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			Immerse yourself in Tessia Ives’ enchanting new tale of fantastical adventure and breathtaking romance! 

			She followed every rule…until he broke hers. 

			Captain Delphine Julian and her motley crew are hell-bent on traversing the woods of Artemysia to seek help. No one has ever made it through the wicked forest, and there may be no one on the other side. But Delphine and her team are the only ones standing between the deadly Syf and human civilization…if only they can stay alive long enough to defend it. 

			Their best hope is working with the king’s secret weapon, the mysterious assassin Riev. Coerced into joining the mission, Riev may get them all killed. He’s exactly the kind of trouble Delphine has avoided all her life. But when unexpected passion ignites and the forest reveals a horrendous secret, they must learn to trust each other before humanity’s last hope is extinguished. 

			A wicked forest. A lost civilization.

			Four misfits. 

			One impossible mission. 

			Two hearts aflame.
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			This book contains a fair amount of profanity, explicit sexual content, and mild to medium levels of violence. 

			The story also contains cute and funny moments of levity between the characters, as well as accessible and soft worldbuilding. If you’re familiar with my writing, I tend to veer toward whimsy and light rather than heavy or dark. 

			Artemysia is written in first person, present tense, with dual POVs.

			If any of these elements are not for you, please turn back now.

			Suitable for ages 18+.
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			For those who believe in love, and for those who do not. May you find each other.
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			​“It’s kill or be killed.” - Delphine

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		


			A tall Syf male slashes at me with his blade, his icy blue eyes wild and murderous. Between vicious thrusts, he shakes the dark hair out of his pale face. 

			His beautiful face is so…human. The tail lashing behind him is not.

			Under different circumstances, his gauzy wings and elf-like ears might be endearing, but his fangs and claws betray the fact that he possesses no humanity at all.  

			The Syf are lethal killers.

			Heart in my throat, I spin away, but he rebalances and switches to a reverse grip of his blade. Even in the copper glow of the first moon at twilight, it’s easy to see that he won’t stop until I’m dead. 

			It’s kill or be killed.

			He cocks his head, most likely deciding which of my limbs to sever. Sweat trickles down his naked torso onto his belted breeches tucked into high boots.

			We rearrange our stances, circling each other behind a row of blue and white village cottages. With the clang of blade on blade, we parry each other’s strikes. Part of me regrets having to destroy such a majestic creature, but I’m not about to abandon my dream of a safer world by giving up, so I force myself to keep going.

			It helps to think of each Syf as the one who murdered my mother. 

			The Syf male shrieks like a hawk before lunging at me. His iridescent wings fan like flames behind his bare shoulders. Normally, their soft, flightless wings drape down their backs like silk capes, but he seems furious that I’ve lasted this long. 

			Well, I’m furious he’s lasted this long. It’s my job to defend the people of South Kingdom.

			Cursing under my breath, I dodge his incoming strike and tighten my grip on my two short swords. With dual backhand swings, I sever his head. He bleeds like humans do. The thick crimson liquid splatters my face in pulsing spurts as he collapses onto the cobblestone street.

			I spit, wiping the hot blood off my chin using the collar of my cloak.

			There’s no time to stare at his diaphanous wings, which flutter even as he lies there, headless.

			“Delphine, behind you!” a squad member hollers from atop his elk.

			The next Syf is upon me. 

			I whirl around and kill her too.

		


		


			​“Once my dagger is out, it wants blood.” - Delphine
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			Ghost Elk Tavern, Stargazer City

			My pulse races in this cramped, old pub lit by beeswax candles. If I hear Congratulations, Captain Delphine Julian one more time, I might throw up the expensive brandy I’ve been drinking all night with my squad to celebrate my promotion. My body aches from the skirmish earlier today. 

			Sweat builds in uncomfortable places. I’m overly warm under the low, thatched roof of the Ghost Elk. It stinks of old cheese and spilled ale in here.

			I need out.

			Captain. I’ve worked my ass off to get here, and now, at twenty-two, I’m the youngest to ever make the rank. It’s exhilarating to defy the higher-ups who branded my style of leadership as “idealistic,” with a few going so far as to say I’m too soft for the role.

			But the joke’s on me, because starting tomorrow, I’m responsible for the lives of a hundred men and women under my command, and it’s terrifying. It weighs on my chest like a sack of stones.

			Breathe, Delphine.

			I swallow down the fear and don’t allow it to show. 

			Pressing through the loud, drunken crowd, I make my way toward the exit. The swelling on my ribcage feels hot under my cloak—a Syf snapped me in the ribs today with the spine of his saber before I decapitated him. I don’t look forward to examining the bruise there. 

			At least I didn’t lose a single soul on my squad, and we obliterated the dozen Syf who raided a village just outside Stargazer City. 

			I hate the killing. 

			But it’s the only way to keep myself and others alive. 

			When two recent recruits block my escape to congratulate me, my stomach twists into knots of anxiety. 

			“You took down half that band yourself.” The young blonde cadet slices an imaginary sword across her partner’s throat. 

			Her partner bobs her head in wide-eyed agreement. “Highest number of Syf kills in all of South Kingdom,” she says. “It’s why I enlisted here in Stargazer—in hopes of being assigned to your squad.”

			The adulation in their eyes should be enjoyable, but a stab of guilt strikes me instead. I never want to get used to a way of life where slaughter or be slaughtered is the norm. But…I’m scared that part of me already has. 

			After a day of killing Syf, I don’t curl up and cry anymore.

			Raising my bottle, I clink their glasses. “The two of you kept our elk together during the fight, and your spear slowed down the biggest Syf.” 

			“Did you see his wingspan? One-and-a-half times the length of my arms. On each side! Why have wings if they can’t fly?” the blonde asks.

			

			“The males use them in their mating rituals,” her friend chimes in enthusiastically, loosening the violet silk cravat tied around her shirt collar that denotes her rank as a cadet. Her red hair is braided in a neat rosette at the base of her neck.

			“That’s what the textbooks say. We don’t know for sure,” I mutter.

			It occurs to me that this was the two cadets’ first fight, and in recent years the enemy has become stronger, killing more of us with each encounter. But out there in the field, each strike of my blade drives away the crushing torment of those I’ve lost to Syf. My mother. Fellow soldiers. Lovers.

			With a twinge in my heart, I admit there was a good chance these two women might not have made it back tonight, even though our force outnumbered the Syf. 

			It’s why we constantly enroll new recruits. 

			I pass them the rest of my brandy and tell them to have at it. “Good job today.” 

