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      Kyra claws at my shoulders and wraps her legs around my waist.

      The frigid water drags me into its murky entrails, sealing us in a casket of pure black before hurling us into a free fall that is certain to be our doom. My hands tighten around her, locking her body to mine. In the dark, with our breaths held against the raging current, time stretches beside us like a taunting, menacing stowaway.

      Pressure builds in my lungs, followed by a burst of fear. My body is built to withstand abuse. I can remain in these ice-cold depths without air for a substantial period. But what of Kyra? Can her fragile human lungs hold out for much longer?

      Before worry can drive her pointy fingers into my gut, we are thrown into a pool of blinding light. I twist my body in midair and land in a bone-crushing thud, Kyra flat against my torso and my war hammer digging into my back.

      Coughing, Kyra rolls off my frame and drops onto the hot sand. She lifts herself onto her hands and knees and spews water from her mouth.

      I curse myself for what I have forced my mate to endure. “Where are you hurt?”

      The words torch my throat.

      Kyra heaves in a breath and then another and another until one gasp spills into the next. She eases back, her legs tucked beneath her, and stares at her palms.

      Stares at the sooty sheen emitting from her pale skin.

      Panic flares in her eyes, eyes that are now glowing unnaturally in the same inky shade. “What’s happening to me?”

      I cannot explain the dark magic—yes, dark by the foul stench of it—invading her body.

      “I do not know.” I am on my feet.

      “Do not touch her,” Rowena warns. Water drips from her red hair. Ilearis’s arms clench around her hips. “She is . . .” She shakes her head. “Somehow, she has absorbed the portal’s magic. And we have been emptied of ours.”

      My gut churns. “That is not possible.”

      “Is it not?” Rowena counters.

      Kyra begins to shake. Grimacing, she stretches out her legs, her calves sinking into the gray sand, then lifts her gaze to Rowena. “What is this? What do you know?”

      The norn’s eyes never leave my face, glinting with sympathy and something more.

      Fear.

      Suns above, it cannot be.

      As if in direct response to my denial, the dark magic intensifies, saturating the air with its pungent smell, leaving Kyra’s skin coated in a thick, inky layer and me helpless to stop it.

      Ilearis drops her hands from Rowena’s body and takes two eager steps closer to my mate. The norn pulls her back, but the girl struggles against her hold, contorting her body to reach Kyra.

      Dread coils in my stomach. If Kyra is what I suspect her to be, if she is what the bards have sung, and if all the whispered tales of old are true, then there is only one solution for my mate’s suffering.

      I crouch before her.

      “Rogar . . . I’m scared.”

      “I know, my sweet.”

      Her face twists in agony. “I can feel . . . Something is living inside me.”

      I lift my hand to her cheek. “Hold on just a bit longer.”

      She nods, a grunt escaping her beautiful mouth pursed with pain.

      Rowena backs away, dragging Ilearis with her.

      “Tell me what to do,” I bark, rising to my full height.

      The norn takes several more steps, the distance between us growing. “You know what she is.”

      Her voice is accusing. Damning.

      The dual suns beat against my brow, but ice fills my veins. “Back at the manor, your little test . . . Did you know?” My voice drops. “And yet you allowed her to cross without breathing a word?”

      Wary, Rowena angles her body, shielding the girl from my view. “I could not be sure. Some humans are said to detect magic. Others—”

      I advance, my steps measured. “I will not let her die.”

      Too late, alarm flares in her black eyes. I reach for the girl, snatching her thin arm from her guardian’s grip.

      “No,” Rowena screams. “No. You cannot do this. The transfer might kill her. And if she survives, the magic could tear her mind apart.” She claws at me and beats her fists against my bicep. “She is but a child.”

      Guilt robs me of breath, but if I have to choose between this girl and my mate, the choice is clear.

      Ilearis grunts and lurches for Kyra willingly. I hold her back.

      Kyra groans and curls into a fetal position, eyes scrunched with unshed tears glistening between her lashes.

      “Have you an alternative that will relieve them both? Tell me, witch. Tell me how to save them both.”

      Rowena balls her hands into fists, and I know at that moment, if she could, she would wield her illusions against me. “She must expel the magic,” she finally admits. “But to do so—”

      A moan tears from Kyra’s throat. Her body lifts off the ground, limbs stiffening before sagging into the hot sand.

