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      Crouched in the shadows of a narrow alley, Kaila Dwyn waited.

      Tah’raus was restless tonight, as if the city held its breath. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked once, then fell silent. Wooden shutters banged against stone walls and a newborn’s cry carried through the dark. Above, laundry stirred in the ocean breeze.

      Old wheels creaked closer. Kaila let the cart and its driver pass, untouched—unaware of the monster crouched just a few feet away.

      Elysian. That’s what she was—what she would always be to the people of this city. One of the monsters that had warred with humanity for a thousand years. But she would not hold their prejudice against them. At least, not tonight. Tonight, Kaila Dwyn had more important prey.

      The squeaking faded as the cart turned a corner. Then came the rhythmic thump of boots on stone. Holding her breath, Kaila glanced out from her hiding place. A heavy fog had rolled off the harbour as the hour struck midnight,  curling through the streets. The agimet-powered streetlamps struggled to pierce the mist…

      There!

      She pressed her back against the crumbling wall as silhouettes emerged from the mists. The soldiers were close—close enough to make out the murmur of their voices and muted clink of armour beneath heavy cloaks.

      The patrols had begun three months ago, shortly after the coronation of the new Matron. The people of Tah’raus were afraid after the brutal murder of their monarchs. Fresia had withstood a thousand years of war with their Elysian enemy, but it had been many decades—if not centuries—since that violence had touched the capital. The soldiers were meant to reassure the people that all was well.

      But then those soldiers started dying.

      It was a shame it had come to this. At first, she and Ambrose and the others in the Elysian resistance had been hopeful when they’d learned about the death of the old Matron—and that Jenna Frye would be crowned in her place. Because they knew something no one in the Magisterium knew: Jenna was one of them. Elysian. Born to the assassin known only as the Reaper.

      An Elysian sitting on the Fresian throne could have changed everything.

      But of course, the world wouldn’t change just because you hoped it would. And there was one thing Kaila Dwyn had learned in her short life—people always act in their own best interests.

      Jenna Frye had betrayed the people of her blood and pinned the deaths of her mother and father on the Elysian. More specifically, the individual known as Kaila Dwyn.

      Well, if the new Matron wanted to make her a monster, Kaila was happy to oblige.

      She shifted her weight, boots silent on the stone. Her fingers itched for the crystal in her pocket, but she hesitated. Lately, her Gift had been…off. Sometimes she heard strange noises when she drew atar from the crystals—odd, almost musical notes that set her teeth on edge.

      More than once, the distraction had broken her concentration, sending whatever object she was moving crashing to the ground. Usually, those were just rocks she used as projectiles; but once, it’d been Ambrose himself.

      The tailor had not been impressed.

      It was just stress. Too much pressure, not enough sleep. She had hardly paused since the night of the Summer Gala, when she’d lost everyone and everything that had still mattered to her.

      But what else could she do? This war was all she had left.

      Kaila hesitated a second longer, then drew her knife instead. Turning her attention to the patrol, she counted their number as they marched past. One, two…six silhouettes emerged from the mists—twice the usual number. Apparently, someone high in the Magisterium was growing cautious. Finally.

      There was still no Warden, however, from what she could tell. They were the Magisterium’s only true weapon against the Gift of the Elysian. Yet the armour-clad soldiers had hardly been seen since the inauguration. There were whispers in the underground about disagreement within the order, but nothing solid. For now, Kaila and the other Elysian took the Trickster’s blessings where they could.

      Exhaling, Kaila adjusted her scarf, careful not to let her fingers graze her throat. The burns had almost healed, but the skin was still thin and itched like the devil when she thought about it. The scar, however, would be with her forever—a final parting gift from her time as a Daughter of the Magisterium

      It was also a reminder of their so-called mercy.

      A tremor shook Kaila’s soul. Every night, she revisited that night atop the Sanctum and watched Rohan fall. Again and again, she tore the collar from her neck and suffered its searing kiss to save him.

      And again and again, she saw him spurn her.