			They soak up my praise, looking at me eagerly as if expecting a speech of some sort, so I tack on a brazen attempt at inspiration. ​

			“The largest rockslide can start with the tiniest pebble.”

			They stare, unblinking.

			Overkill? Or motivational leadership? Those who have been on my squad the longest have dubbed these sayings “Delphinisms.”

			“Thanks, Captain,” they chime together, not looking the least bit appalled. Whew.

			“Enjoy the feast with the king at Stargazer Castle tomorrow,” the redhead calls back over her shoulder as they walk away.

			So young. So hopeful. So dead.

			I stumble to the back door and slip outside. Air. I need air. A gas lamp flickers, throwing uneven shadows onto the cobblestones. The cool autumn night gives me the reprieve I need, but I dart farther down the alley, not wanting anyone to see me panic. I’m good enough. I can do this. I’m not an imposter—I’ve been doing this. Right? 

			No. There’s no one else to blame if I make a decision that gets my company killed. Those two new cadets who hold me in such admiration and awe? 

			It’s my job to ensure they don’t die.

			The strain in my throat doesn’t ease as I fold over my knees. I brace my shoulder against a large wooden barrel in the alley, trying to heave a breath to sip the frigid night air slowly in and out of my unbearably tight chest. 

			With the second moon of the evening low in the sky casting its dim lavender glow into the alley, I almost miss the shadowy figure on a stack of crates next to the barrel that’s supporting me.

			The Syf are more active at night. 

			My hand drops to my sheath, but it’s empty. I left my sword in the pub. 

			Instead, I slip my dagger from the holster on my thigh and peer cautiously around the barrel, every inch of my body tensed for action.

			A hooded man sits on one of the wooden crates, stooped over. His sleeves are pushed back and his muscular forearms rest on his thighs. He eyes me sideways with hardly a turn of his face.

			Rather than acknowledging me, he leans back and kicks his legs out, picking up the stein next to him for a long sip. He directs his gaze back across the narrow alley to the dark window of a tailor’s shop, as if the suited mannequins on display are the most fascinating sight ever.

			He clearly wants me to go away. So of course I take a step forward.

			He wears the embroidered dark gray cloak and riding boots of the South Kingdom Military Academy. But instead of the standard high-collared white shirt and brown breeches like I’m wearing, he’s in all black, down to the leather blade holster strapped across his chest. 

			I don’t recognize him. 

			He isn’t wearing a cravat either, so I don’t know his rank. 

			My eyes narrow. There are those who steal our uniform and exploit the benefits of our military status without ever risking their lives to fight the Syf.

			“What are you doing out here?” I ask, adjusting my dark green cravat around my high collar. I’m still officially a commander until tomorrow, when I’ll be given the gold of captain.

			I’m met with silence as he raises his glass to his lips. When he tosses his head for a swig, his hood shifts back just enough to reveal the sharp angles of his face.

			I look him over suspiciously, stepping around his outstretched legs to face him. “Why aren’t you drinking with the others?” I press.

			“Would you want to answer your own questions right now?” he bites back.

			His response catches me by surprise, and I tighten my palm around my dagger.

			No, I wouldn’t. I’m out here having a mini panic attack. But he can’t possibly know that, so I compose my expression and stifle the urge to react.

			He goes on. “You can put your knife away. I could disarm you from here.”

			If he’s challenging me, then he obviously has no idea who I am. 

			I twirl my blade and regrip it, staring down my nose at him. “Are you a new recruit? Otherwise you’d know ​no one disarms me, unless they want their ass handed to them.”

			The edges of his lips twitch into the start of a grin, but he doesn’t let it continue onto anything more. “You’re full of questions. How about this? If I disarm you, I don’t have to answer.” His voice comes low and controlled. I can’t tell if he’s threatening me or if he’s having a good time vexing me.

			

			“And if you can’t disarm me?”

			“Then ask away and I won’t lie to you,” he says.

			He pushes off the crate to stand, leaving his stein behind. 

			He’s taller than I expected. 

			Not short myself, I draw up in my heeled riding boots so I’m staring at his full lips. He still has a few inches on me. Broad-shouldered. Lean and powerfully built.

			His gaze sinks through me, gleaming and icy. Gray eyes, the likes of which I’ve seen only on a wolf. ​There’s a bloody slash across the left eyelid. 

			He finally shifts the hood of his cloak off his head. Based on his gruff, husky voice, I assumed he was older. 

			​But…he’s young. And gorgeous.

			Dark hair, the upper half pulled back into a topknot, the rest of the soft tendrils hanging loosely at the nape of his neck. Fine features. A blade-straight nose cuts through his angular face. 

			He sways a little. Is he drunk? Injured? A bit of both. His weight is shifted off one of his long legs in a way that tells me he’s hurt.

			I reposition my feet, ready for a fight in case the drunk part of him is senseless enough to start one. My limbs are lanky, but I’m strong and fast, and confident in my mastery of hand-to-hand combat. The alpha males always want to challenge me, until they’re on the floor doubled over after being outmaneuvered. 

			I level an assessing look at him. He’s definitely one of those men. 

			By his casual stance, he thinks he can overcome me.

			They all think that. 

			“If you disarm me, I’ll refrain from kicking your ass, dagger or not,” I say, grinning.

			“That’s so sweet.” His soft mouth turns down his tapered chin. 

			Bristling, I huff an exasperated sigh. All my life, I’ve been told I look sweet and kind, and the terrible truth is, I am. It used to work against me as I moved up the ranks, commanding the rough-and-tumble men and women who were physically bigger than me, but now I’ve turned it into an element of surprise. 

			I let them underestimate me.

			I flick two fingers in his direction, gesturing for him to come at me.

			He gives a low, scraping chuckle. He moves unnaturally fast, but I sidestep in time, light on my feet. I block his forearm, knocking it aside as I duck and spin on my heels. My elbow jabs into his liver and, on the upswing, I knuckle him in the throat. He scowls but recovers—and now he’s serious. He lunges at me. I throw my arms around him and use his momentum to swing him around. Our legs tangle. The next few minutes consist of grappling, limbs locked, as we try to take each other down. 

			Crouching low, I drive my shoulder into him. My face is buried in his chest as he locks his arms around me to stop me from wrestling him to the ground. 

			Swallowed up in his grip, our bodies heat. 

			I shouldn’t notice how good he smells. Woodsy clean, like the juniper trees bordering the mountains to the south. 