      “I beg you, do not do this,” Rowena pleads. “Do not do this.” Her eyes dart to Ilearis’s extended arms, the girl’s face, the yearning burning in her brown eyes. Rowena’s slender brows pull taut as she assesses her ward. “For a wizard, the magic can be like an opiate. Dangerous and addictive. There is no telling the effect it will have on her constitution. That is no life, Rogar. It is why the practice was banned. Why vessels are so dangerous.”

      Vessel.

      My mate is a vessel.

      The norn’s expression goes hard, and I do not doubt that if I push her, she will kill me to save her child. We are two warriors drawing a line in the sand, one neither will escape unharmed.

      “Stop.” Kyra’s voice breaks, her breaths labored. “Let her go, Rogar. Please.”

      I close my eyes. Even in this, I cannot deny my mate.

      I release the girl into the norn’s control and fall onto my knees before Kyra. “Tell me what to do.”

      Her answer is a cry of pain.

      I lift her onto my lap, my heart breaking with the bleakness of our situation. After a lifetime of believing she did not exist, I cannot lose her.

      Ancestors be damned. I will not let them take her from me.

      “You must siphon the magic,” Rowena says softly. “Hand to hand. Mouth to mouth. Her body will do the rest.” Her eyes lower to mine, the words she does not speak beating in those black orbs.

      The odds of my survival are slim. Vessels are not meant to empty into ordinary fae, but no cost is too high, too severe a price to pay if it means Kyra lives. I am a proud orc male resistant to magic, and I refuse to believe the ancestors would gift me with my càirdeil—with a mate bond—if I were not her equal in all ways.

      Ilearis grunts and shoves at Rowena’s hands. The norn spins around, giving me her back in an attempt to shield the squirming girl from the sight of my female convulsing in my arms.

      I rub my thumb over Kyra’s slave mark. “Give me your vow you will see her home if I cannot do so myself.”

      “Another bargain? No,” Rowena says deliberately. “No, I will swear no oath, but if it is within my means to aid your mate on her journey to the human realm, then I will assist.”

      “Fair enough.” I can ask no more of her. Gently, I lay my mate on the sand and brush her wet hair from her face. “Stay with me, female. Stay with me.”

      I clasp her hands, palm to palm, and lower my lips to her mouth.
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      A cool sensation sweeps down my throat, dousing the fire ravaging my chest, and as quickly as the bone-shattering pain arose, it vanishes. I open my eyes.

      Ilearis stares down at me, those strange brown eyes lucid, lacking any trace of the crazy I’d witnessed moments earlier.

      I sit up, the ground spinning beneath me, and bring my hands to my face. The magic is . . . gone. All of it. Gone from my arms. My legs. My . . .

      The tilt-a-whirl casts my stomach north. I lurch to the side and vomit, a new sort of hell invading my insides. After what feels like an eternity, the churning eases, and I fall onto my back.

      Well, that sucked.

      I drag a sleeve across my mouth, my throat raw and dry. I’m physically wiped. I can’t seem to find the strength to push myself off the ground. Or shield my eyes from the blaring suns. Or protect my face from the wind chapping my skin with tiny grains of ash-colored sand. I drop my hands and then quickly flick my sticky fingers with a groan. I’m damp and completely covered in a layer of the stuff.

      This day just gets better and better.

      Where’s Rogar?

      Bits and pieces of his intense argument with Rowena filter into my head. Something about me. And Ilearis. And magic.

      “You know what she is.”

      Rowena had been talking about me, about my response to the portal’s magic, but what did she mean by what I am? And why did Rogar’s body go tight as a drum? Like he’d been physically threatened. Like he was about to attack Ilearis. And Rowena.

      Which makes no sense. Somewhere in my pain-induced fog, I missed a valuable piece of the conversation. A detail that’ll put the whole situation into perspective, including Rogar’s aggressive behavior. I just hope the two haven’t killed each other in the time I’ve been puking my brains out.

      “Where are they?” I croak.

