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        It’s hard to save a world when your family is out to kill you…

      

      

      Taryn banished the phantom, but someone, or something, is invading her thoughts. To escape the torture and bring balance to Aelinae, Taryn must do the one thing she fears most—unlock her Dark powers.

      Rhoane swore an oath to protect Taryn, forsaking all others to keep her from harm, yet her independent spirit and lack of trust almost cost her life. Now, he’ll do what it takes to save the woman he loves from the Darkness growing inside her.

      But there’s evil in this world, and it’s just as desperate for them to fail.

      The Temple of Sacrifice is the second book in the Song of the Swords epic fantasy series about honor, family, and love—of what it takes to become someone you never thought you’d be and to find the strength to face your inner demons.
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        Want to know more about the world of Aelinae?

      

        

      
        Open your table of contents and head to APPENDIX: THE WORLD OF AELINAE

        for maps of the world, pronunciation guides, and more.

      

        

      
        Or continue reading and let the world unfold organically, referencing only as you need or want.

      

        

      
        Your reading experience is up to you. Enjoy!
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      DESTROYER. Betrayer. Lover. You are eternally mine.

      A voice, deep with the rasp of one not accustomed to speaking, twisted in her thoughts. Shards of fear raked across her skin, leaving indelible marks visible only to her. Taryn scanned the room, forcing a bored expression while taking in every courtier, each servant. A slight flare to her nostrils was the only outward sign of distress as she fought to slow her breathing, to warm the ice chilling her veins.

      Thrice now the voice had disturbed Taryn. Each time entreating her to find him, to be his, but Taryn had no idea who “he” was. Fresh slivers tore her thoughts. That wasn’t entirely true. She pressed a hand beneath her heart and took a long drag of air to calm her unsteady pulse.

      “All is well, Taryn. I am well.” Sabina’s encouraging smile did little to help Taryn relax. “Have some tea.” Her gentle voice held a hint of steel and Taryn knew better than to argue.

      She sipped the tea Sabina handed her, hiding the shaking of her fingers beneath a shock of silvery hair. Sabina had every right to assume Taryn’s anxious behavior stemmed from concerns about her health. After all, she’d rarely let Sabina out of her sight for the past several weeks, but that morning Sabina couldn’t have been more wrong.

      “We must not dwell upon the events at the Stones of Kaldaar. You can’t spend your days worrying over me. I am alive because of you. Now, you must turn your focus to other matters.”

      Despite her brave words, Taryn knew Sabina could never forget the horrors of that morning. Nor would Taryn ever forget the way the phantom had used Herbret as his living entity to rape two other women before nearly succeeding with Sabina. If Taryn and Hayden had been even a few minutes later—Taryn shuddered and squeezed her eyes shut against the memory. It should’ve been enough that they were able to save her friend, but she was haunted by the images of the innocent women Herbret and Celia callously destroyed.

      To her knowledge, the court knew nothing of the attack except what Lliandra wanted them to know. The true events of that morning had been buried beneath a shining account of lies and propaganda, all of which made Marissa appear to be a hapless victim in Herbret and Celia’s schemes. Taryn’s role was downplayed to being nothing more than a convenient bystander.

      Even so, everywhere she looked, accusatory stares and whispered innuendos followed. The courtiers feared her more now than they ever had. Feeling sorry for herself would solve nothing. Fearing a nameless voice would help even less.

      “You’re absolutely right.” Taryn set her cup aside and retrieved her playing cards. With a wink she knew wouldn’t fool Sabina, but her friend playfully returned, she said, “Now, where were we? I believe I was walloping your arses in Pift.”

      The chill persisted regardless of the warmth of the room and she wrapped herself in a protective layer of ShantiMari. The rasp of the voice taunted her, the words lingering in spite of her efforts to replace them with cheerful volleys with her sisters. She fidgeted in her seat, staring without seeing the cards in her hand. The crowded room closed in on her, simultaneously suffocating and alienating her from the others. She had to get out of the palace before she lost her bloody mind.

      Eliahnna placed a hand on Taryn, startling her. “Look what you’ve done.”

      Taryn’s fingers had methodically shredded the once beautiful playing card and left the evidence of her unease scattered like confetti across the table. “Oh, sorry.” She scooped the mess into her palm, folded her fingers tight, and with a flourish opened them. “Here.” Taryn offered the restored card to Eliahnna.

      “It’s not the same, Taryn. It will never be the same.” She stuck the offending square into the deck and shuffled. “Once ShantiMari touches something, it’s forever altered.”

      Truer words were never spoken. That morning at the Stones, while she tried to save Sabina, the phantom had touched Taryn with his Telraicht-Noir ShantiMari. She couldn’t explain how or why and refused to speak of it, but before she banished the vile spirit, he’d reached into her soul and placed a chill that refused to abate. It was his voice she feared now mocked her thoughts. Somehow, he’d gained access to her without her knowledge or permission and she had no way of removing his presence. The court had good reason to be frightened. Whatever had happened at the Stones would alter everyone’s lives and Taryn could neither protect them, nor comfort them.

      “Taryn, it’s your turn,” Eliahnna prodded and Taryn placed a card on the table. “That’s the wrong suit. Where is your mind, dear sister? Oh, look! It’s stopped raining. Perhaps today you can visit the docks for Rhoane’s gift,” Eliahnna offered, her hand grazing the pendant she wore beneath her gown. Her ShantiMari made it invisible, but Taryn saw the telltale wisps of power encircling the snippet of wood.

      She glanced out the huge windows that allowed for a view of the ocean and nodded. “I think I will. Do you want to come with me?”

      “And meet an Artagh? I do!” Tessa jumped up to stand expectantly beside Taryn.

      Always one for adventure, Tessa had been devastated to learn the others left without her Harvest morning. Taryn was glad Tessa hadn’t seen the brutality of Herbret’s attack on the young women. Tessa longed for excitement, but she was still young enough to believe in her own innocence and Taryn wanted to keep it that way for as long as possible. Too often, danger was adventure’s companion and now Taryn knew exactly how deadly the pair could be.

      Tessa pulled at her sleeve, a pleading look in her eyes.

      “Yes, fine. You can come along. Eliahnna? Sabina? Would either of you like to join us?”

      Kaida stretched lazily, her tail thumping on the rug. She’d been cooped up in the palace far too long. They all had. It was time to shake off the past and move forward.

      Sabina sniffed the air and frowned. “You should stay here, Taryn. But if you insist on going, take Baehlon.”

      “You know, since getting your ShantiMari, you’re kind of bossy.”

      “It’s only been three weeks. I’m fairly certain my power has nothing to do with my concern for your well-being.” An impish smile marred Sabina’s haughty look.

      “You know, you’re right. You’ve always been bossy.” Taryn grinned at her friend. “Are you sure you don’t want to come?”

      “I promised Marissa we’d have tea. This business with Kaldaar upsets her still.” Eliahnna answered with a shake of her head.