			​He twists and kicks me off, striking me in the ribs where the Syf bruised me earlier today.

			I cry out as I fall back, and for a split second, he hesitates, his eyes rounding.

			Now he knows I’m injured. I’ve revealed my weakness, but I roll off the ground and back on my feet.

			Taking advantage of his surprise, I hit him with a combination of a roundhouse kick and an elbow to the jaw. He doubles over, paying for his hesitation. I wrangle him into a headlock, my dagger at his throat.

			​“Once my dagger is out, it wants blood,” I say smugly.

			He struggles to regain control, but I maintain my chokehold.

			​“One more move and I’ll cut off your topknot,” I warn. Lose strands of his hair fall over my hand, and it’s as soft as it is glossy.

			He lifts his palms in the air, and he’s given up.

			“I do need a haircut,” he mutters.

			Despite myself, I laugh under my breath and back away. He presses a finger to his mouth where my fist landed, frowns, and licks the blood off his lips.

			“Something to remember me by.” I grin.

			My breaths come easily now. There was no way he could’ve known I needed this—that I had nervous energy to burn off—yet here he was, willing to engage. 

			The adrenaline of the fight and the subsequent win have calmed me. 

			I’m doing what I’m good at, and I’ve forgotten why I was lurking in an alley at midnight instead of celebrating what I’ve wanted to achieve since I joined the Academy ten years ago—to be captain of the squad I love. I’m ready for whatever comes next. 

			Except…I relaxed too soon.

			A strange light glows in those smoky irises, perhaps just a glint reflected off the gas lamps at the end of the alleyway, but a flick of his wrist later, he’s thrown my dagger against the side of the building. It clangs onto the stony ground. My feet pivot to rebalance, but he’s pinned my forearm against the wall, and when I swing my free hand to jab him under the ribs, he strikes it away with uncanny swiftness. 

			Holy hell. ​His reflexes are inhuman. Has he been playing me this whole time, pretending to let me have the upper hand? He pitches forward and seizes my throat. As my air is cut off, his eyes darken and his lips curl up into an indecent, cruel grin.

			I’m left wondering if I’ve made a terrible mistake engaging this stranger.

		


		


			​“Only fools are fearless.” - Riev
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			He barely flinches when I jerk my knee to his gut, but a swift kick knocks my leg aside, pinning his thigh to mine.

			“Watch yourself.” A snarl rips from him. “Why would you let your guard down?”

			“I’m not afraid of you.” My words come out in a rasp, his fingers still digging into the skin of my throat. 

			I could break out of it, but dominance isn’t always won by escaping.

			​“Only fools are fearless,” he scoffs, but his palm eases off my neck. “Admit that I win.” 

			His face is inches from mine, end-of-the-day scruff on the slope of his jaw. The cut across his left eye has clotted over, but a scab hasn’t formed yet. 

			Was it earlier today that he almost lost an eye?

			When I look past the perma-scowl, I can appreciate his delicate features and high cheekbones. Nothing like the locals, especially in the pairing of those silver eyes with coffee-colored hair.

			He’s released my throat but still grips my wrist against the wall next to my head. His palm is oddly smooth. Where are the calluses? His skin is feverishly hot. I have no idea if he’s always this warm or if he’s fired up from our scuffle, but he’s completely unbothered, and his breathing is even. He hasn’t broken a sweat at all. 

			Moisture beads on my own face. 

			I glare up at him. “Surrender denied. We were done. I assessed you and didn’t find you to be dangerous.”

			“You’re wrong about me.” He curves over me. Dangerously.

			Instead of wrestling away, I rise to the balls of my feet, sliding my back up the wall until we are nose to nose. 

			At this, he firms his mouth into a line as if he might frown or grin, but he does neither.

			“What do you do for the corps?” I ask casually, to appear unruffled—when really, with his firm body pressed to mine, I’m increasingly aware of his mountain forest scent, his fierce winter-wolf eyes, his swollen red lips. The last one is thanks to my fist, but I find myself shamelessly wondering what they might taste like. 

			No more rich-people brandy for you, Delphine. 

			He’s not my type. He’s not sweet, he’s not trustworthy. 

			But the attraction is undeniably there.

			Is it the thrill and panic of today? Or is some other element influencing me?

			His brows pinch. He looks caught off-guard by my question.

			“Messenger.” He doesn’t back off but releases my forearm as if it scalds him all of a sudden.

			For a fleeting moment, I wonder why he’s looking at me that way. It’s a fiery look I’ve seen on the faces of previous lovers—one that spikes heat into my insides.

			The alarming thought occurs to me that if he’s going to kiss me, he’d better do it soon, or we might just stand there glaring at each other all night. 

			Have I lost my mind? We basically just attacked each other in a back-alley fight. He’s not going to kiss me. Do I want him to? No! Though…the alley behind the Ghost Elk is known for both drunken fighting and strangers kissing in the dark.

			His body tenses against mine as he dips forward. Dark lashes skim his cheeks as he drops his gaze to my mouth. Are we doing this? Gods, I haven’t kissed anyone in over a year. The only people I meet are the ones I command (not allowed) and Syf (definitely frowned upon and too revolting to even consider).

			Blood rises into my cheeks. When they burn like this, I know they’re splotched red as if slapped. He must see it, because he grazes the back of his knuckles along one side of my face, setting off a prickle along my skin where he touches. Gods alive, the sultry confidence he possesses.

			His lips part slightly.

			He steps in until my back is flush against the wall. The cool stone on my shoulders is at odds with the striking warmth of his body. His breath smells of rich, oaky bourbon.

			Footsteps echo from the end of the alley, turning both our heads. 

			He pushes back abruptly.

			I kick off against the baseboards of whatever shop we’re behind. Probably a bakery, judging from the burlap sacks and barrels that probably held flour and the empty crates labeled Sugar, a rarity in our lands. 

			It’s why candy and pastries are so expensive.

			“Captain. There you are.” A deep, familiar voice is followed by a muscled silhouette with short, wavy hair, like a blonde monster cherub. 

			Throgmorton. My second in command.

			“I’m fine. Just getting some air.” I’m hoping he doesn’t catch the waver in my voice.

			

			Throg closes the distance with heavy strides and towers over us.

			His gaze travels between me and the stranger and back again. He exhales a sound somewhere between a grunt and a hmph.

			“That ‘air’ looks mysterious and handsome…maybe a little dangerous.” Throg keeps things simple. 