      He was the only man Kaila had ever met that had made her believe things could get better. That maybe there was a way forward for human and Elysian, a path without violence or fear or…

      Get away from me!

      It was as though he’d torn a chunk from her soul, leaving a gaping wound that would not mend. Every day she woke was pain, every moment a waking nightmare from which she could not escape.

      The crunch of stone beneath heavy boots snapped Kaila back to the present. It was time. She tensed as the first of the soldiers passed her hiding place—then froze as he paused, turning in her direction. Blood pulsing in her ears, Kaila watched him from the darkness, even as her fingers crept again towards the crystal. Agimet would reveal her, but if she was seen now, a knife wouldn’t be enough for six men…

      The soldier grunted something unintelligible to his companions and continued walking, footsteps muffled by the mist. Kaila exhaled her relief, waiting as the other five continued past. Only then did she slip from the alleyway and start after them.

      The soldier in the back was obviously a veteran; the way his head moved, eyes constantly scanning the shadows. One hand rested on the hilt of his sword, ready for the slightest hint of danger.

      He would be the first.

      Kaila slipped through the mists. She wouldn’t have used her Gift for this one anyway. Her power tended to be noisy. Instead, the rasp of steel against leather was the soldier’s only warning. Then she was on him. Her blade flashed, a wicked, pointed thing that tore through the leather of his armour, deep into his flesh.

      Garrick had taught her to aim for the kidney, and as her target stiffened in a silent scream, Kaila knew she’d found her mark. Clamping a hand over his mouth, she dragged him into the mist, then lowered his body carefully to the ground. He twitched once, then stilled.

      She held her breath, listening for any hint the others had noticed—but the fog was her ally tonight. The steady rhythm of boots ahead didn’t so much as falter.

      A second soldier met his end in the same manner. Unfortunately, this one carried a lantern. Kaila tried to catch it before it fell, but the handle was slick with dew and it slipped through her fingers. Crystal shattered as it struck the cobbles, sending shards of glowing agimet skittering across the street.

      “Ambush!”

      The cry went up from the remaining soldiers as they spun and saw her standing alone in the street.

      So much for traditional weapons, Kaila thought as she reached into her pocket and drew out the agimet.

      Unlike the crystals used by the Magisterium, her crystal was raw and unpolished, untouched by any blade or chisel. The Elysian needed uncut agimet for their magic; crystals that had been fractured or shaped became dangerous to them, even addictive if used to fuel their Gift.

      Atar flooded Kaila’s veins as she drew on the crystal’s power. Silver light spilled from her eyes, flooding the street with its glow. The sight was enough to give even a grizzled veteran pause. Without a Warden, these men had no protection against her magic—and they knew it.

      But they were also soldiers of Fresia, indoctrinated from birth to stand tall in the face of the evil Elysian. So while the colour drained from their faces, one wearing the badge of a captain drew his blade.

      “Come on, lads!” he bellowed. “Let’s show this beast what Fresian men are made of!”

      Kaila suppressed a sigh. It was always the same. At least it made things simpler. As the four advanced, she spun a thread of atar from her soul and directed it at the captain. She was what Theron called a ‘Mover’, and as her thread connected with the man’s soul, he discovered exactly what that entailed.

      Before the captain could take two steps, she had him wrapped in her power. With a swipe of her hand, she sent him hurtling into a nearby wall. The gesture was entirely showmanship, but it served to make a point—don’t mess with an Elysian.

      The captain left a bloody mark on the stone as he slumped to the ground. Silence followed as Kaila turned to the remaining soldiers, a faint smile on her lips. This was usually the point where they fled.

      But the Sisters must have been giving some particularly vigorous sermons lately, because instead, all three charged at her, screaming.

      Well, that complicates things…

      The world shimmered as Kaila activated her atarsight. Concentrating on their soullights, she spun three fresh threads of atar into existence. The more she connected with at a time, the more difficult it was to use her Gift—but she didn’t have time to deal with them one by one.