      Ilearis points to an area on my left. The swirls around her neck seem to swell and breathe against her skin, more pronounced than I remember back at the manor. I tear my gaze from the freaky whorls and track the short distance to where Rogar lies on the ground, Rowena beside him.

      Oh no.

      I scramble to my feet and run, my knees threatening to buckle beneath my weight.

      “What happened?” I ask, out of breath, when I reach Rowena.

      Rogar grunts and curls onto his side, bracing his hand against the sandy ground. His irises, glowing the bright red I’ve observed before a shift, land on my face. I see relief before the glow fades to crimson. “Nothing happened,” he says, and I get the feeling he’s not talking to me.

      Rowena snorts. I expect her to say something in return, but all she says is “There is no sign of the others.”

      Sitting up, Rogar brushes the sand from his clothes and then rolls up and onto his feet, turning his face to hide the wince feathering his cheek. He reaches over a shoulder to adjust the handle of the massive war hammer at his back. His skin, normally a rich golden tan, is absent of color except for the light green tinge spread across his hands, neck, and face—a hue that wasn’t there before we crossed the portal.

      Or after.

      Was the black sheet of magic responsible?

      Did I do this? “Rogar—”

      “We did not expect the portal to cooperate with our objectives, did we?”

      “No, but—”

      There’s a ghost of a smile on his lips when he looks at me. “You are well. We survived the crossing. That is all that matters.” He juts his chin to the setting suns dipping behind jagged mountain peaks ahead, then to the long shadows our bodies cast across the gray sand. “We must procure shelter. That is our immediate goal.” His mouth tightens at Rowena. “Gauron will head to the rendezvous point as planned. When the suns rise anew, we resume our trek.”

      To Balor’s Ridge.

      Which, by the direction we’re traveling, must be the red-faced mountain range in the distance. There’s no way I’ll be able to drag my legs that far.

      Ilearis lifts our supplies off the ground and then passes our pack to Rowena.

      “I can take that,” I offer, relieved we’re not completely destitute.

      Rowena slides an arm through the strap, arching one perfect brow in my direction.

      “Okay, point taken.” The weight would probably kill me anyway. I suck in a breath and start walking. “So, I’m assuming those are the same mountains where we’ll find the miracle plant?” The Balor in its name can’t be a coincidence.

      “Yes,” Rowena answers. “Balor’s Heart is said to grow in crevices along the pass where moisture collects. Should fortune shine upon us, we may find a few along the way.”

      I nearly snort. That would be ideal, but I’m not holding my breath.

      Taking in the miles and miles of vast terrain and rocky outcrops, Ilearis keeps up with Rowena’s quick steps, expressionless despite the rugged beauty spiraling out in every direction. I shake the memory of those childlike hands clawing their way toward me, preferring to focus on the sexy orc leading our little band of waterlogged desperados across the desert. But on closer inspection, I notice the slight limp in his stride. The stiff movement of those long limbs. I’ll bet my drueberry rations he’s doing his damnedest to hide it too.

      “Hey.” I speed up, my hips aching with the effort. Rogar’s jaw is set harder than the mountains we seek. Yep, he’s definitely hurting. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      He grunts affirmatively.

      “You know, we can stop. Until you’re . . .” But honestly, stop where? We’re alone in the middle of Argomar.

      His eyes soften. “Worry not, female.”

      “I can’t help it.” I shrug. “Did I hurt you?”

      He whirls around to face me. One big hand cups the side of my face. My heart melts at the warmth of his touch. The emotion in his eyes. “You are not responsible. For any of this.” He presses a soft kiss to my forehead and squeezes me gently against him. “This will be over soon,” he whispers into my hair.

      I hang on because I want this to be over soon. But being over soon also means leaving Rogar.

      My throat goes tight. “Okay.”

      With a reluctant-sounding sigh, he releases me and runs a finger down the side of my face. “Stay alert, female. It is best if you remain behind me. Follow my footsteps.” He angles his head to a rock outcrop about a mile away. “Have you the strength to make it that far?”

      “Sure,” I lie. “Do you?”

      He pulls his lips into a wolflike grin that leaves me breathless. “Never underestimate an orc.” He leans over, his lips teasing my ear. “Our stamina is legendary.”

      Don’t I know it. Just hours ago, we were a tangle of limbs. And that mouth . . . That gorgeous mouth showed me the stars.