      Tessa’s face scrunched with a look of indecision. “But Taryn vanquished the phantom. Surely she isn’t worried the banished god will return?”

      “I think she mourns Celia, but Mother forbade her from speaking the name,” Eliahnna said in a whisper.

      “Should I stay? I would ever so like to meet an Artagh, but if our sister needs cheering, I will gladly accompany you.” Tessa looked to Eliahnna for an answer.

      For Tessa to give up the chance at adventure to raise Marissa’s spirits tugged at Taryn’s heartstrings. Her youngest sister was forever trying to win Marissa’s love. “You stay, Tessa. I’m sure Marissa would appreciate your company. I’ll take you to the docks another time.”

      “Promise?” Tears shimmered in her eyes.

      “I promise.” Taryn bent low to whisper in her ear. “Not only will I take you to the Artagh, we’ll have lunch in a tavern.”

      Her sister’s grin nearly reached each ear. Lliandra was too protective of her daughters. She rarely let them leave the palace, and when they did, made certain they had a royal guard. To dine in a tavern would never be allowed on Lliandra’s watch.

      Tessa held out her little finger. “Pinky promise.” They intertwined their fingers and gave a firm shake. “You said that was stronger than any oath.”

      “It is.” Taryn glanced around the room, looking for invisible dangers. “I think I’ll visit Ebus first.”

      “He isn’t there.” Eliahnna gave her a meaningful glance. “I saw Tarro this morning. When he woke up, Ebus was gone.”

      After the attack at the Stones, when Carina found him unconscious, Lliandra had demanded to know who he was, and why he was there. Rhoane fabricated a lie that made Ebus a minor servant who was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Since he was discovered unconscious, Lliandra wasn’t able to question him, but upon their return to the palace, she demanded Ebus be placed under arrest and imprisoned in the dungeons.

      Instead of taking him to the dank cells, the captain of Lliandra’s guard turned Ebus over to Baehlon, who hid the thief with the tailor. It was the last place the empress would think to look and a week later, when Lliandra inquired of the prisoner, she was told he’d died of his wounds and was given a pauper’s burial.

      A grin broke the seriousness of Taryn’s features. Ebus was truly the most skilled spy she’d ever met. Not that she’d met many, but Ebus was gifted in being untraceable. He was most likely, at that very moment, somewhere in the palace.

      “Then I suppose there’s nothing preventing me from going. If you’ll excuse me, I’m off to see an Artagh about a birthday gift.”

      She left her sisters, Kaida silent beside her, and was joined by Timor and Carina, two of her guards who had taken to shadowing her every move. She didn’t mind the company, but their jittery looks and constant scanning of the streets and buildings put Taryn on edge. It was the first time since the attack she’d been out of the palace gates.

      A chill whipped beneath her coat. The heaviness of summer had long since disappeared and with Harvest came shorter days and colder weather. Taryn welcomed the crisp air and took a deep breath, filling her lungs. She’d missed the hustle of people and the smell of the city filling her nostrils. The salty tang of the harbor competed with the sweet scents of fresh pastries from several bakeries. Even the horse manure and body odor of those they passed refreshed her spirit.

      She wasn’t raised to be confined in a stodgy palace. Brandt had instilled a sense of adventure in her that couldn’t be quelled, even if the walls around her were decorated with gold and silks.

      “Your Highness.” Carina nodded her chin at a nondescript building. “I believe your Artagh can be found here.”

      Taryn searched for a sign above the door but found none. Either Carina was wrong or the Artagh didn’t want to advertise his presence. “Stay close,” Taryn said before steeling herself for what lay beyond.

      She pushed open the heavy door, made of rough-hewn oak planks six inches thick. It creaked like a dying crow and Taryn winced. The sound reminded her of the feiches on the road to Paderau. The fetid stink of their blood assaulted her senses as assuredly as it had all those months ago.

      A shortish man, in his late forties perhaps—or it might be early nineties, she could never tell—with long chestnut hair and a dour expression squinted up from where he worked at a bench. He surveyed Taryn and her companions before snorting a grunt and continuing his work.

      Whatever preconceived ideas Taryn had about Artaghs, the distant relatives of the Eleri, were dashed as she stood at the counter, patiently waiting. The man had the same delicate features as the Eleri, without the silky hair and barely pointed ears. Beneath his skin, she detected a muted shimmer, but it was nothing like Eleri Glamour. When he finally halted his work, he glanced at her, judgment clear in that one look.

      “What do you want?” If a man could growl, Taryn was certain that’s what he did.

      “I’m in need of a special gift, and I’m told you are the only one who can accommodate me.”

      “I don’t make trifles. Be gone with the lot of you.” He waved his hand and bent his head back to his work. Cases filled the small room, stocked with easily concealed weapons. Displayed on a shelf were four ornately carved pendants, covered in glass and protected by a coating of ShantiMari.

      Ignoring his obvious lie and rude behavior, she placed a sketch on the counter. “I would like you to craft this cynfar.” Circular in shape and framed by a laurel wreath with a single diamond set in the center of a crystal plane, the image had come to her in a dream long before she’d met Rhoane, or even set foot on Aelinae. But she knew it belonged to her beloved. “It needs to be made out of godsteel.”

      Without looking at her sketch, he barked a laugh and Taryn wondered if Artagh were half-man, half-dog.

      “Godsteel? What’s a slip of a thing like you need with godsteel? Takes a mighty heart to control the mineral. What makes you think you can?”

      “What makes you think I can’t?” She laid her sword on the counter just to watch his response.

      “Well, suck my balls. Heard a rumor you were in Talaith. Didn’t believe it, did I? But then, Artagh aren’t as taken with shiny things like the Eleri, so it makes no matter to me.”

      His hand reached lovingly for her sword, hovering just above it. Even an Artagh wouldn’t touch Ohlin’s blade.

      “Can you pay?” He held out his grubby palm and Taryn counted out the coins he demanded.

      “I need it in five days.”

      “Impossible.”

      She placed a gold crown on the countertop. “Not for a skilled artisan like yourself. Five days. Godsteel. You can do this, Sulein of the Lorn Clan.”

      His eyes widened and then narrowed to tiny slits. He bared pointed, yellow teeth at her. A low growl came from deep in his throat. “You do not call me this, witch.”

      Carina slowly removed her sword from its scabbard. “At ease,” Taryn commanded her guard. Kaida sat beside her, ears pricked forward, eyes trained on the Artagh. “Sulein,” Taryn purred, running her fingers along his jaw to the tip of his ear. She used the pads of her fingers and not the backs. Doing so would be a complete breach of Eleri/Artagh etiquette. As it was, she was certain the intimate gesture broke several forms of protocol.

      His shudder started at his scalp and traveled to his bare feet. Overgrown toenails scraped the floor. “You do not have my consent to touch me.” Even as he said the words, he swayed closer, inviting her to stroke his hair.

      “I know.” She leaned forward until she could smell the rankness of his breath, see the pores of his skin, and look into the depths of his soul. “But you want it all the same, yes?”