      The largest of the soldiers was already swinging at her as she connected. No time to think—she pushed him aside with her Gift and the blow went wide.

      Unfortunately, her concentration failed as the others lunged at her, breaking the connection before she could strike a mortal blow. Cursing, she ducked, narrowly avoiding a sword slicing through the fog. A second blade grazed her shoulder, but the heavy cloth of her cloak deflected most of the blow. She dived, sliding across the slick cobblestones with a grace that would have made her father proud.

      A bellow rang out behind her.

      She came to her feet as the captain charged again, sword raised high, teeth bared. No time for her Gift—Kaila hurled her dagger and prayed her aim was true.

      Thunk.

      The brute stumbled as the blade plunged into his eye socket. His momentum carried him forwards, however, and Kaila had to duck aside to avoid being crushed as he fell.

      Another was on her before she could recover. This one was smart enough not to announce his attack with a shout. His sword swept towards her and this time Kaila was too slow. The blade tore across her shoulder, and she stumbled back, biting back a scream.

      Grinning, the soldier chased her. He had a mean look about him, with cruel eyes and a jagged birthmark on his cheek. He offered no respite for Kaila to recover—but she was angry now. Snarling, she sent a thread of atar hurtling in his direction.

      His soullight jerked like a marionette on a string, before the force of her Gift launched him into a pile of crates lying in the mouth of the alley. Splinters flew as they crumpled beneath his weight. He didn’t rise again.

      Gritting her teeth, Kaila swung around, searching for the remaining soldiers. Only the captain and one other remained now. The mists swirled around her, obscuring the street, but Kaila had an advantage. Opening her atarsight, she spotted their soullights immediately. They were trying to use the mist as cover to creep up on her.

      Finally, a break.

      Hot blood trickled down her shoulder. She pressed a hand to the wound, trying to slow the bleeding, and centred herself in her Gift. The atar in her crystal was nearly gone, but unlike other Elysian, Kaila had the power to recharge agimet crystals—instead of waiting hours while it did so naturally. Her only limitation was that she needed at least some ambient atar to draw from. With Tah’raus being built over a powerful nexus, that wasn’t a problem here, but over the past few months she’d been experimenting outside the city. The further she went from the nexus, the more difficult recharging the crystals became.

      For now, the atar in her crystal was enough for what she had planned. A thread of silver shot through the night, connecting to the pair of soldiers as they emerged from the mist. They stumbled as Kaila raised her hand, suddenly finding themselves immobilised.

      Kaila allowed herself a smile. It was over. She could feel their fear—the kind that made knees buckle and bowels clench. It was a terror only the truly helpless could know; the kind so many Elysian had felt in their final moments, before the agents of the Magisterium dragged them away⁠—

      SCREECH!

      A shriek like tearing metal slammed into Kaila’s senses. She staggered, clapping her hands to her ears, but it didn’t help. The noise only grew louder, redoubling in force, drilling into her skull. A scream tore from her lips—and strangely, it wasn’t alone. Other voices joined her own, their shared agony echoing through the streets…

      There was a man in the darkness. Oberon. The fallen king of the Elysian. He loomed in the sky above her, his face shaded by the dark of night, eyes aglow with moonlight. There was anger on his face.

      “Is this what has become of my children?” His words thundered. “Too weak to claim their birthright?” He turned from her.

      “Wait!” Kaila cried, stretching out a hand. “Wait, please, I don’t⁠—”

      Something jerked Kaila back to the freezing streets of Tah’raus. She awoke face down, cheek pressed to the damp stone, her entire body radiating pain. Groaning, she forced her eyes to open—and almost lost the contents of her stomach as the world swam. Her vision flickered from white to red to black, and distantly she was aware of where she was, of danger…

      The soldiers!

      Heart palpitating, she sat bolt upright, already scrambling for a weapon—but her hands came up empty.

      Leather scraped on stone. Something shifted in the mist. The soldier with the birthmark lurched into sight. Snarling, eyes full of hatred, he thrust his blade at her midsection.

