn’t mean I’d come to terms with what she’d sacrificed on my account. She’d sworn to me instead of her husband, like she’d always intended to do.

Truth be told, it fucked me up a little. Though grateful beyond words and profoundly moved, the guilt ate at me, because I knew I didn’t deserve her devotion.

Frankly, with what I’d been keeping from her, I didn’t deserve her at all. Deep shame held my tongue as surely as a scold’s bridle. Every time I thought I finally summoned the courage to tell her, to withstand the inevitable look of rage and betrayal in her eyes, my words failed me yet again. The longer I held out, the more difficult it became.

Lord Maxlian chewed on his cheek, thinking, then he finally looked at me. “Please give us the room. I need to speak with Ramiren for a moment.”

Nathalia stood hesitantly and shuffled out, with Lady Resa hooking her arm around Nathalia’s as Nathalia looked back at me uneasily. Once they’d gone, I turned to Lord Maxlian.

Gutting in 5...4...

Be quiet.

The angel in front of me smiled wanly as he crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Now that that’s over, are you going to tell my firstborn daughter that Vrakus, the Arch-Devil of Gateway’s Third District, is your father?”

My heart and stomach both shot into my throat like poisoned arrows as my chest constricted. I couldn’t even manage a smile.

3...2...

Shut the fuck up, Dre!

I saw no point in hiding or prevaricating here. His eyes held no patience, and the scent of barely contained irritation, cloying and sickly sweet, infused the tension-filled air. “Yes. Eventually. How did you know, and for how long?”

He ignored the first question but answered the second. “I’ve known for decades.”

That would explain his coldness during our negotiations five years ago. I tried to keep my voice calm and free from accusation, but the tightness in my throat couldn’t be helped. “Why didn’t you say anything in our previous dealings? You could have refused my service when your original pactmaker had to be recalled to the Citadel. He performed an eidetic transfer to me of all your discussions and decisions, and still you stayed silent. It’s unheard of for an angel to knowingly associate with an arch-devil’s child.”

He shrugged as if I’d asked him whether he preferred white or cream-colored dinner napkins. “As it turned out, it had no bearing on our pact.”

I raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “And you expected it to?”

He ignored that question too. “You were watched, I assure you. We make it a habit of keeping track of the Lorindar’s generals, and they’d never appointed an arch-devil with a family. Vrakus managed to not only have a wife but also two sons named Ravik and Ramiren. Both broodlings, as their father had once been. Third District’s seat of power sat vacant for centuries, and your father ascended before I relinquished my status with the Tarindar and retired from their command.”

Lord Maxlian came around the side of the table slowly and stopped next to me. His hard tone softened. “I’m sorry, I don’t know your mother’s name. Very little could be found out about her, and the Tarindar don’t interfere with mortal lives, only the balance that must be maintained.”

I cleared my throat and did my best to present an unbothered figure, but inside a wave of grief, only slightly blunted after all these years, passed through me. I slid my hands into my pockets so Lord Maxlian couldn’t see them curling into tight fists. “Her name was Ana.”

He frowned. “Was?”

With a curt nod, I cleared my throat. “She died. About eight years ago. Old age.”

“Human, then?”

I gave another nod. “Yes.”

Lord Maxlian stepped away, running his hand along the polished surface of the dining room table. “My condolences. Those of us with a longer-lived heritage have to come to terms with the frailty of shorter human lives in our own way. Long life is often synonymous with heartache.”

I smelled a hint of acrid, pungent smoke in the air. Fear. It didn’t take me long to suss out why, given Lord Maxlian’s own situation with his wife.

May I talk yet?

Not now, Dre.

It’s important.

I don’t care. 

Aloud, I said, “Everything the eternal remembers, even the most ephemeral thing, becomes eternal too, if only in memory.”

Lord Maxlian stopped and slowly turned to look at me. “That sounds like a quote.”