      “Yes.” The word slowly unraveled from his lips, lingering overlong on the last sibilance.

      “Do this for me and you will have my gratitude.”

      He snapped out of his stupor and jerked his head from her touch, glaring at her with the hatred of his people. Theirs was a chaotic history, the Lorn Clan, one Taryn would unravel, but not that day. First, she needed him to make Rhoane’s birthday gift.

      “Five days,” she insisted yet again.

      “Your gold is all I need. You may keep your gratitude.”

      She straightened, a wide smile on her face. “I am honored.” She lowered her head and winked at Kaida. That went far better than she’d hoped. He hadn’t tried to turn her into a gargoyle, for a start.

      As they exited the shop, Taryn spied the Artagh placing his hand over the spot she’d touched, a traitorous, wistful smile on his gruff features.

      Timor scanned the buildings outside of Sulein’s shop and scowled. “We should return to the palace, Your Highness.”

      “Not yet. I’d like to explore the docks a little.” Her guards wore twin looks of apprehension and she laughed. “Seriously, the two of you need to lighten up. It looks like a storm is moving in and I’d like to enjoy my freedom for as long as possible.” She angled toward the harbor, where dark clouds hovered several miles out to sea. A storm meant seclusion in the palace and that was the last thing Taryn needed.

      All told, she’d been in Talaith for several months and had yet to tour her hometown properly. The parade on her crowning day had given her a glimpse of the capital city, but Taryn longed to know every detail about the place. Timor and Carina followed her as she wove her way between stacks of crates down a narrow passageway. The cries of men shouting from the ships anchored in Talaith’s huge harbor mingled with the sound of seagulls calling out to the flock. Taryn paused, letting the sounds and smells envelop her.

      “Is something wrong?” Carina’s hand went to the hilt of her sword.

      “It’s wonderful, isn’t it? The city. Sweet spices and the brininess of the ocean. It reminds me of a place I visited many times before coming here.” The memory of a trip she’d taken to Egypt with Brandt slammed against her thoughts and she reeled from the heartache of missing him.

      An idea formed and she embraced the memory, sending a silent kiss to Dal Tara before she spun to face her guards, both of whom looked less pleased with the city than she did. “Didn’t Tabul, the spice merchant in Paderau, say he had a brother in Talaith? Let’s find him. We’ll surprise Sabina with a gift from her homeland.”

      A movement to their left, followed by loud cursing and the sound of several boxes being knocked over, had Taryn and her guard unsheathing their swords. A man, tall, with dark skin and eyes that marked him from the Summerlands, stepped out from behind the mess with his hands held before him. “I’m unarmed. Don’t hurt me.”

      His speech and features were familiar enough Taryn lowered her sword. “Why are you following me?”

      “I am the spice merchant you seek. My brother Tabul asked that I watch over you should you ever leave the palace. When I received word you were in the city, I followed you here.” He bowed his head and placed his right palm over his heart. “I am Adesh. Please. No swords.”

      Taryn signaled for Timor and Carina to sheathe their weapons. She held hers with a loose grip, wary. “Why would Tabul want me watched?”

      Adesh glanced to his left, then right and shook his head. “Not here. Please. Follow me.”

      His long legs made short work of the distance from the docks to his tent in the main marketplace. When they entered, a young boy scurried from the space, only to return moments later with tea for Taryn and the others. Curiosity danced in his large brown eyes.

      Taryn thanked him in his language, using the opportunity to practice what Sabina had taught her. It wasn’t much, but enough to offer gratitude to a young boy. A slight blush brightened his cheeks. Adesh dismissed him and sat with his legs crossed. A protective barrier of ShantiMari rose around them, ensconcing the group in a dome of privacy.

      “Tabul was there the day you were attacked in Paderau. Since then, he has asked all of his brothers, some from blood, others by marriage, to learn what we can about the assassin. And you.”

      “But why?”

      Adesh poured four cups of tea. “It is a special blend. You will enjoy, please.” He waited for Taryn to take a sip before drinking from his own cup. “Tabul said you were kind to him in Paderau. You introduced him to our princess, who is most keen to help us with our taxation problem.”

      He lost Taryn on the last part. She’d have to ask Sabina about it later. “What have you found about the assassin?”

      “Not much, I’m afraid. After the attack, he fled the city. There has been no sighting of him since.” Adesh snorted. “But then, there won’t be, will there? Not with his abilities.” As if remembering himself, he bent forward, touching his head to the mat. “Forgive me, Your Highness.”

      “Adesh, please call me Taryn and always speak freely.” She touched his arm and he glanced at her with a look of deference. His ShantiMari belied the look, swarming beneath her fingers with tempered savagery. She removed her hand, disturbed by what she’d experienced. “What do you mean, ‘abilities’?”

      “Through his connection with his master, the assassin is able to see, hear, and smell, but his sole reason for existence is finding you. Without his master, he is nothing. Without his need to hunt you, he has no purpose. He feeds on fear. From you, people on the street, anyone near enough he can sense their anxiety. A great city like Talaith is a banquet for one like him. But you, Princess…to you, he is drawn like a mowbat to nectar. Your fear sustains him.”

      A protest rose to her lips, but she did fear him. More than she ever wanted to admit.

      Adesh continued, taking her silence for acceptance. “When your betrothed fought him in Paderau, he bled. This should never happen. Yet it has. Your assassin draws life from you as easily as you draw breath. If you don’t end him, he will destroy you.”

      Taryn jerked at the words, spilling her tea. She hadn’t expected this from the spice merchant. The room darkened, the air becoming as thick and stagnant as the void. Her breathing deepened and her lungs labored with each inhale. Scenes flashed through her mind, of a desolate world devoid of life, charred stumps of trees dotting the landscape. Plumes of smoke rising toward a charcoal sky.

      You did this, the voice rasped in her mind. You are the destroyer.

      Taryn rose from the mat on shaking legs. “I must go. Thank you, Adesh, for the tea.” She rushed from the tent, not caring if the others followed, needing only to shut out the taunts. Outside, the boy stepped in her path, a hand outstretched, a pouch resting atop his palm.

      “For our princess.” He spoke Elennish. Then, in his native tongue, “Protection.”

      Taryn took the pouch and thanked him, but he darted off before she finished the words. Carina and Timor joined her, scowls on their faces. Kaida silently padded down the street, sniffing the air. Adesh’s words had rattled not just Taryn, it appeared. She tucked the pouch into her pocket, not quite knowing if the boy meant it was for her or Sabina. Their footfalls echoed on the cobblestones as they followed the grierbas toward the palace. Protection against what? Or whom?

      A familiar tingling from her pendant preceded a chill running up her neck. A heartbeat before she saw the hooded figure in the shadows, Kaida lunged.
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      A BRIEF glimpse of terror crossed the assassin’s pale face before he disappeared. Kaida darted after him and clambered up a crate, snarling with every vicious snap of her jaw. Carina and Timor raced to where the assassin had been, with Taryn a step behind. She clearly saw the dark outline of his body as he pulled himself over the ledge of the roof.