      Still on the ground, Kaila scrambled for her agimet—but as her fingers closed around the precious crystal, she found it empty. Every drop of atar had been drained, as if an inferno had raged through her soullight, consuming all it touched.

      She had nothing left.

      Clang!

      Steel rang on steel as a blade appeared from the mist, deflecting the blow. Kaila flinched as sparks scattered across the cobblestones—and then a giant of a man stepped between her and the soldier. His eyes glowed with atar, muscles rippling with the impossible power of a Bruiser.

      Garrick.

      Kaila sagged to the ground as he squared off against the Fresian soldier. Steel clashed again, hard and violent, but atar made Garrick as strong as ten men—and twice as durable. He wasn’t the kind of Gifted you went up against in a physical contest. Within a few heartbeats, he decapitated the soldier with a backhanded swing of his greatsword.

      Still aching from whatever she’d done with her Gift, Kaila propped herself up on one elbow as the Bruiser approached and offered her his hand. Reluctantly, she accepted the aid, and pain redoubled as he hauled her upright.

      “You alright, kid?” the big man asked. His nose was misshapen and mean-looking scars crisscrossed his face, but she knew from Theron this face was only an illusion woven by Ambrose, their leader.

      “I think so,” she muttered, before turning a frown on the Bruiser. “What are you doing here? Weren’t you supposed to be clearing out the Chapman warehouse?”

      A frown creased the big man’s forehead. “We finished that an hour ago. I came looking for you when you didn’t show at the rendezvous.” He hesitated, glancing around at the bodies in the street. “What the hell happened here?”

      An hour? Kaila hesitated. Had she really been out that long?

      “I’m…not sure,” she said hesitantly.

      Something had happened with her Gift. The last thing she remembered was reaching out for the remaining soldiers, ready to hurl them into the nearest wall. Instead, she’d blacked out. Why? And if she’d been out so long, what had happened to those last two soldiers?

      Shards from the broken lantern still lit the street. She counted the bodies—all six were here. Clutching her wounded arm, Kaila stumbled towards a pair that had fallen together, and froze.

      It was the last two soldiers alright, but…

      What in the Trickster’s name happened to them?

      Kaila couldn’t look away. Their bodies were twisted, limbs bent at unnatural angles, and their eyes were still open and staring, the whites stained scarlet. Blood had run as tears down their cheeks, bubbling from their lips. Her gaze lingered on their faces. The way their lips curled back and theirs mouths twisted…

      It looked like they had died screaming.

      Whatever had killed them, the pair had died in agony.

      Kaila staggered back, horror rising in her throat to choke her. This hadn’t been her, had it? A Mover couldn’t do this to a person. This wasn’t what her Gift did.

      Was it?

      “Kaila?” Stones crunched as Garrick approached. “What…” He trailed off, finally noticing the pair of fallen soldiers.

      “I connected to them with my Gift,” she croaked. “I heard a noise, some kind of ringing. Next I knew, I was waking up on the ground…”

      Could this really have been her? If so, this was nothing like what had happened before. It terrified her, thinking there might be something wrong with her power. Especially now she didn’t have Theron to guide her.

      No one had seen him since that night atop the Sanctum. It was like he had just…disappeared. Most Elysian believed he had died that night, vanished into the bowels of the black dome like so many of their kind. Strangest of all though, they didn’t talk about him. It was like a taboo had been placed on his name, as if just to speak it might invite the same fate upon them.

      For a while, Kaila had held out hope. He’d been alive when she fled that night, suffering, in agony from the aftereffects of agimet withdrawal. But alive. And when she’d heard about the death of the old Matron, how her only daughter Jenna had been elected to take her place…

      But that had been three months ago.

      “Kaila, if something is happening with your Gift, we need to tell Ambrose.”

      Kaila startled at Garrick’s voice and finally tore her eyes from the bodies. Slowly, she nodded. Ambrose might not be a Mover, but he was still one of the most powerful Elysian in the city. If anyone could understand what had happened with her power, it would be him.

      If he had time for her problems, of course.