Considering the author penned the sentence while lying on my bed, clothed only in loose silver hair, I’d surprised myself by remembering it at all. But her teasing smile and the feel of her soft skin, rather than her nudity, were what I remembered best. The corners of my mouth twitched up at the memory as I answered him. “It is.”

The angel let out a long sigh. “By whom? One of those overly romantic philosophers, I suspect?”

My smile turned into a brief grin as I shook my head. “Close. Your eldest daughter.”
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​Chapter Two

A Simple Wager
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The next morning at breakfast, I poked at the eggs on my plate with a silver fork, pretending to eat. The chatter of the Swordhand family surrounded me, though half its members were absent.

Raewyn and Lady Resa had early business, and the twins were away. Tilla, a small sprite of a girl with silver hair in a long braid and mischievous brown eyes, occupied her father’s attention by rambling about the value of knives versus swords.

Cutlery scraped across plates. Birds sang outside, perched in the many fruit trees just beyond the open doors leading into Lady Resa’s gardens. Morning light filtered into the dining room, accompanied by a warm, fragrant breeze. The sounds were hazy and diminished further as my thoughts wandered.

Staring down at my food, I suspected it’d taste like ash. The truth about my past barreled toward my immediate future, looking to intercept me at the worst possible time. I could no longer ignore it. Secrets always demanded a price, my payment now past due. As I was reminded of something Nathalia once said about secrets being assassins, the corners of my mouth lifted slightly. They kill when you least expect it.

Fear and a hollow ache made my eyes stray to my left. Nathalia passed a platter of bacon to her brother Kaleb.

“So, Nat, now that you’re rested and less grumpy, I can finally ask. It’s been a month since you left the Feylands. Where have you been?” Kaleb’s gaze flicked to me, as though silently insinuating I had something to do with the delay.

You did.

Fuck off.

Nathalia wrinkled her nose at her brother. “Maybe you should pay more attention to your cooking. Your eggs are runny.”

Kaleb frowned down at her plate, where almost all the eggs she’d placed there had been eaten. “That’s how you’re supposed to cook them.”

She shook her head. “That’s the problem. They’re not cooked.”

He groused, “You ate an awful lot for having complaints.”

Immediately, Nathalia replied, “That’s because I love you and don’t want to hurt your feelings.”

Kaleb’s jaw dropped dramatically. “Bullsh—”

Lord Maxlian grumbled, pausing the fork on the way to his mouth, “No cursing at breakfast.”

Kaleb pointed an accusing finger toward his eldest sister, whose profile appeared stoic, but the tension in her shoulders and spine was obvious. “You’ve never cared about hurting my feelings.”

Nathalia rolled her eyes and waved her hand dismissively, going back to eating her breakfast. “Lies.” She took a bite of the crispy potatoes she’d piled onto her plate and chewed tauntingly.

I will give it to you, though. She is quite clever, as it looks like she’s distracting her brother from asking questions. Unfortunately, she’s also naive.

She’s become much more savvy.

Still too naive to question the real reason you suggested going to the Citadel. Shame the library was lacking in information.

She trusts me.

Naively.

Before I could respond with a sharp rebuke to Dredon, Lady Resa walked in, wearing training leathers and an excited expression, carrying a long, messily wrapped, and vaguely kite-shaped package in one hand. In mid-argument with Kaleb, Nathalia snapped her head toward her mother as she approached and held out the package.

Her mother gave a crooked grin, shaking the mystery item in her hand as if begging Nathalia to take it from her. “I can’t wait. You know how I am with gifts.”

Nathalia took it after a short hesitation. “Thank you. What is it?” Lady Resa, not answering, practically vibrated as my protector removed the yards of jute string holding the cloth wrapping and slowly unveiled the object underneath. A sword with a leather-wrapped grip and a red jewel set into the pommel.

Nathalia blinked and stood, sliding the cloth off completely. The additional room on the grip would allow for two hands to be used instead of one, but otherwise it appeared nearly identical to her standard longsword. Looking at it through my glasses, I noticed a slight glow radiating from it.

Quite the treasure. Shame you didn’t get that for your underpaid lessons.