      Timor reached the rooftop first and paced along the shingled edge, sputtering curses. Carina joined him while Taryn helped Kaida up the empty stretch between the crate and building. The city sprawled out before them, a kaleidoscope of colorful tents mixed with drab shingled structures and dun-colored thatched roofs. One thing caught Taryn’s attention—the rooftop’s emptiness. Not even the silhouetted form was in sight.

      She scanned the sky, looking for a bird that might be the assassin, knowing full well even if she spotted him, there was nothing she could do to follow.

      “Fuck!” she screamed at the dark clouds that hovered just above their heads, perfect camouflage for someone wishing to escape unseen. “I don’t fear you. Do you hear me? You or your master.” The last she said more to herself, willing the words to be true.

      “Princess.” Carina eyed the threatening sky. “We should return to the safety of the palace.”

      If anything happened to the Eirielle, it was Carina’s life on the line, Taryn knew. But there was an urgency beneath her warning that went beyond the weather. For once, Taryn didn’t argue. Adesh’s words tumbled through her thoughts, chilling her. The assassin fed off her fear. She was his banquet. Yet how did she stop herself from fearing a demon?

      Where did he come from? she asked Kaida.

      He has been tracking us since the docks.

      Taryn glared at the animal. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Kaida returned the look, an intensity to her golden eyes that disturbed Taryn. I wished to know what he wanted. He was observing, nothing more. I will not let him harm you.

      Kaida would do everything in her power to stop the assassin, but what could a grierbas do that the others could not? It was far too easy for the assassin to find her and far too difficult for her to follow him.

      As much as she hated to admit it, she couldn’t rely on the others for her safety. Someday she must overcome her fear and do what was necessary to control her Dark ShantiMari. That line of thinking led her down a rabbit hole of scenarios that all ended with her being the pawn of Kaldaar, or worse, Rykoto. She shuddered against the images that slithered through her mind, each more disgusting than the first. Rykoto, Kaldaar, Valterys, Zakael—what would they do with her? How would they break her? Taryn wrapped her arms tightly across her chest. As long as her heart beat and breath came from her lips, she’d not allow any of them to control her. That list included Marissa and Lliandra, as well.

      They walked quickly, without drawing attention, through the marketplace and up the hill to the palace gates. Once through, Taryn took a deep breath and released some of the tension she’d been holding. Instead of going inside, she directed them toward the gardens, pacing along the seawall, orienting her thoughts.

      She’d been surprised by Adesh’s admission that Tabul had people following her movements and shocked to learn he knew about the assassin. He knew, in fact, more about him than Taryn did. There was more to the spice merchant, much more, and she was going to find out everything she could.

      Carina interrupted her pacing with a gentle, yet firm placement of her body in Taryn’s path. “Your Highness, I know you are trying to be brave, but please, you must tell Prince Rhoane and Sir Baehlon. As your guard, we are honor bound to you, but your safety is our concern.”

      “If I tell them, they’ll just double the watch on me, and I’m sure it’s no fun following me around all day.”

      The guard’s frown served as an answer. They were of equal height and similar build, which made them excellent sparring partners in the training ring. From Taryn’s earliest days at Paderau, before she or anyone else knew her true identity, she’d trained with Carina and earned the woman’s respect. When Duke Anje handpicked Carina to accompany Taryn to Talaith as her personal guard, it was with a sense of relief on Taryn’s part that her friend would accompany her.

      As she stood in front of Timor and Carina, she was thankful they answered to her and not her mother, which meant as long as she stayed alive, whatever happened would stay between the three of them. Except Taryn knew she’d stretched their loyalty by chasing the assassin.

      From the other side of the garden, Rhoane approached and by the look of thunder on his face, he knew where she’d been and what transpired.

      Taryn pierced her guards with an accusatory glare. “How does he know?”

      “Not by me, I swear it to you,” Timor said, placing his hand over his heart.

      “Nor me.” Carina echoed the gesture. The two stepped behind Taryn but stayed close in case they were needed.

      Feigning ignorance, Taryn greeted Rhoane in a cheery voice. “Good day, my beloved.”

      “What the hell are you about? Sneaking off to the docks?” He scowled at Carina and Timor. “With so few of your guard? Where is Baehlon? Does he know you left the palace grounds?”

      Kaida sat at Rhoane’s side, her tail thumping expectantly. “I hear it was you who saved the princess today,” Rhoane said, kneeling to scratch Kaida behind her ears. He put his head against hers, holding her for a moment before standing to confront Taryn. “If my sources are correct, Kaida chased off the assassin before any harm could come to you.”

      The cold grip of anger crept up her spine. “If you have so many spies watching my every move, I don’t really need a guard, now do I?”

      “He was not watching you.”

      “Oh.”

      Rhoane addressed her guard, his voice low, full of authority. “If I hear of you allowing the princess to leave without my knowledge again, I will personally see to your punishment.”

      Carina swallowed hard and said, “With all due respect, Your Highness, we take our orders from Princess Taryn.”

      Taryn stifled a laugh. “Carina, you are so getting a raise.” To Rhoane, she said, “I appreciate the thought, but you don’t have to threaten my guards. I won’t need to leave the palace again for a while and when I do, I’ll be sure to let my babysitter know.”

      He moved closer to her, saying in Eleri, “You are far too careless of your safety.”

      Anxiety clouded his eyes and she responded in his language. “I had hoped the danger was gone. I am sorry.” Since the attack at the Stones, Rhoane had taken to speaking to her almost exclusively in Eleri. She understood far more than she could speak, which generally worked in her favor, but not so much when Rhoane was angry and his words came in a clipped rush, as they did then.

      Kaida’s ears perked forward, a low growl deep in her throat. A moment later, she raced toward the orchard.

      “Stay here,” Rhoane commanded before sprinting after her.

      Taryn ignored him, following close behind, her guards on her heels. As they neared the orchard, Taryn heard Rhoane whispering to Ebus. She motioned for Carina and Timor to wait. “There’s no danger, but keep watch all the same.”

      Kaida sat patiently by Rhoane’s leg, with her eyes trained on the thief. “I told you to stay with the others,” the Eleri prince snapped.

      “You cannot keep trying to protect me by leaving me out of things,” she retorted, hands on hips, her jaw set.

      Ebus interrupted them with a dramatic clearing of his throat. “If you’re going to argue, and not even in a language I understand, I have better things to be doing.”

      “Yes, like resting until you’re well enough to continue your duties.” Taryn knew better than to expect Ebus to sit around all day, but he’d come too close to death and even Faelara wasn’t sure what ailed him.

      The phantom had knocked him unconscious, but more than that, Taryn suspected Celia and Herbret had bled the little man. When they found him at the Stones, he had several deep slashes on his arms. Ebus had no memory of the events that day, remembering only the previous morning when he’d spoken to her at breakfast. Even when she prompted him, there remained a blank space in his timeline.