			He seems pleased with his assessment. It must have looked as intimate as it felt rather than the fervent end of a wild dog fight for dominance. But Throg doesn’t ask questions about my personal life unless he can’t sleep and wants to keep me awake to chat the night away.

			“Go back to your whiskey, Commander,” I tell him gruffly.

			“I’m not a commander until you’re officially promoted tomorrow.” Throg turns to the stranger. “What’s your name, handsome?” He flashes what I know is his menacing grin. “In case my captain disappears and I need to hunt you down.”

			“Riev.” Ree-v, he breathes out one long e, deathly calm and quiet—a viper before a strike. 

			“Riev, huh? I’m Throg.”

			​“I’ve already forgotten your name,” Riev says impassively.

			Throg snorts. “I won’t forget yours.” A toothy grin shows straight white teeth, aimed only at me. He’s too good-natured and clever to start a fight over a mildly snarky insult. “Holler if you need me. Remember, we get our next mission tomorrow, so have fun, but don’t stay out too late.” Throg lifts his massive stein and salutes before lumbering back toward the pub.

			Even though he knows I can take care of myself, he can’t help watching out for me like a big brother. He’s been with the Academy longer than I have but would rather follow than lead. After we met in training ten years ago, he decided to follow me.

			I glance back at Riev. I’m willing to bet my life that my face flushes again as our eyes meet.

			To fill the awkward silence, I hear myself begin to prattle on about Throg. “Don’t let his big, brutish appearance fool you. His nails are manicured and his rings are real gold and gemstone. He can’t stand ale so he has the bartender fill his mug with the best whiskey there is. Orion Throgmorton.”

			A brow lifts. Everyone knows the Throgmorton name.

			Riev remains silent, though. I’m about to turn away but stop dead in my tracks, unable to stifle a gasp. “Your eye is bleeding!”

			The cut across his left eye, from eyebrow to cheek, has split, perhaps made worse by our scuffle. Blood weeps down his cheek. 

			It’s disgusting and wickedly sexy at the same time.

			He touches it and winces when his fingers come away dark and wet with blood. “Damn Syf. It’s fine.”

			Finally, some information. “Where?”

			“Artemysia.”

			Artemysia. The Syf forest. “What were you doing there?” 

			“Someone has to find out why the Syf are leaving Artemysia to kill us.”

			My eyes narrow in on him. “That’s your assignment? As a messenger?” 

			Why the Syf began to attack us twenty years ago is an endless mystery—especially after two hundred years of keeping to themselves in peace, hidden in the woods of Artemysia. 

			And the Academy would never send a messenger to find out. 

			Diplomacy is impossible. Syf are not known to speak any language at all, much less read or write. There are old stories that humans and Syf used to trade over two hundred years ago, but at this point they may as well be myth.

			Even more peculiar, no human has crossed the woods and made it back alive, not in recorded history, at least. The Syf claim the entire forest, which runs east to west, coast to coast, across our peninsula shaped like a fish leaping out of water. 

			No one knows what is on the other side of Artemysia, what is at the other end of our peninsula. 

			

			He answers me with unreadable silence, his teeth gritted.

			“Were you alone?” I press.

			He glances away. “No. They slaughtered the two members of my squad who came with me.”

			Oh. No wonder the morose, drinking-alone-in-the-alley behavior. I’ve lost comrades too, and each time, instead of getting easier, it gets worse. Heavier in the heart and in the soul. 

			“I’m sorry for your loss. Where are you staying?”

			​“Why, you want to join me?” he says darkly, a devious smirk plastered across his face.

			My cheeks immediately heat. “That’s not what I meant,” I reply, mortified. 

			I would never. A stranger for one night is not my style at all. Immediate attraction like this just doesn’t happen to me. 

			I need personality; I need to know they care. 

			But this is neither, and I’m thrown.

			The heat of that almost-kiss lingers, pooling in my lower belly like liquid fire. I fight down the embarrassment and recover, shooting him a fierce look that forces him to backpedal on his words.

			“I’ll find an inn,” he says.

			“This late? Accommodations in the area are full. Everyone’s come in for the ceremonies tomorrow, even the outer regiments and battalions.” 

			He shrugs one muscular shoulder. “Well, this alleyway looks damn cozy.”

			“No one’s allowed to sleep in the streets here. Have you been to Stargazer City before?”

			“First time,” he mutters, frowning as if he resents casual conversation.

			“Well, I can patch up your eye so you won’t lose it and give you a tour of the entire province in five minutes. Interested?” Stargazer is the largest city in South Kingdom, so my claim is nearly impossible, but I have an idea that might get a flighty, shifty, I don’t need help kind of soldier to do exactly what’s best for him.

			I’m tough when I fight, but only out of a desire to keep everyone alive.

			I need him to agree to get his eye cleaned before infection sets in. Syf claws, blood, and saliva carry all sorts of diseases, we’re told. Like rabid wolves.

			He takes a deep breath, seemingly considering my offer, and then grunts out a noise that is neither approval nor disapproval. His face relaxes into something less of a frown.

			Finally, something other than that grave, evaluating expression.

			Messengers have it rough. They risk their lives to deliver orders to the outer regiments and to report the latest attacks. They often travel alone; a squad would attract Syf attention. Hawks and falcons don’t work for messaging. If the birds get close enough to Syf, their loyalties tend to shift. Elk too, so the Academy relies on people like him.

			“So, yes?”

			“Sure.” He shrugs. “You have me intrigued.”

			“I do? Yay.” A hint of sarcasm, but it’s okay to care, I tell myself. I’m happy to help. No one suffers on my watch. 

			“Yay denied,” he says gruffly.

			Gesturing to my left, I spin away to lead us out of the alleyway, but I can’t help grinning.

			“Your grumpiness is growing on me.”

		


		


			​“I’m not a smiler.” - Riev
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			Well, damn. 

			The ale must be stronger in the city. It’s not like me to engage with any stranger, no less a beautiful woman of rank, and suddenly want to show off and fight her. And then almost kiss her? With her face glowing from the fight as if we’d just done something indecent, I wanted her lips on mine, and I think I had a chance.

			She threw me off with that angelic smile, coupled with fighting skills like a damn Syf. Fierce. Confident. 

			In turn, ​I acted like the village idiot. For what? Attention? 

			Why didn’t I have more self-control? The idea displeases me. Still, for someone to make captain so young is impressive. It’s damn sexy, is what it is.

			I can count on one hand the women I’ve wanted to kiss in any situation, but one I wanted to both kiss and fight?

			None. Never.

			​And I’m not sure which I want more, her lips or her fist on my face…

			I must be deranged.