Not responding, I decided to do something far more worthwhile, like study the beautiful blush coloring Nathalia’s cheeks and that gods-damned bite into her full lower lip that never failed to twist my insides into knots.

Hm. Seems like you’re ready for yet another lesson.

I subtly adjusted myself under the table, fiercely grateful that all the attention remained on my protector. Not something I can help, Dre.

Nathalia looked up at Lady Resa. “Mother...” She gazed back down at the sword, running her fingertips over the pommel and hilt. Awe spread across her face, the emotion perfuming the air with the scent of cherries.

You’ve never had a problem before. A multitude of skilled men and women have graced your bed, but she turns you bowlegged?

Your point?

Who said I had one? I just find it hilarious.

“A proper weapon for a proper lady. The edge is keen and will cut through just about anything, besides perhaps solid diamond. I told you those swords the Horyn Academy issues aren’t real longswords. Any weapon that can’t be wielded by two hands is useless. The fact they give you that toothpick as a standard weapon boggles my mind.” Lady Resa rolled her head back to look at her approaching husband, his hands behind his back. “Why do they do that, anyway?”

“Mostly because they’re easier to make. For a protector, fighting is both offense and defense.” He smiled down at his wife, stark affection practically glowing from his golden eyes. “Not everyone can have your...passion for aggressive negotiations, love. Some say a protector without a shield is no protector at all. Speaking of...” Lord Maxlian took out the object hidden behind his wings—a bright steel shield with a golden four-pointed star engraved into the face. “I decided not to wrap this. I saw little point in it.”

Nathalia leaned the sword her mother had given her against the lacquered table and took the gift from her father. Her eyes glittered with delight, turning the shield this way and that to catch the light before hugging it to her chest. “Thank you.” She glanced down at the shield, then back up to meet her father’s soft gaze. “This looks like your shield.”

“That’s because it is my shield.”

Nathalia’s eyebrows rose as her eyes widened. “Wait. You’re giving me your personal shield?”

“It’s time.” He shrugged, as though the gift meant nothing. Nathalia, however, looked like he had given her the moon. The clear emotion on her face underlined the light lemony scent of gratitude. I wanted to reach out to her, give her hand a gentle squeeze, a friendly way to tell her she’d earned it. But I didn’t particularly feel like losing my head in a violent manner, so I kept my hands to myself. As a result, my palms began to itch with the need to touch.

She cleared her throat. “So. What does it do?”

Lord Maxlian raised an eyebrow in question. “Do?”

“Yes. Mother said the sword has a keen edge. Does this shield have some sort of special ability?”

Lord Maxlian grunted, as though he finally understood what she meant. His next words came out matter-of-fact while he remained completely straight-faced. “Well, it has this really handy feature of blocking incoming attacks...”

Nathalia’s expression went from happy to unimpressed in less than a breath. “Father!”

He tilted his head as he inspected the shield. “And if you shine it up nicely, it can serve as a mirror...”

Nathalia huffed in exasperation. “That’s not what I—”

He narrowed his eyes and tilted his head back as another idea occurred to him. “I suppose, if you’re really desperate, it can be used as a serving platter.”

“Father! I mean, what magical properties does it possess?”

His thoughtful expression cleared, instantly replaced by a teasing grin. “Oh. It’s blessed, but aside from that, it’s just a pretty shield, sweetheart.” He leaned in with a gentle hand on her soft hair, kissing Nathalia’s forehead in a small peck of affection.

The itch in my palms became distracting. I rubbed them on my thighs in a futile effort to reduce the irritating sensation, but it helped little.

“Come on, you. Get changed and into training armor. I need to reacquaint you with proper combat. Expect mud and blood, daughter.” Lady Resa traipsed off, the smell of oranges trailing behind her as she practically skipped out of the room.

Nathalia chortled and picked up her new sword in her other hand.

Kaleb began to follow his mother out of the dining room, stopping only to look Nathalia in the eye. “I hope she knocks you on your ass
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