      He cut her a glare, but there was little malice in his eyes. “I was bored. Do you wish to continue discussing my restoration, or perhaps you might like to know the assassin has left the city?”

      “Are you certain? Where has he gone?” Rhoane asked.

      “I followed him to a boarding house near the docks. There, he spoke with his master for a few minutes. After that, he shifted into a bird and flew off to the north.”

      Irritated Ebus could follow him when she could not, but not willing to let Rhoane know how far she’d gone to pursue the assassin, she directed the conversation toward identifying the one controlling the assassin. “Were you able to hear the conversation?”

      “Only part, Great Lady. I did garner that he has a wound slow in healing and is terrified of your grierbas.”

      “Did you happen to see how it was the assassin spoke to his master?” Taryn asked. “Why wouldn’t they just use a more private method?” She tapped her temple. “In here.”

      “Your assassin might be deadly, but he isn’t too gifted, if you know what I mean. I doubt he’s all there in the head.”

      “Could you recognize the sound of his master’s voice?” This was the break they needed to uncover the master’s identity.

      “Nay, it was tempered, as if someone were speaking through a door. I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you for your help, Ebus.” Defeat leaked into her voice. She rested her hand on his shoulder and his Dark Shanti swirled under her fingertips. Mutated and twisted—not Aelan or Eleri, it sparked a similar sense of unease as Adesh’s had, yet it wasn’t suppressed, just…wrong. Like Sabina’s had been before the attack.

      Out of habit, she sent a healing thread of her own power through Ebus. He was nearly mended, with only a slight bruising on his skull where they’d knocked him unconscious. A stain, blurred but perceptible, pressed against her ShantiMari.

      “I don’t do this out of charity. It’s your gold I value.” He jerked away from her touch and trotted off a few feet before disappearing.

      Taryn searched the area, her gaze roving over the trees. A black silhouette of his form moved nimbly from one branch to another until he was out of sight. “I think I know how the assassin can appear and disappear on command.”

      Rhoane glanced at her, concern tight in his features. “Were you able to follow Ebus just now?”

      “Sort of.” What she saw, or rather, didn’t see, worried her. Before the ordeal at the Stones, she hadn’t been able to see the assassin when he vanished. But that morning on the docks, she was certain the silhouetted form was the assassin “disappearing.” Same with Ebus just then.

      How they made their body become a dark shimmering outline that blended into the surrounding area, she had to find out. If it was a trick of the Dark, perhaps she could use the power to follow the assassin. And if it wasn’t? The thought burned through her sternum. If it wasn’t the Dark, then she shouldn’t be able to see it at all. A shudder of revulsion coursed through her veins, chilling her.

      Rhoane stepped close, his hands resting on her shoulders before sliding down her arms. He placed his forehead against hers. “You frightened me today.” His caress was hesitant but full of yearning. The fear lurking in the depths of his eyes cut her heart and she staggered at the realization he truly cared for her. Since returning to Talaith, and after what happened at the Stones, he’d spent as much time with her as he could, touching her as much or as often as she would allow. It was his unspoken apology and Taryn was grateful for it.

      She tilted her head until her lips met his. The tremble of desire that always flared at his touch coursed through her. Her ShantiMari spun in a controlled tempest. Rhoane’s hands tangled in her long silvery hair, coaxing her closer until her body melded into his. Heat scorched her in the most delicious way.

      Her nails scratched up his neck to the tips of his ears but skimmed past the sensitive area to rake through his hair. She toyed with the tightly woven braids, the need to loosen them and stroke his tresses strong. Never before had she understood his fascination with her hair until his had grown out in silken waves that tempted her each time she looked at him. The feel of his locks on her flesh made her ache to be wrapped in his arms, skin on skin, their bodies a tangle of passion.

      Rhoane’s lips parted, inviting her in, and she grazed his tongue with hers, tasting him. Tart apples and mint. Rhoane. She sighed a moan, delighting in the feel of his erection against her thigh. Her nipples hardened against the leather tunic she wore and even that roughness felt good. So good.

      Their power circled them—his moss green, hers every color of the rainbow.

      A polite clearing of a throat brought Taryn out of her lust-filled fog. She glanced behind her to where Timor and Carina stood with their backs to them. Kaida whined toward the palace and Taryn spied the group that approached.

      Her mother had the worst timing and she was in no mood to be scolded yet again by the empress.

      “Unless you want a royal lecture, we should make like Ebus and disappear,” Taryn joked.

      “But we have neither the skill nor knowledge of how he did so.” If not for the sincerity in his voice, Taryn would’ve laughed.

      “We’ll talk about that later. Let’s go.” They ducked under the sargot trees, bereft of their delicious fruit in the chill weather, and managed to avoid her mother by entering the palace on the far side of the garden. At the entrance to the great room, Baehlon intercepted them and Taryn steeled herself for his reprimand.

      “Faelara would like to see you, Rhoane. She wants to discuss Taryn’s lesson for this evening.” His almond-shaped eyes were like slivers of burnt cedar as he glowered at her. “If the princess wouldn’t mind, I would like to know what transpired on the docks this morning.”

      Taryn refrained from rolling her eyes, but she did cast him a baleful glance. He didn’t have to make everything a bigger deal than it was, and yet he did.

      “Actually, I have some information you might find fascinating. Give me about a bell, and then I’ll meet you at Faelara’s and share what I learned on my outing.” She pivoted toward the library. “Ask Hayden and Sabina to join us.”

      Rhoane caught her hand. “You will not leave the palace again?”

      “I promise.” Her lips brushed his and even that slight touch inflamed her blood. His ShantiMari slipped up her arms, caressing her, and she fought off the desire to skip the meeting and take Rhoane to her rooms. Again she hesitated. They had yet to share their bodies and Taryn was to blame. Damn her apprehension and fear of her own power. “I’m going to the library, that’s all.”

      He stroked her cheek with the back of his hand and grazed the tip of her ear. Her uncontrolled shiver brought a smile to his lips, but concern remained in his steady gaze. “Would you like me to accompany you?”

      “I would, but Faelara is waiting and I won’t be long. Go. I’ll join you soon.” She pushed his chest playfully and he relented.

      Kaida trotted at her side, with Carina and Timor following a few paces behind. Despite their closeness, Taryn was alone. Vulnerable.

      The Shadow Assassin had been in the city, undetected No one could keep her safe.
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      THE storm that threatened all morning finally broke, sending a deluge of rain cascading down the library’s thick glass windows, casting eerie shadows in the already darkened room. The familiar scent of musty books greeted Taryn when she entered the small space she’d once claimed as her own. Scrolls and scraps of paper no longer littered the large table she’d used as a desk. All of her quills and ink jars now sat on the desk in her rooms. The move was borne of necessity—privacy and security were better assured in her rooms. No one could snoop on her or disrupt her research, like Celia had on too many occasions. Taryn missed the quiet of the library but required the privacy and security of her apartments.