      Since their failed attempt to steal the Aegis and undermine the Magisterium’s leadership, the tailor had thrown himself into resisting the new Matron’s reign. He wouldn’t get another chance at the Aegis—not in his lifetime, at least—but as he’d told her the night after their failed heist: life didn’t wait for you to catch your breath. You either stood back up and kept fighting, or the world stayed exactly as it was.

      Kaila closed her eyes, thinking of everyone and everything she had lost in this fight. Just a year ago, her days had been spent in the classroom, labouring under the watchful gaze of Sister Eurador. Kaila had loved the woman like the mother she had never known. The old woman’s betrayal had been the first cut in her soul. If only she’d known how many more would follow.

      Her father. Rohan. Theron.

      And now even the very magic that had led her down this road might be changing—failing.

      “We’d better get moving,” Garrick said quietly. “Suns coming up—won’t be long until someone stumbles across these men…”

      Nodding, Kaila cast one final glance over the street. The first light of day had touched the horizon and the mist was beginning to clear. The six dead men lay where she had left them. She felt a pang in her stomach. A piece of her regretted the bloodshed. A very small piece these days, admittedly, but a piece all the same.

      Maybe, if they won this fight, her children would get to live a different life.

      For now, she hoped Jenna Frye enjoyed the message. The new Matron could turn her back on their people all she liked, but that didn’t mean the Elysian would lie down quietly. If Jenna wasn’t willing to change the world, then the Elysian would do it without her.

      There was no turning back now.

      For too long, the Elysian had lived in the shadows, hunted by the Magisterium, painted as monsters. Humanity had been taught this war was a necessity—that if they didn’t fight, the enemy would slaughter them in their homes, their villages, their cities. Fear and lies had been the Magisterium’s chosen tool to keep their power intact.

      No more.

      This time, the war wouldn’t be fought in a distant land—it would be fought here, in the streets of Tah’raus.

      And this time, the Elysian would win.
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      Jenna rubbed her eyes as the words on the page blurred. She blinked, willing her vision to clear before the lines floated away entirely. This was her fifth meeting of the day, and there was still no end in sight. With a quiet sigh, she gritted her teeth and forced herself to focus.

      Things were escalating out in the streets. There’d been three separate attacks last night. The first—a jewellers—had been looted, its shelves overturned, the owner left bruised but alive. At least the losses were limited to nonessential items.

      In the second attack, a month’s worth of grain had just up and vanished from one of their warehouses. With the growing unrest, that grain had been badly needed to pacify the people.

      Worst, however, was the attack on the patrol. Six soldiers, butchered in the street. A bystander, watching through the shutters of a nearby home, had provided a Sister of the Magisterium with the report now in Jenna’s hands.

      A single young woman, maybe twenty, with long black hair…silver eyes…cut down the sergeant first…

      Exhaling through her nose, Jenna set it aside. It was her again.

      More than a few witnesses had seen her true face the night of the attack on the Sanctum as the Elysian illusion failed, flickering between the false Eliza and the raven-haired woman. Given Eliza’s past, it hadn’t been difficult to trace the Elysian back to Elgoss and ascertain her real name.

      Kaila Dwyn.

      Her name had spread like wildfire since that night. That was Jenna’s fault, in part. She’d needed a scapegoat after the death of her mother and father—and the Elysian girl had been neck deep in the entire affair.

      It had cost her brother dearly, ruined his reputation. But after what Kaila had done to him, he hadn’t needed much convincing to go along with the story.  Anything that might hasten the Elysian’s appointment with justice.

      Jenna had assumed the girl would realise her newfound notoriety and disappear. But her response had been quite the opposite. Instead, she’d struck back, launching attacks on warehouses and marketplaces; now she even dared assault the soldiers of the Magisterium.

      These new deaths only fuelled the rumours. The capital was alive with talk of the rogue Elysian, an assassin maddened by bloodlust, striking at humanity itself—driven by hatred, or hunger, or some other monstrous instinct of the Elysian.