			Captain, huh. She and courageous others like her protect the people and the towns. They deserve the glory. Me, on the other hand, well—

			I lied when I said I was a messenger. 

			I’m just a wild beast in the shadows. A dangerous one.

			Now, I follow her obediently as she leads me through a long corridor of shops. She has long, lean legs and the sweetest round ass that fills out her riding breeches. I keep getting glimpses of it when her short cloak ripples behind her. Her hair is shaved short on the sides, but long on top and braided into a loose, pale fishtail from forehead to midback. 

			Her hair is the color of salt. 

			Salt? No, it’s better than that. Starlight. The color of her hair is starlight. 

			What am I, a fucking poet now? Either way, it’s almost colorless, and it’s alluring.

			She glances back over her shoulder at me. I avert my eyes in time, pretending to peer into a window of a closed furniture maker’s shop. Despite myself, I can’t help stealing a second glimpse of her large brown eyes. She has the same concerned expression she did when my eye started bleeding.

			No one is ever concerned about me. People take one glance and look away. 

			Maybe because…I’m not a smiler. Fuck that. I know I’m not.

			Maybe I’m intimidating. Definitely. Years of training as a spy taught me it’s best if people look away, and I’ve cultivated an aura that warns turn away, I was never here.

			Not her. She’s not intimidated. She hasn’t looked away, the clever creature. She’s got me following her like a damn puppy and agreeing to let her deal with my eye. If she’d put it any other way, I’d have said no. Admitting I needed help? No thanks. 

			But I wasn’t lying when I said I was intrigued. 

			How in the world will she—at the last minute—fix me up and show me the entire city? It’s not as if she expected to find me in the alley, but she’s already come up with a plan to get me to do what she wants like it’s my own idea.

			We stop in front of the highest clock tower in the entire kingdom.

			I’ve seen it from the villages. It’s the tallest thing around this valley except for the watchtowers at the city gates, until you get to the mountains surrounding our country.

			She jiggles the door handle at the base of the tower. I’m only a couple inches taller than her, so I crane my neck to look over her shoulder. It’s locked.

			“You didn’t see me do this,” she says, her lopsided grin the sweetest thing I’ve set eyes on in a long time. Sweet and deadly, my swollen lip reminds me.

			Two large hairpins come out of her braided hair. A few loose strands fall along her temple, but she doesn’t bother brushing them away. She picks the lock as if she’s done it a thousand times before and ushers me in. The thick wooden door shuts with a creak behind us.

			“Up the stairs,” she directs.

			A thin iron stairway spirals up the inside of the impossibly tall and narrow tower.

			“Are you going to push me off when we get to the top?” I ask flatly, half-joking. 

			With the day I’ve had, it would be a fitting end.

			“A downhill attitude will never get you to the top of the mountain,” she says brightly, pushing past me to climb the winding staircase.

			Well, that’s alarming. 

			

			How anyone can be that optimistic in a world like ours is beyond me. I don’t know how to react to such unexpected cheer. My morose thoughts usually keep people uncomfortable, and therefore, silent. 

			Silence is peace.

			I want to reply that her sunshine will never make it through my cracks where no light ever goes, but she’s so pleased with herself that for once I don’t feel like being mean.

			She chuckles as she marches up the wooden stairs. “You probably hate motivational sayings.” 

			Yes, I do.

			But she can’t help herself. “Every summit is within reach if you keep climbing.” She snickers to herself as her eyes crinkle into a grin. Something about this place relaxes her, and her strangely buoyant personality emerges from under her trained-soldier exterior. 

			It’s unsettling in a slightly pleasing way.

			I snort, suppressing a laugh. “Please, no more. I’m motivated, I promise.”

			She leads me past the mechanical clock room, the exposed gears clicking rhythmically. We must have taken at least two hundred steps, but she treads upward tirelessly. I try not to limp on my sore knee that was slammed by a mace-wielding Syf earlier today.

			We spill out onto a landing that resembles an attic, with four glass windows and a steepled roof.

			A flick of a wrist later, a match is lit, and she reaches up to a large lantern hanging from a rafter, igniting the oil. Only the newer buildings in South Kingdom are outfitted with gas lighting.

			“Open the windows,” she says. “Both full moons are out now, so you can view the entire city from here—like I promised. On a clear day, you can see Serpent’s Moon Mountain to the south and the Syf forest to the north and east. Royal castle to your left. Welcome to Stargazer, the largest city on the peninsula and the center of the valley. Population 20,000 or so.”

			

			She rummages around a wooden chest under one of the windows—almost knocking over a high stack of books piled on the floor—and tosses out a pillow and blanket. Shifting aside what looks like a disorganized collection of personal items, she pulls out an Academy first-aid kit.

			She shuts the lid and taps the chest. “Sit.”

			Instead of protesting, I surprise myself by obeying.

			She kneels in front of me, dipping cotton into pungent green liquid from a bottle before dabbing it around my eye. It’s cooling and soothing.

			“It’s not a cut from a blade. It’s ragged,” she assesses.

			“Syf claws are sharper than a sickle,” I mutter. A bloody image flashes across my mind. 

			I don’t want to think of my fallen mates. It stirs my hollow insides in a way that makes me want to retch, so I clear my throat and change the subject. “What is this place?”

			She seems to understand and doesn’t press for more details. “Found it years ago when I first joined the Academy. Sometimes I sneak away and sleep here to escape my dormmate’s snoring.”

			A dropper bottle is next. “This will sting, but it should stop the bleeding,” she says. 

			Her small fingertips tap gently around the wound without getting any in my eye, filling in the gash with the sticky stuff. It burns like hellfire, but I grit my teeth without letting out a sound. My early training forced me to endure pain silently. Nobody cares if the shadow gets hurt. Shadows are silent. No one wants to hear it.

			She notices and gives me an apologetic look. She’s so damn sweet.

			She leans in, and a loose tendril of her pale, radiant hair falls out of her braid and into her eyes. I get a whiff of her hair. It smells like heady florals, the ones that blossom in the summer by the riverbanks. Dammit, she makes me feel so warm. I’m about to break into a sweat. Perhaps infection has set into my wound. 

			

			I haven’t thought of that scent since I was a boy, and it stirs memories I don’t allow myself to think about. 

			Good memories, that is.

			I find myself breathing deeper, the tightness in my chest easing. Strangely, her scent soothes a part of me even as it unsettles me.