      She ignored the pang of longing and searched the stacks for a scroll she remembered from a previous search, trying to recall if the parchment was in the library or Tessa’s hidden stash. The morning of the attack at the Stones, Tessa had proved to be an asset. While the others were away, she’d snuck into Celia’s rooms and removed most of the documents the girl had taken from the library, cleverly hiding them in a trunk at the back of her dressing room.

      Tessa’s quick thinking had secured the documents, for later that afternoon, Lliandra had Celia’s rooms emptied with her personal items packed and given away—to whom, Taryn didn’t know. By the following morning, it was as if Celia had never existed. Every scrap of paper was taken to the library, where they were dutifully catalogued and returned to the stacks.

      Before the empress sent Herbret’s belongings to his family south of Talaith, Tessa searched his rooms as well and found a curious dagger she placed among the papers. Much later, after the funerals and feasts, Tessa shared with the others what she’d discovered. Eliahnna spent bells copying the texts before she and Taryn returned the scrolls to the library. The copies she hid in her rooms, where she could read them at her leisure. She needed to understand what prompted two of Lliandra’s courtiers to commit such a heinous act of treason.

      With Myrddin out of town, Rhoane took the dagger for further study. Ancient, with etchings on the blade similar to the Seal of Ardyn and Taryn’s sword, he suspected there was more to the dagger than it simply being a weapon.

      Learn the words had echoed in her mind when she held the dagger.

      “Learn the words,” Taryn said aloud to the empty room. “That’s what I’m trying to do, you fickle gods.”

      Her hand hovered above a shelf as she scanned her memory for what Tessa had taken from Celia’s rooms. Confident the item she sought was not there, she resumed her search amid the dusty papers.

      Once found, she returned to her rooms and tossed the scroll on her desk. Several hastily scrawled notes she’d written to herself lay atop a stack of parchments she’d been meaning to read. The list never got shorter, always longer.

      She sat at her desk and carefully unrolled the first paper. As she read, she made several notations on a blank sheet. In her haste, she didn’t realize she’d written in English. Despite her best efforts to be fully invested in Aelinae, it was a hard habit to break.

      Frustrated, she threw the quill on the table and rubbed her eyes. The meeting with the others was in a few minutes and she was no closer to understanding how the assassin manipulated shadows than she’d been a bell earlier. If it was a trick of the Dark, Duke Anje would’ve told her about it. Or perhaps not. He claimed to be too long in the Light to remember much. But surely Hayden would know. Then again, maybe not. He was, after all, raised by Anje and Gwyneira at the Light Court.

      Myrddin might know, but he was off on an errand for the empress. To date, she’d not consulted with him, for no other reason than pride. Myrddin’s quiet confidence intimidated her. Once he returned, she’d seek him out, explain everything she’d learned and beg him to help. He claimed his ShantiMari was too antiquated for what she required, which was probably true, but a man who had lived as long as he had would surely know something, anything.

      She rubbed her temples and leaned back in the chair. No amount of Myrddin’s help, or anyone else’s, could hide the fact she needed a high-ranking noble who understood all the facets of Dark ShantiMari intimately. She needed her brother or father.

      Even though Rhoane agreed she should seek them out, Taryn stalled. The letters asking permission to visit sat on her desk, unsent. She couldn’t bring herself to send them, even though it was the only way to unlock all of her powers. Her arguments were many and varied, but all centered around a common theme—Zakael and Valterys frightened her far more than the Shadow Assassin ever had.

      For all she knew, they were behind the demon trying to kill her.

      If she went to them unprepared, she’d be unable to stop them from overpowering her and using her for only the gods knew what.

      Her hand shook as she raised a cup of tea to her lips. The altercation at the Stones of Kaldaar had left her changed. Not necessarily in a good way. The dark cold never left her. Even wrapped in a fur blanket and sitting in front of a fire, a tiny chill spread from her heart to her thoughts. It was infinite, the darkness inside her. As expansive as the void.

      “Your Highness?” Ellie stood beside her, a warm hand on Taryn’s arm. “It’s time for your meeting.”

      Taryn shook the gloomy thoughts from her mind and forced a smile. “Yes, it is.” She placed her hand over the girl’s and the small amount of ShantiMari Ellie had vibrated beneath her touch. Ellie’s power was slight but fierce. On impulse, Taryn rose and kissed the girl’s cheek. “Thank you, Ellie.”

      The maid blushed a furious shade of crimson, a confused smile on her lips. “For what?”

      “For believing in me.”

      It was Ellie who made Taryn see that being the Eirielle was more than just an obligation. On that day, so long ago it seemed now, when Taryn was given the title Keeper of the Stars and Nadra had placed the elaborate moonstone and stardust crown on Taryn’s head, Ellie had confided in Taryn that in all the world, there was no one finer to wear the mantle.

      Taryn hadn’t believed in herself that day, nor for many days after. Not until Sabina’s life was threatened did Taryn start to truly believe she could be what Aelinae expected of her. But doubts continued to dog her confidence.

      “Always, my lady.” Ellie curtseyed low to the ground before rising slowly to kiss her thumb and place it over her heart.

      “I won’t be long. Let Kaida rest. If the rain lets up, will you take her outside?”

      “Of course.” Kaida lay snoring on a thick rug in front of the fire, her paws twitching with her dreams, and Taryn couldn’t bring herself to disturb the grierbas. “Be safe.”

      Ellie’s words haunted Taryn as she hurried to Faelara’s apartments. How could she be safe in a world where people could appear and disappear on command? When she was hunted by an unseen demon controlled by someone who, at that very moment, might be within a hand’s reach of her?

      “You look as foul-tempered as the weather. What has you so despondent, my sister?” Marissa’s cheery tone did nothing to alleviate Taryn’s mood. To date, she’d managed to avoid her older sister, but like her trip west, knew it couldn’t be postponed forever.

      “Marissa,” Taryn drawled, her quick gaze taking in the group of women twittering behind the crown princess, “you’re positively glowing. Your visit with Tessa and Eliahnna must’ve done you good.”

      A minute frown tugged her sister’s lips toward the ground for just a moment before Marissa recovered. “Yes, you were missed. I do hope you’ll come visit sometime soon. We really should be allies, my darling.” She grasped Taryn’s hands and squeezed a little too hard. “We’ve so much in common, you and I. Please say you will.”

      Marissa’s ShantiMari was off. The same calculated coolness she’d felt numerous times before was hampered by an entity Taryn couldn’t quite define. The persistent chill spread through her, but it came from Marissa’s grasp. Shocked, Taryn realized the phantom had touched Marissa as surely as he’d afflicted her. The sword sang softly in her mind, its dulcet tones those of mourning.

      Since the encounter at the Stones, her sword had yet to sing a joyful tune. Most days Taryn tuned it out, but right then she listened carefully to the melody. Three words echoed in her thoughts—betrayal, darkness, forgiveness. The last gave Taryn pause. The sword urged her to forgive Marissa?