      If only it were so simple.

      Because it was clear Kaila wasn’t working alone. The attacks were too coordinated, too precise for one person to be behind them. The attacks last night had been almost simultaneous—Kaila had only been involved with the attack on the patrol. She certainly had a talent for dealing death.

      “Ahem.”

      The man seated across the table cleared his throat, dragging Jenna back to the present.

      “Your Royal Matron,” he said, his voice pinched, “as you can see, we are in desperate straits. Are you certain the Wardens cannot be spared to aid us in this matter?”

      Jenna let out a long breath. “As I have told you many times, Lord Chapman, with the dangers we are facing on the frontier, that is quite impossible.”

      He hesitated. “Then…perhaps your personal guard?”

      Jenna allowed her face to darken—even as she resisted glancing over her shoulder. She didn’t need to look to sense the presence of the black-armoured soldiers arrayed at her back. She understood the man’s frustration. Here she sat, flanked by no less than three Wardens, while his warehouses went unguarded and her soldiers died in the streets, powerless against the dark magics of the Elysian.

      She should send them; Jenna knew it in her soul. Her duty was to the kingdom now, to her people. And yet, she hesitated. Her father had never trusted the Wardens, had warned her about them before his death. Their order loathed change—they would see everything he had created burned if they had their way.

      But that wasn’t why Jenna Frye hesitated.

      “It’s because you’re Elysian, Jenna. Like me, and Theron. She’s not your mother.”

      Her stomach twisted. Kaila’s words from that night atop the Sanctum haunted her still. In a twisted sort of way, she owed the girl a debt, for revealing the truth about her mother. If she hadn’t, the woman would have dealt with Jenna once and for all after that disastrous night.

      Instead, Jenna had struck first.

      But now she was caught between a kingdom she’d sworn to protect—and a heritage she had only discovered on that terrible night.

      Returning her gaze to the merchant, Jenna lifted the papers and crushed them into a ball. It was somewhat galling to see the disappointment on his face, but he’d dared question her authority. A new Matron couldn’t afford to show any weakness.

      “You have your answer, Lord Chapman,” she said, her voice sharpened steel. “I have already doubled our patrols. Perhaps it is time the nobility began heeding my warnings and took charge of their own security. Now,” she continued, rising to her feet, “if you’ll excuse me, I have other appointments to attend to.” She gestured toward the door in dismissal.

      Chapman hesitated. He obviously wanted to say more, but a glance at her Wardens seemed enough to make him reconsider. He bowed stiffly and turned to go.

      Her bodyguards waited until he’d departed before offering their opinion.

      “We could cleanse these vermin from your streets, Matron.” The Warden’s voice was like ice. “You need only give the command.”

      Jenna shivered despite herself. Sucking in a breath, she turned to face the three Wardens. Encased in identical black armour, it was impossible to distinguish one from another. She knew one was a woman from her voice—but even that was so distorted by the iron visor as to seem almost inhuman. She studied them in silence, then stepped forward.

      “Have you rooted out the traitors in your ranks?”

      There was a pause, then one stepped forward. “We are sworn to the defence of Fresia⁠—”

      “I asked you a question, Warden,” Jenna interrupted, her voice low. “Under my father’s reign, your order stirred unrest in these streets. You undermined the will of the crown. I do not see why I should trust your order to bring peace now.”

      She raised her arm and light spilled from the silvery armlet that covered her forearm.

      The Aegis.

      For thousand years, ever since the passing of the First Matron, T’iana, its power had been shared between the Matron and her king. Jenna, however, didn’t have a king—as far as any living soul was concerned, Theron Falkenrath had died the same night as her mother and father. And so the other half of the Aegis had been locked away.

      Fortunately, even a divided Aegis had power over these creatures. So long as she didn’t have to test it…

      “Matron,” the Warden pressed, “given the danger posed by this creature, we Wardens are willing to set aside our grievances.”