			She swipes her hair away with the back of her wrist and continues patching my forehead. With her face inches from mine, she’s concentrating so hard on my eye that she’s biting her lip. It’s adorable, and I need to look away but there’s nowhere else to focus. The apples of her cheeks are pink from a blend of drinking and the chill in the autumn air. She crinkles her nose, which slopes at the tip. 

			When she gets to the deepest part of the cut near my cheek, I wince. She apologizes, her forehead creasing in concern. Her long, dark lashes finally flick up, and the gold flecks in her brown eyes glint in the low lighting. 

			She’s astonishingly beautiful.

			Small strips of bandages come out, and she sticks them above and below my eye. 

			“Done. Now it doesn’t look like you’re crying blood. You’re a lot less scary.”

			She unscrews a small jar next to the trunk and shakes out a few pieces of dried fruit into a bowl. Then she rises off her knees and places it in the rafters above us. 

			Everything she does confuses me.

			​“Sometimes an owl comes by, so don’t be startled,” she announces. “You can stay here for the night. If you want to shower in the morning, go by the dorms or the tavern where we were drinking and tell the innkeeper I’m forcing you to clean up. They’ll let you use the facilities.” 

			She looks me up and down and adds, “Everyone knows I don’t tolerate messy soldiers. Even if you’re not under my direct command.”

			Holy shit. Did this woman solve all my problems in ten minutes? She fixed the damn eye I was half-resigned to losing to infection. Who knows what disease that dirty Syf had in his claws when he tried to slash my face off after slaughtering my companions. And now I don’t have to sleep in an alleyway and show up to my meeting with my superiors looking like elkshit because I didn’t sleep or bathe.

			I realize I’ve said nothing for a long time.

			“Thank you,” I finally murmur, remembering she’s someone who deserves manners. I’d almost forgotten those two words. 

			Hell, I’ve lost sight of what there is to be thankful for in my life. The attack left me with nothing. My failures eat away at me like acid on my already charred soul. 

			She draws my attention to the exposed gears. “The clock doesn’t chime, so it won’t wake you up every hour. There’s a mechanical ticking, but I find it comforting, like a heartbeat.”

			That grin of hers flays me. Skins me alive, leaving me bare and bleeding. In a world ruled by selfishness and fear, she’s learned to fight like a mountain lion—tough as iron—but still maintains a soft heart. 

			I’m fascinated.

			She doesn’t have to help me. She doesn’t need someone like me in her life, and yet here she is, caring for a stranger.

			She goes on. “The owl. If you see him, feed him the dried berries. Don’t approach him too fast, or he’ll claw your other eye out.”

			I smile. My face doesn’t know how to anymore, and I guarantee it comes out as a scowl.

			She gives me a funny look, like I’m a wild animal she’s taken in. She isn’t wrong.

			I’m bleeding, dirty, hungry, angry.

			She turns toward the stairs to leave. “Sleep well,” she says.

			I want her up close in my face again. 

			I’ve never been to Stargazer, and it’s likely I’ll never be back.

			

			Say something, you bastard.

			It’s too late, and she’s treading down the spiral stairs, out of my life for good.

		


		


			“​Laughing confuses people. Makes them believe I want to hear more talking.” - Riev
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			Her salt-colored braid disappears from view as she descends the stairway. Like a desperate fool, I lean over the railing, giving no thought to the words about to escape my lips.

			“Are you hungry?” I growl down into the stairwell.

			Her nose crinkles as she tosses her head back to look up at me. “What?”

			She’s baffled. As am I.

			Why the hell did I say that? I rummage in the small pack at my waist and offer the only thing of value I have on me. Jerky. “I made it myself. Wild valley bison meat.”

			Thank gods her eyes light up—not in revulsion, but in excitement. “I love bison jerky!”

			She whirls around and grips the railing to climb back up the stairs.

			I laugh genuinely for the first time tonight, relieved, but also out of adoration for her enthusiasm.

			“Oh, so you can laugh,” she says.

			“I try not to. Laughing confuses people,” I grumble. “Makes them believe I want to hear more talking.”

			She shoos me away from the wooden chest and flips open the lid again, lifting out more books, a change of clothes, some matches, and stumps of candles.

			From the very bottom, she draws out a round copper tin. “I was saving this, but maybe we can put together a feast. This is…candied pearfruit. Have you ever had such a thing? It’s made from ice pears that only grow on mountaintops. I bought it at Winter Carnival a long time ago and have hoarded it since. One piece each.”

			She passes me a green sugar-coated ring the size of my palm.

			The eye contact she gives me. Fucking hell. Her eyes sparkle like amber gemstones as she watches me take a bite. 

			She flips her palm out for jerky.

			Our fingers touch, and it’s just as damn good as the candy.

			We consume our chewy food side by side with elbows on the south windowsill, looking out toward the mountains. Instinctively, neither of us faces north, the Syf forest side. Somehow I’m always aware when my back is turned to the enemy, even this high up in the tower.

			“How long have you been with the Academy?” she asks.

			“My whole life. I’m twenty-five. They took me in as a child, had me run errands, and when I was old enough, enrolled me at the Riverheart branch of the Academy. Near the outer riverlands of East River. I have no family. You?”

			“Twenty-two. Joined when I was twelve. Enlisted to move my father to the city after a Syf raid murdered my mother. I tended the commanders’ elk and cleaned the stables while I trained.”

			She stretches over the windowsill. “My father lives on the edge of town. There.” Her slender finger points west, toward the far end of Stargazer. At this hour, I can barely make out a handful of small glowing gas lamps in that sector of small cottages.

			“Before Stargazer, we were in a farming village outside the city, where we raised and trained elk. So I can ride anything,” she says earnestly.

			I snicker, and she glances sideways to throw me a disapproving look. 

			“Any elk. I can ride any elk, wild or tame.” Blood rushes into her cheeks. She recovers, clearing her throat. “There’s no feeling that comes close to galloping full speed on one. It’s magical.”

			Her smile lights up when she speaks of elk. It must be a passion of hers. To keep her talking, I ask her about her favorite elk, what breed she raised, and how many she used to have on the farm.

			Her words spill out eagerly. “The Rock Elk were my father’s favorite. Tall and sturdy. But the Western Elk don’t spook as much and aren’t as stubborn. The Starry Elk are my favorite, with the small speckles on their faces. They’re so smart and fast…”

			Our shoulders graze as we stand alongside each other. When there’s a pause in conversation, I point out the direction from which I traveled. There’s not a single visible lit lamp that way. When my hand comes down, instead of the windowsill I’m leaning over, it accidentally lands on her forearm, propped on the ledge. 