      “Yes, I will. Thank you.” Taryn leaned in to kiss her sister and breathed in the scent of her. Lilies and lye. Her lips touched Marissa’s cheek and her sister flinched. “I look forward to it.”

      Marissa clearly hadn’t expected Taryn to agree to a visit. She blustered to her ladies-in-waiting something about being late for an appointment and rushed off in the opposite direction. Taryn turned away from her sister’s hasty retreat to catch the wry smiles her guards tried to hide.

      Hayden and Sabina were waiting for her when she arrived at Faelara’s rooms. By the looks on their faces, they had been discussing her errand that morning and were not pleased. She sat through half a bell of recriminations not only from the pair, but Faelara and Baehlon as well. Rhoane stayed silent, having already voiced his displeasure that morning.

      “Fine,” Taryn said when she couldn’t take one more dramatic sigh or feigned snarl of anger. “I’m sorry I left the palace without alerting Baehlon. I won’t make that mistake again. Ever. But really, there are more important issues to discuss here. Like, what’s going on with the taxes on the Summerlands?”

      Sabina took the change of subject in stride. “From what I can discern, Lliandra’s not just taxing our goods, but Danuri’s goods as well. Although, not to the same extent. She has serious levies attached to spices, textiles, and lime coming from the Summerlands. Danuri is only being taxed on their liquid resources.”

      “What does the king have to say about the taxes?” Baehlon asked.

      “He has issued an edict to prevent Lliandra from charging more for our supplies, but she’s ignoring him. I’m not sure if this is punishment for my choosing Hayden over Herbret, or if she truly wants war, but my father will not ignore this blatant extortion.”

      Hayden sat with one leg resting atop the other, his long fingers stroking the beginnings of a beard. “I broached the topic in council this past week and was met with silence. What I don’t know is if the other members are aware of this illegal taxation, or if Lliandra is doing this on her own. I’ve tried to meet with several members, but they’re being cagey.”

      “What I’ve been able to uncover,” Sabina started with an apologetic look to Hayden, “is she’s granted a special dispensation to Ulla to trade with merchants from both Caer Idris and Haversham.”

      “What would the Artagh want with Ullan goods?” Faelara mused. “And why Valterys?”

      “Do you think they are forging an alliance? Perhaps the threat of Kaldaar’s return has Lliandra more frightened than she’d like to admit. These are his lands, after all, and he’s been gone a long time,” Taryn offered.

      “Nadra would never let him interfere with the Light Throne. No, there must be something in Caer Idris Lliandra needs. Same with Haversham, Danuri, and the Summerlands. Except she is trying to weaken the latter, but why?” Rhoane traced the runes on his hand, a frown pinching his brows dangerously close together.

      “Hayden, is there anyone on the council you trust?”

      Her cousin smirked at the question. “Not with my life, but there are a few who I’m sure I could compel into friendship, if that’s what you’re suggesting.”

      Sixteenth bells chimed and Faelara stood suddenly. “I must help the empress dress for dinner.” A glimmer of panic crossed her pretty features. “Since the Stones, she’s kept me on a short leash.” At Taryn’s hopeful look, she said, “No, darling, I can’t get any information from her. She barely speaks to me as it is, yet insists I be there to help with the preparations. I’m doing all I can to get back into her good graces in the hope we’ll learn something. Anything.”

      “I’m sorry, Faelara,” Taryn said with genuine concern. When Lliandra learned Faelara had known Taryn was researching Kaldaar and didn’t share the information with her, she’d been livid. At Taryn, at Faelara, at Rhoane, and even Baehlon. No one was spared her anger. But it was Faelara who bore the brunt of the empress’s punishment. Lliandra effectively demoted her, making her duties on par with a servant. If Lliandra was feeling generous, Faelara was treated as little more than a lady-in-waiting.

      “Not to worry, my love. All will be well in time. If you’ll excuse me?” Faelara rushed from the room.

      When the door clicked shut, Taryn said to no one in particular, “Lliandra will pay for what she’s doing to Faelara. She was only trying to help.”

      “Yes, help you, Taryn, not the empress.” Sabina’s ShantiMari whizzed around her in a frenzy. A dark shadow lined the deep brown threads. Taryn stared at her friend’s Mari, an uncomfortable realization taking shape. “What is it, Taryn? You look like you’ve seen death himself.”

      “I just recalled I promised Marissa I would meet with her. Will you excuse me?” She said her goodbyes, giving hugs to Hayden and Baehlon, and a kiss to Rhoane. To Sabina, she whispered, “Come to my rooms after dinner. We need to talk.”

      Taryn hastened to Marissa’s rooms, turning over what she’d witnessed, an idea forming that excited and disturbed her. She arrived at the painted doors edged with real gold and knocked softly. When no one answered, she knocked again, louder. Even if Marissa were out, a maid should be present, but no one appeared. Taryn turned the ornate handle and pushed open the door several inches.

      “Hello?” she called out to the empty air. The hairs on the back of her neck stood to attention, but her pendant and sword remained silent. Taking that as a good sign, she sidled into the room and closed the door behind her.

      In the sitting room, two of Marissa’s maids lay on the sofa, unmoving. Her heart bumped against her ribcage as she bent to check their pulses. She saw no obvious signs of trauma, but a telltale thread of Marissa’s ShantiMari hovered over them both. Her sister had put the maids to sleep on purpose, but why? Taryn had heard the rumors of what Marissa did with her ladies, the sexual exploits and games of pleasure. Surely there was nothing she had to hide from them.

      Her breath caught. Whatever Marissa was doing, if she wished to keep it from her maids, Taryn needed to know.

      She crept to her sister’s bedroom and listened for several moments before discerning it was empty. As she was about to leave, a moan came from the balcony. The curtains whipped against the open doors and Taryn padded through the lavishly decorated room. Golden candelabra and chandeliers held candles that glowed softly, illuminating the huge bed covered in stark white damask and framed by crimson velvet panels. An image of marble and blood assaulted Taryn, and she looked away.

      Marissa’s ShantiMari glinted from every surface, its lavender hue laced with inscriptions. Each time she focused on a thread, the image would fade, but she was certain words were woven into the powerful wards. Her hands twitched with a desire to touch the threads and she balled them into fists, keeping them close to her body.

      Marissa moaned again, louder, more urgently. Taryn hid behind the curtain and peered through a gap, suppressing a gasp at the sight before her.

      Her sister hovered above the floor, her naked skin dusted with a smattering of black glitter. Rain slashed through the air, battering the palace walls relentlessly, but Marissa was oblivious of the raging storm. A cocoon of ShantiMari enveloped her, protecting her from the wind and cold. She writhed in the empty air, her arms clasping at nothing, her leg hitched at an awkward angle.