      “I am not so quick to forgive,” Jenna retorted. “Your order failed to defend my predecessors from a single Elysian assassin.” She advanced a step, fist clenched, the shining light of the Aegis bathing her face. “Now you think I would trust you with defending our entire city?” She sniffed and turned her back. “Kaila Dwyn is but one girl. I am confident the soldiers of Fresia will deal with her. In the meantime, should the Wardens wish to restore my faith in your order, you will bring me the traitors that started the riots under my father’s watch.”

      Her demand, as always, was met with a stony silence. That didn’t bother Jenna. Not even her father had been able to convince the Wardens to give up one of their own. But so long as they refused, she could delay the decision she knew she had to make.

      Are you one of us, or one of them?

      The question chased itself through Jenna’s mind as she started for the exit—but she barely made it around the briefing table before the chamber doors burst open. Immediately, steel rattled behind her as the Wardens snapped to alert. Jenna sensed a strange pressure in her ears, followed by a popping sensation as three black blades materialised in outstretched hands.

      They needn’t have bothered. The newcomer was only Rohan, her brother, though by the look on his face, the young man had violence on his mind.

      “It was her again, wasn’t it?” he demanded, marching up to her table and slamming down his hands.

      Jenna grimaced at his lack of decorum. Turning to the Wardens, she gestured for them to leave. There was a moment of hesitation, before they obeyed, filing out in icy silence.

      “Rohan, please,” she hissed when they were finally alone. “This is not the time for one of your outbursts.”

      Rohan hadn’t been himself since that night atop the Sanctum. He’d lost the woman he loved on that barren dome of concrete—and the loss had hollowed him out. Left him broken, scrambling for meaning in a world that didn’t care who it hurt.

      “Outbursts?” he growled. “Eliza is still out there. I can feel it—and that thing knows where she is!”

      Jenna gritted her teeth, stifling her anger. She had tried—First Matron, she had tried—to explain it to him. The Eliza he’d known had never existed—the woman he loved had always been an illusion, a mask worn by an Elysian infiltrator. But Rohan refused to believe it. Instead, he clung to the hope the real Eliza was still out there somewhere—imprisoned by the creature that had replaced her the night of the ceremony. The creature now wreaking havoc on the streets of Tah’raus.

      Kaila Dwyn.

      Jenna had to give the girl credit. She certainly knew how to make a Matron’s life difficult.

      “Rohan, I swear to you, I’m doing everything I can to find her,” she said quietly, “but please, I cannot have this conversation with you again. Not today.”

      His face darkened. “Not today,” he hissed. “Not ever!” He gestured at the doorway where the Wardens had departed. “Why aren’t they out there, hunting the Elysian?”

      Because I’m one of them, Jenna wanted to scream at him.

      Once, he would have been the first she would have gone to with her secret. She desperately needed someone to talk to about all of this; about the night their mother had tried to kill her and the strange power that shone from her eyes when she held the forbidden crystals…

      …but she could almost feel Rohan’s anger. His hands shook, his entire body seeming to vibrate with the strength of his rage. If she told him, he wouldn’t listen. He would only see another betrayal—or worse, think she too had been replaced by the enemy.

      “Because Eliza is dead, Rohan,” she said instead. If he wouldn’t believe the truth, she would force him to accept the lie.

      The words struck him like a blow. He reeled away from her, breath coming in ragged gasps, shaking his head.

      “Don’t say that,” he croaked. “She’s out there, Jenna, I know it.” Straightening, he stepped closer and took her hands in his. “Please, I know you think it saved me, but it was only trying to save their own scheme.” He drew in a breath, his eyes growing hard. “They’re evil, Jenna. After what they did to us…they’re not capable of good. You have to send in the Wardens. Its…” His eyes flickered closed. “Whether she’s alive or…or dead, it’s the only way to avenge her memory.”

      Swallowing, Jenna found herself nodding. “I…I’ll think about it, Rohan,” she said quietly, “but please, you must go now. My next appointment…”

      “Okay.” There was still pain in the young man’s eyes, but this time he went, turning and fleeing through the big double doors at the end of the chamber.