      I flush.

      He winks and playfully taps the tip of my nose before resuming the lead.

      I can’t let myself fall for the orc king. I can’t. But instead of panicking over the feelings he evokes, I’m smiling. Which should freak me the hell out.

      Rowena sidles up on my left. “Was I wrong?”

      “About?” It takes me a minute or two before the insinuation hits. She’d told me Rogar and I were “very, very, very compatible,” and to not let the “interspecies thing” worry me.

      Man oh man, she wasn’t wrong.

      Not by a long shot.

      She smiles smugly. “Virile, no?”

      My cheeks flame. “Again, none of your business.”

      “Have it your way,” she says with a flutter of her hand before schooling her features. “Many consider this land cursed.”

      At the mention of the word cursed, Rogar shifts his head.

      He’s listening. To every word she speaks.

      “That fine sand sweeping across the plain?” Rowena’s melodious voice rises like the wind buzzing against my ear. “It is said to be the ash and bones of the orcs who once ruled this land.”

      Aelinor had told me the other courts united against Argomar. If this is all that remains centuries later . . .

      I have no words.

      A thick blanket of that fine sand masks layers of gravel crunching beneath our feet. Gravel that could be the remnants of an entire civilization that lived, loved, and warred before magical fire eviscerated their kingdom.

      As if reading my mind, Rowena says, “It took centuries, but your virile king procured peace for the half-bloods who survived extermination.” There’s admiration in her tone.

      Rogar rubs the back of his neck, his pace quickening, and I can’t help but wonder if the norn’s praise embarrasses him.

      Ilearis skips ahead, sliding into the spot left open behind Rogar in the line we form.

      Watching the girl, Rowena continues. “Tribes of orcs hid within these wastelands for centuries, many of which were born into the bonds of hate, never knowing freedom.”

      “Until Drengskador.”

      “Until Drengskador.”

      “It’s why you sought asylum. You figured his people would understand.”

      Rowena makes a sound that is half snort, half sigh. “One would hope. But hate runs deeper than blood in Alfhemir.” Her eyes settle on me, the weight of her gaze firing my nerves. “He speaks justly when he advises you to remain alert.”

      Our gazes track to Rogar, who’s scouring the topography with a zeal that sets my teeth on edge. What is he looking for? Dry tufts spring from the ground in sparse clusters, their scaly arms reaching for a sky that refuses to quench their thirst.

      “Remain alert for what? More orcs?” I skirt around a bush, watching my footing as my heel sinks into the sand. My cloak, wet and heavy around my shoulders, provides a surprising measure of relief from the twin orbs heating the sky.

      “If any free orcs remain, they will stay hidden. Other fae, however?” She shrugs. “Like us, if they are traversing these sands, then they prefer to not be seen.”

      Great. Just great.

      Rogar steps over a depression, extending a finger to warn of a hole in the sand the size of a basketball. We maneuver around the small crater, and I try not to think about what might have crawled out of it.

      “No,” she adds almost as an afterthought. “It is Argomar’s nocturnal inhabitants we need to concern ourselves with. That is the reason why he is so vigilant.”

      “Inhabitants?” I glance at the setting suns. Nighttime on Earth is a scary prospect, but here? I scrub my forehead. “So, when you say creatures, we’re not talking about fae like vrou, are we?”

      Ilearis swivels around, cocking her head as if something about me confuses her.

      Rogar slows to a near halt.

      The image of thousands of hungry centipedes darkening the forest floor flashes in my brain. “You mean animals and . . . bugs.”

      Please not bugs.

      I hate bugs.

      I really, really hate bugs.

      A muscle twitches in Rogar’s cheek. “The night lures what hides in the light, but there is naught to worry about, female.” He extends his strong arm, palm open, and gives me a half smile that doesn’t fully reach his eyes.

      He’s worried.

      Oh fuck.

      Without a second thought, I grab his hand.
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      Turns out, I’d misjudged the distance to the outcrop. Did I say a mile?

      Oops.

      My body hates me right now. We’ve walked in a straight line for what feels like an eternity, our trailing footprints erased by the angry wind battering our backs. Our shelter, the three- or four-story rock outcrop east of
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