      Vomit roiled in Taryn’s gut. She’d vanquished the phantom. It couldn’t possibly be the same one. And yet, if it wasn’t, that meant there was more than one. She blinked back tears and swallowed the acrid bile that rose in her throat. She squinted, focusing on a faint, barely perceptible outline of black amid the swirling motes of rain and glitter. The phantom, Taryn was certain of it. From her sister’s movements and the sounds of desire she made, they were having sex.

      A compulsion she couldn’t deny forced her to watch. Violent in its scope, the coercion immobilized her, sending painful shocks of heat throughout her body. Taryn twisted as much as she was allowed to avoid the sight before her, but it wasn’t enough. Her sister’s head jerked from side to side. Her heavy breasts swayed against her quivering body. The sound of slapping echoed off the stone walls. Red welts marred Marissa’s buttocks in the shape of a man’s hand. Her sister cried out several times, not quite screams, but close, and then shuddered with a revolting display of satisfaction. Taryn gagged. Marissa knew how to use her body. A little too well.

      “Show me.” Marissa panted. “Now.”

      A terrible growl came from the invisible lover. Not human. Not animal. Otherworldly.

      Marissa nodded intently, her focus on a spot several inches before her. “Yes, yes, and then?” A wide smile broke out on her face. “I see.” She flourished her wrist and a thread of lavender ShantiMari swirled around her. It was edged in shimmering obsidion.

      Then, to Taryn’s astonishment, Marissa’s feet disappeared, followed by her legs, her torso, and finally, her head. The same hazy silhouette was all that remained of her sister.

      A triumphant laugh came from the empty air. “My exquisite lover, you shall be rewarded.”

      The compulsion released Taryn with a slithering discharge that left her drained of energy, of thought, of emotion.

      Instead of fleeing, she stayed rooted in place and watched, fascinated, as the two contours merged and separated time and again. Taryn studied the coupling with scientific scrutiny, noting every movement, every inflection of shadow within the space. When finally Marissa screamed at yet another climax, Taryn had gleaned information on not only the elusive “disappearing,” but her sister and the invisible lover as well. Marissa released her cloaking shadows and tossed her long curls. A dusting of glitter shimmered a glow of deepest night before subsiding.

      Only after Marissa commanded the phantom to be gone and disappeared into her dressing chamber did Taryn dart for the door. Once in the hallway, she leaned against the wall until her heartbeat calmed and ragged breathing leveled. A few servants scurried past, keeping their gazes lowered, some making a figure eight above their heads.

      Unsure of what, exactly, she’d witnessed, Taryn started toward Faelara’s rooms. After several steps, she stopped. Too many questions begged for an answer and only Marissa could provide them. She spun around and knocked on her sister’s door.

      A disheveled maid answered and bade her wait in the small foyer. Marissa arrived a few moments later, dressed in a simple gown, the glow Taryn noticed earlier shimmering brighter. The black glitter was all but gone from her skin.

      When she saw Taryn, her eyes brightened with a dangerous glint. “Sister, please come in.” She motioned to the sofa where her maids had been passed out. “Sit. I’ll have Marina bring us some tea. Would you like anything else? You look a bit flushed. Perhaps some broth?”

      “No, thank you, I’m fine.”

      Marissa sent the maid away before sitting beside Taryn. “My dear, you are anything but fine.” She twisted a strand of Taryn’s silvery hair around her finger and pulled Taryn’s face closer to hers. “Did you enjoy watching?”

      Taryn’s breath stilled and her heart stopped for two heartbeats.

      “I know he enjoyed having you there. He wants you, and he always gets what he wants.”

      The compulsion returned, stronger than before. “Who is he?”

      Marissa’s cruel laugh cut the thick air. “I don’t know. Nor do I care. He gives me something no one else can.” She released Taryn’s hair and traced a finger down her tunic to her breast. “He is my god.” Marissa’s voice held a dreaminess Taryn didn’t recognize. “Right now he’s weak. When you vanquished him, it nearly destroyed him.”

      Her lovely lavender eyes met Taryn’s. “We could overpower him, you and I. Think about it, Taryn. The power we would wield. It’s greater than Zakael ever dreamed.”

      Desperate fanaticism edged Marissa’s words and features.

      A part of Taryn yearned for the phantom’s touch. Yearned to feel Telraicht-Noir ShantiMari slip around her naked body, dusting her with its power. That part of herself terrified Taryn.

      Marissa’s face was an inch from her own, flushed still from her encounter, with that eerie glow emanating around her. “You want this, Taryn. I can sense your desire. I saw it in the way you watched with absolute longing.” Her eyes narrowed and she grinned like a feral cat come upon a barge rat. “He will have you, in the end. You are the vessel he craves. Sabina was nothing but a distraction.”

      Anger sparked in Taryn, but she kept her face blank, her breathing even. “He will never have me. I vanquished him once. I’ll do it again. Now that I know he is weakened, I’ll find him and destroy him for good.”

      “You poor, simple girl. He can’t be found. He is everywhere and nowhere. Even I don’t know how to summon him.” A look of panic flickered in her eyes for a brief moment, and then was gone. She’d given away too much.

      “Why are you telling me this? What do you want from me?” The compulsion made her thoughts sluggish and hard to form into words.

      Marissa’s pink tongue darted out and stroked Taryn’s lips. Her sister’s touch revolted Taryn, and she jerked away, but her body wouldn’t cooperate. Whatever had her in its grip forced her mouth open for more. The taste of sweet wine teased the bile rising in her throat. The sensual warmth of her sister’s kiss left her dizzy. When Marissa ended the kiss, the compulsion lifted, again coating her with a layer of filth and leaving her wary.

      “We are more alike than you’d care to admit, Taryn. Someday you’ll know this is true. As for what I want from you, isn’t it obvious?”

      Taryn shook her head and flexed her fingers, testing her flailing energy.

      “I want what everyone wants from you. Your power.”

      A blur of silver studded with sapphires plunged deep into her midsection, ripping skin and muscle. Taryn staggered to her feet, jerking the blade free. The pain drained what little strength she had left, but she kept moving forward, away from Marissa. Her sister sat on the sofa, laughing and calling taunts to her as she stumbled, disoriented.

      Rhoane, help me.

      Blood seeped from the wound, over her hand, to drip onto the thick carpets.

      Hayden.

      Her boots thudded on the tile and she lunged for the door, her vision narrowing as she fumbled with the doorknob, her hands slick.

      Baehlon. Faelara.

      Finally, she managed to grasp it enough to yank open. Marissa’s laughter burrowed like a worm into her mind. Confusion muddled her thoughts. Why, Marissa? But no answer came to her.

      Brandt, I need you. Please.

      She stumbled into the empty hallway, blinking at her surroundings.

      Sabina. Please hurry.

      The light from the wall sconces hurt her eyes and she turned away from the glare. Her rooms were at the far end of the palace, away from Marissa. She focused on setting one foot in front of the other, making slow progress. Stars teased the outer edges of her sight.

      Kaida.

      The sound of footsteps approaching spurred Taryn to move faster. Marissa was coming
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