      Slumping into her chair, Jenna watched him go. There was a hollow feeling in her chest, like his words had carved a piece out of her.

      They’re evil, Jenna. After what they did to us…they’re not capable of good.

      Her eyes flickered closed. What was she going to do?

      “Excuse me, ma’am, but I was told I could find the Matron here?”

      Stuffing her pain deep down inside, Jenna made a mask of her face and lifted her head to greet the newcomer—and the breath caught in her throat. A man with a familiar face strode towards her.

      It was Theron.

      No, that wasn’t possible. He was locked away, imprisoned deep beneath the Sanctum where no one could ever find him. Her heart raced as she rose, blood pulsing, the brilliance of the Aegis filling the room. It wouldn’t save her. Not if this was really the man she had married, the Elysian imposter…

      …but no, no something was wrong. As the newcomer reached the table, he fell to one knee and bowed his head.

      “Matron, I beg your forgiveness. I came as soon as I could, but I fear I have arrived too late.”

      Realisation struck Jenna like a blow. It did nothing to slow her pounding heart. The man had the same mocking smile as Theron, the same blond hair and blue eyes. But there was a hint of grey at his temples and lines on his forehead.

      This wasn’t Theron. It was someone much, much worse.

      The man kneeling before her was General Leonardo Falkenrath, the man they called Iron Hands.

      He was also Theron’s father—and the only person alive who knew the truth about what that meant.

      That Jenna Frye had married an Elysian.
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      “I’m sorry, Kaila, but I’m removing you from active duty.”

      Kaila’s head jerked up as Ambrose strode into the room. “What?”

      She sat behind the bar of a dilapidated tavern known as The Rusty Gull, where Garrick was carefully preparing the stitches for her arm. The tavern was one of Ambrose’s safehouses—deep in the port district of Tah’raus, where only the roughest of citizens dared tread and a uniformed soldier hadn’t been seen in years. After Theron’s disappearance, Ambrose had gone underground—officially, he was away at his ranch in the south, taking a well-earned vacation.

      So far though, the precaution had proven unnecessary. There hadn’t been so much as a whisper about the famous tailor operating a secret Elysian crime syndicate in the capital. But Ambrose was nothing if not cautious. He still had people all over the city watching his official ventures, to alert him if word finally leaked out.

      Ambrose himself wore another face whenever he left the hideout. Being a Weaver, that came as easy as breathing to the man. Today though, he wore the one Kaila had first known him by: a man with harsh obsidian eyes and jet-black hair, the silver streaks of age just beginning to show at the temples. His suit was one of his own, a midnight blue jacket that hugged his narrow frame.

      He and Kaila had clashed frequently at the beginning of all this, when she’d seen him as a puffed-up noble who thought he was too good for his own kind. Now she knew how much he had suffered at the hands of the Magisterium, she understood him a little better.

      They still clashed frequently.

      “I had a surgeon check the bodies before they were found,” Ambrose explained as he pulled out a chair. Sitting alongside her, he nodded at her arm. “That looks nasty.”

      “She was lucky,” Garrick commented. Threading his needle, he leaned in close, then picked up a bottle of clear liquid the barkeep referred to as the Good Stuff. “Ready?”

      “Just do it,” Kaila said through clenched teeth.

      She promptly sucked in a breath as Garrick poured half the bottle over the wound. It burned.

      “Well…?” she grunted, turning to Ambrose—more as a distraction from the pain than in any real hope the tailor would have a satisfactory explanation.

      “As you reported, four died by either a weapon or blunt-force-trauma. But the last two…” He grimaced. “I’m told their internal organs had been…liquified.”

      Kaila felt the blood drain from her face. “What…what could have done that?”

      “That’s just the thing.” The tailor’s eyes didn’t so much as flicker from hers. “I have no idea.”

      She swallowed—then winced as Garrick pulled a stitch tight in her arm. Even that wasn’t enough to divert her growing panic, however. Ambrose’s answer was exactly what she’d feared. Her power had always been different. When she’d first
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