			She doesn’t react, doesn’t flinch, so I decide to keep it there. Her forearm is small-boned but muscular and strong. I grip it gently. What is possessing me to do this? She tenses but looks up at me, and suddenly I’m very aware that my heart is hammering against my ribs, so loudly that she must hear it. 

			I have no idea what to do next. 

			She does. 

			She blushes, flips up her palm under my hand, and slowly slips her fingers into mine. I pretty much stop breathing. Her skin is soft, with calluses, as expected from how often she wields a blade. 

			It arouses me, imagining her slashing at Syf. I got a taste of her fighting style back in the alley, and she’s incredible.

			Before I can hesitate, I lean in and grasp her chin. There’s a beat of stillness between us. She blinks those brown eyes at me, and before I can chicken out, I cock my head and kiss her. 

			I kiss her the way I’ve been dying to do since the alleyway. 

			My body unravels at the soft, warm contact.

			Her breath catches, but she parts her lips and lets me in. Her mouth is supple and tastes like pearfruit and brandy. Like Winter Carnival. ​For fuck’s sake, this woman tastes like a cozy winter’s eve. Perfection.

			She rises to me, still clasping my hand, and presses herself against my chest, my hips. This woman stirs something deep within me. I try to keep my fingers in respectful places, because she deserves reverence. Her shoulder, her neck. My thumb traces up her throat and along her jaw. I can’t help myself. Tangling my fingers into the silky braid near the base of her neck, I use it to guide her into me. She must like it, because she lets out a throaty hum and kisses me harder. 

			It takes an obscene amount of energy to contain myself. To maintain some restraint, even though I might be too far gone.

			Three hours ago, I was fighting for my life against a band of Syf trying to kill me to prevent me from reaching the city. I still have their blood on my cloak. My blood is mixed in there too, and suddenly I wish I’d showered when I got to Stargazer, but I needed a drink before anything else.

			I break away and bury my face in the hollow of her neck. She throws her head back to expose her throat to me, her braid whipping across her back. A split second later, I press her against the wall next to the window, wishing for her legs to wrap around me.

			She grasps my shirt and drags me in so close that I feel her tits against my chest as she arches into me. 

			“I’m going to need to unbutton your shirt,” I murmur into her collarbone, running my tongue along it. I can see the tight peaks of her breasts through her white shirt and all I can think about is how much I’m dying to thumb one and pinch the other, to hear what noises she’ll make when I do.

			“Yes. Hell yes,” she says, breathy and eager. 

			Her desire is heady. She sees something she likes in a lowlife scum like me.

			My hands slide up her ribcage, careful not to touch the injured side I unknowingly kicked before. What a jerk. Why on earth did I feel the need to show off? I kiss her lips again before sliding a palm up the underside of her right breast, fingertips stroking through her white cotton shirt, toying with the buttons with my free hand. 

			I’m hard as hell, so I press my length against her, and she swears quietly into my mouth. Her hands tense at my waist, grasping at my belt to grind me against her.

			“Hmm, you smell good,” she murmurs.

			Her sweet voice alone is enough for me to almost lose control, but at the feel of her soft lips pulling at my neck—her hand pressed on my chest—my erection strains against the tight fabric of my pants. I know she feels it jutting against her low belly.

			Two buttons undone, my hand slips in. She bites back a strangled breath. The warmth of her perfectly plump breast fills my palm—

			A demonic, hairsplitting screech emerges from the window, followed by a muted flutter.

			I curse and drop to the floor, protectively dragging her down with me. 

			What the hell is attacking us this high up?

			We fall onto each other. The largest owl I’ve ever seen flies into the tower, swooping right over our heads. 

			The copper-colored bird lands on a rafter above and shuffles around to face us.

			Its head is lighter in color than the rest of it, with tufts like horns. It glares at me with amber eyes in both a shocked and disapproving way as its golden talons dig into the rafter above.

			“Good evening, Owlfred.” She laughs at the shocked expression on my face and gathers herself, pulling away from me. 

			She tosses her hair back, and I get one last glimpse of smooth skin peeking out at her waist before she straightens her shirt, tucking it in. Her lips are swollen from our kiss. The sight makes my cock twitch.

			I’m tempted to lean in to her again, but hold myself back. 

			Her thumb absently skims her mouth as she stares up at the rafters. She seems lost in thought. “Don’t forget to offer Owlfred the dried berries, especially if you don’t want him to bother you during the night. Sometimes he brings back his own food and eats it while watching you sleep.” A sweet, bubbly laugh. “And don’t eat all my candy,” she adds.

			The moment is lost. Godsdamn Owlfred. 

			But I’m curious about one thing. “Where’s his mate?” I don’t want to be swooped on again.

			“Huh?”

			“These owls come in pairs. ​Birds, like ravens and owls, mate for life.”

			“How do you know that?” Her gaze lingers on me.

			“I’m not just a spectacularly handsome face.”

			“Pfft.” She smirks, mildly amused, before her mouth turns downward. “I dunno, maybe the poor guy lost his mate. He’s been here alone for years.” She drops a foot down into the stairway but glances back at me. “I have an early morning. Sleep well, Riev.”

			I scrub a hand up and down my neck, erasing the chill. Sleep now? No way. And how much did I like hearing my name on her lips? 

			Everything about her does it for me. I can’t put my finger on why I’m instinctively drawn to her voice, her smile, her strength. 

			It worries me that I’m this unhinged by one kiss. 

			

			Maybe the shock of losing two of my best men left me feeling vulnerable tonight?

			No. It’s not the first time I’ve lost people to Syf. I’ve never let one strike me in the face in the fifteen years I’ve been fighting them. In all those years as a spy and guard for the military, I’ve never failed to protect the people I escort. 

			Until today. 

			They trusted me. I let them down. I let myself down, and now they’re dead. The Syf are getting stronger somehow.

			Her braid swishes as she descends the spiral stairs of the clock tower.

			“Wait,” I bite out. “I don’t even know your name.”

			“Delphine.” She looks back over her shoulder and grins briefly. “After the deadly flower that grows by the riverbanks.”

			A prickle ripples down my spine. 

			No wonder she feels like poison burning in my veins. 

		


		


			​“You know, that kind of quiet confidence usually comes with a big cock.” - Throg
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			Delphine Julian does not indulge in mysterious, handsome men. I just don’t. At the year-end pub crawl, an annual tradition for my squad, Throg was voted Most Muscles. I got Most Sensible and Levelheaded. 

			In other words, boring. 

			I haven’t gotten this far by being otherwise, and I take pride in that reputation. Kissing strangers in the dark is Throg’s game. I didn’t break any official rules, but still, there are rules. My own. 

			No romance, no attachment, no heartbreak.

			The delicious sugar of the candy must’ve broken my brain. No, I can’t blame the candy. 

			I wanted to kiss him. 

			My fingers graze my lips. Gods, it was a good kiss.

			I pass under a gas lamp alongside a main thoroughfare of Stargazer and wonder what Riev thinks of the city. Most visitors find the capital city a jarring mix of old and new. Thatched cottages and inns as old as the city sit beside modern brick chemists, which carry the latest medicines and medical equipment that help keep soldiers alive. While gas lamps line the streets, many cottages still use oil or candlelit lanterns. Hot water plumbing runs through most homes, including our dorms. I was appalled to learn that people used to have to bathe in cold water.

			There are those who say that South Kingdom was on the cusp of greater advancements if we hadn’t spent all our efforts fighting Syf for the last twenty years.

			I believe them.

			It’s late, so I pick up my pace to rush back to the soldiers’ dorms. Minor Moon is setting already, its lavender halo fading near the horizon. 

			Two full moons in one night means trouble, my father always said.

			He’d say that the two moons are a god and a goddess in love who emerge at night in an eternal game of push and pull, wishing to spend the night together but too proud to admit it. They chase each other across the sky, peering out from behind the stars, flirting and disguising their faces. Despite their deep yearning for the other, they never touch. But every so often, when both moons are full, the two of them finally come face to face.

			The romantic tension breaks.

			Upon seeing the other fully, they are forced to confront the truth of their passion and are unable to disguise their love for each other.

			Their love is a devastating force that ripples across the universe.

			Tremendous tides overwhelm the shores, creatures of the night succumb to madness, and lovers across the lands can no longer resist each other, giving themselves over to their most primal of needs.

			Two full moons mean trouble—for your heart.

			For some irritating reason, my encounter with Riev invades my mind again. Shaking it off, I peel my eyes away from the starry night sky and turn past a jeweler’s shop. The window displays are empty at night, the gems stored away from thieves.

			Throg will worry about me if I’m out too late, though after an evening of drinking, he’s probably found someone else’s bedroom for the night. Maybe with my promotion, I’ll get my own room. Not that I don’t like bunking with Throg. He’s been a great roommate, but he snores, and in the winter the clock tower gets too cold to sneak away to for the entire night.

			The door creaks as I creep in, quiet and casual. 

			If he’s here, I’m hoping he has passed out. But there’s a candlelight lamp flickering golden light on the walls, and Throg is shirtless, lying sideways in his bed. He’s reading, chin propped on one large fist.

			“Our little captain is growing up. Hooking up with strangers in the alleyway behind the Ghost Elk and all.” He twirls a blonde lock with one finger, mocking girly gossip.

			“Shut your face. It wasn’t like that. He was an injured messenger.”

			“Looked exactly like that to me. Why are you ashamed? Riev’s hot. Body like a Syf, lithe and graceful.” Throg hums low in his throat, as if picturing Riev’s muscles in his head. ​“You know, that kind of quiet confidence usually comes with a big cock.”

			“What the hell, Throg—”

			“Let go a little. Never letting go isn’t good for you.” His straight teeth gleam even in the dim light of our dorm room. “And…it’s a guaranteed one-night thing. If he’s a messenger, then in all likelihood you won’t see him again.”

			“I’m not like you. I’m not ruled by my urges,” I argue. Normally, this would be true. But tonight, I was on the brink of losing control, and if Owlfred hadn’t screamed judgment at us…

			I start to peel off my clothes to change into a robe. 

			Throg snorts. “You have needs. My own needs were met tonight, in the tavern bathroom. Twice.”

			My face screws into a grimace. “The important thing is that you chose the most romantic setting. Don’t tell me who. I’m not supposed to condone these activities between squad members.” 

			“She was new. But he was not. It was romantic,” he insists, his sapphire-blue eyes rounded in an exaggerated expression of innocence and sincerity.

			“I’m going to go shower off that information now.”

			He exaggerates a sniff. “You should. His scent is on you, Elphie,” he says, using my childhood nickname that he discovered after meeting my father years ago.

			Heat rises into my cheeks, giving me away. “Oh for crying out loud, Throg! We need to find a better use for your supernatural sense of smell. You’re a fighting, talking bloodhound.”

			“It runs in the family. It’s weird, but you know I can’t turn it off.”

			“Yes, I’ve met your six brothers. Hound dogs, all of you. In all ways.” I chuckle, gathering a towel for the shower.

			His bed creaks when he rolls over and tucks himself into the thick quilt. 

			“You gotta kiss a lot of frogs to find the right frog.”

			“I don’t think that’s the saying,” I mutter. “You’re…looking for love, though?”

			“Of course.”

			“Now? Our jobs are too dangerous for—”

			“Love isn’t a weakness,” he says.

			“Love is deadly,” I argue.

			“Goodnight, Captain. I’m proud of you.”

			I tread down the hall to the showers, frowning. I’m not sure if Throg means my promotion or if he’s happy that I let myself slip and do something out of character that he approves of, but in the shower, my thoughts confusingly wander back to Riev. Did I allow myself to indulge simply because it was a one-time thing? Perhaps Throg is on to something. There’s comfort in knowing there’s no chance of attachment, no future, no risk of pain or heartbreak. If Riev dies by a Syf hand on his next assignment, I don’t have to know.

			Unlike other men I’ve been with in the past. Though I try my hardest not to, I can’t help listing their names in my head. Thom. Kiran. Galliver. 

			Mortality rates for men my age are too high in the corp. I watch the suds at my feet swirl away into the drain, and my throat constricts. Human lives, as easily extinguished as soap bubbles popping. Abrupt and irreversible. I may be tough on the outside, but I hurt on the inside.

			I haven’t decided if that makes me strong or weak.

			Palming the water off my face, I spin the spigot and wrap myself in a towel. 

			It’s best to put my efforts where they matter most: keeping people alive. I want to make a difference in the world using the skills I have. It would be nice if there were room for a romantic relationship, but romance doesn’t keep everyone alive, and it’s a surefire way to get your heart broken in a world where there’s enough heartache already.

			At the very least, Throg is right on two points.

			Riev is hot. 

			And I’ll probably never see him again.
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