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Dedication

For those who are slowly going mad trying to meet the expectations of the world of around them, it’s okay to find joy in something just for you. 
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Prologue

He waited until Moranna was sleeping. He always did. They had been doing this dance for nearly three years now, ever since he had learned he had sisters.

Two of them.

One full-blooded. One half.

She was pretending she didn’t know what he had found out. He was pretending he didn’t know she knew.

Rayner slid from the bed. Moranna’s naked form didn’t move. The white sheet was draped low, exposing her olive skin. Black hair with vibrant red streaks throughout fanned across the pillow. He hadn’t been asked to fuck her tonight, but he would have. Anything to keep her focus on him rather than his sisters. She never forced him, as if she were some benevolent master over all of them. As if they were given such a choice.

Wise choices.

That’s what she always encouraged them to make.

He’d declined the first few times she’d asked him to come to her bed, finding the idea … awkward to say the least.

He had just been assigned as one of her personal guards after over two decades of training. Two decades of learning to wield ashes as weapons. Two decades of learning to move among the smallest amount of smoke. Two decades of violence and brutality and helping to keep those beneath him in check. It was the natural order of things. He was one of the most powerful Fae on the Southern Islands. Power dictated status. There were few above him, which is why he had been promoted to one of the Baroness’s personal guards. He hadn’t realized that included serving her in every way.

But the first time he’d declined her invitation to her bed, he’d spent the night in a cold sweat. He hadn’t slept at all. Anxiety and fear had clawed at him throughout the darkest hours of the day. There wasn’t anything in particular that had him pacing around his windowless quarters. He was one of the few Fae who had more than a small bedchamber, but none of the spaces had windows. Not when they were housed inside enchanted cliffs. A colony hidden away from the world for their own protection. If others discovered what kind of power they had, they would want it for themselves. The Baroness kept them protected and safe.

That’s what he had been taught to believe.

The second time he had declined her invitation, he’d spent the entire night paranoid that someone had found them. He’d wandered around the various levels of the cliffs like a madman. Not wanting to tell anyone about what was going on and appear weak, he had performed his daily duties without any reprieve the next day. 

A few days later, the Baroness had requested he accompany her into one of the producing rooms. He’d never been in one. One of the few rooms he did not have unlimited access to. He’d followed the Baroness up her private endless staircase, her red gown swishing around her ankles. She’d looked back over her shoulder at him, a coy smile he wasn’t sure what to do with on her lips, before she held her palm to the door. He’d felt the wards fall, recognizing her touch, and she’d beckoned him to follow her in. When he did, he’d fallen still. There was a young Fae cowering in a corner, tears streaming down her face. She could scarcely be past her first bleeding. She certainly hadn’t entered her Staying yet. Her golden hair was a mess, and she was in a nightgown, not the usual white linen shirts and pants everyone wore in the cliffs. Her icy blue eyes were wide and full of terror. A male stood off to the side, arms at his sides, wearing only loose-fitting pants.

“I’ve tried, your Grace,” he’d said, his eyes fixed on the ground.

“I know you have, Tyrion,” the Baroness had replied sympathetically. “Unfortunately, we need her wind magic, or she would be assigned elsewhere.”

The male had said nothing in response, just stood waiting, his eyes never leaving the floor.

The Baroness had moved forward, crouching down before the female. The young Fae had scrambled back, pressing into the corner. “Please, your Grace. Please do not make me do this.”

“But you want to do this, my dear,” she’d coaxed softly, reaching out and brushing back a strand of hair from the girl’s face. Her red-painted nail slid along her jaw until she pressed it beneath her chin, tilting her head up. “My sweet child, I need that wind magic to be shared with Tyrion. You desire that too, don’t you?”

“I …” She’d faltered, her brow furrowing. She’d shaken her head as if coming out of a trance. “No. I do not want this.”

Rayner had watched as the Baroness’s lips tipped up into a pleased smile. “You are strong as well. Good,” she’d purred. Faster than Rayner could track, the Baroness was gripping the female’s jaw, and the girl let out a whimper. He’d forced himself to stay rooted to the spot. “You will do this, Catelyn. And for your insolence, you will not enjoy it, even though Tyrion would have made sure you did. But now you have lost such a privilege. Perhaps next time, you will make wiser choices.”

Rayner felt fear and torment and … lust ripple in the room. He shouldn’t feel any power in this room. The walls were made of shirastone to stop Fae from using their power.

Then again, it never stopped him from riding among the ashes.

But the power ripple was not what shocked him. It was that it came from the Baroness. He had always known she was powerful, despite never knowing what her actual gifts were. How else would she maintain control over the hundreds of Fae on these islands? He knew now. The Baroness could manipulate emotions. 

She’d stood, staring down at the young female. “But Catelyn?”

“Y-yes, your Grace?” she’d stammered, her gaze fixed on the floor.

“If there is a next time, you will face punishment at the hands of my Ash Rider.”

The young female had paled even more, her eyes darting to Rayner, who could only stand there. Just as rumors swirled of the Baroness’s power and how you did not wish to be on the receiving end of it, rumors swirled of his own abilities. Some true. Some false. All manipulated by the female who ruled over them.

As Rayner had followed the Baroness out of the room, he’d glimpsed Tyrion moving towards the girl. He’d quickly pulled the door shut behind them. As it clicked into place, the wards reconnecting, the Baroness had turned to face him.

“Will you come to my bed tonight, Rayner?”

He’d known then that she had been the one to torment him for refusing her. He knew if he refused again, next time would be even worse. “Of course, your Grace,” he’d said gruffly.

She’d reached up, patting his cheek. “It is good to see you making wiser choices.”

That was the first time he’d questioned if the Baroness truly desired to keep them safe. He’d never had any reason to believe otherwise until that moment. Why would he? Not when it had been ingrained in him as a youngling that they were only safe because of her. They were blessed by the gods to live away from the rest of the wretched world.

But even on the nights he was not asked to fuck her, he slept in her bed. Her “personal guard.” That’s what she called him anyway. Always by her side.

Her Ash Rider.

He still had his own quarters where his clothing and few personal items were kept, but he only went there to bathe these days. It had only been a year later that he’d discovered he had kin in these cliffs. Then his submission became more about keeping them safe rather than about trying to maintain his own comfort. Ever since that day Moranna had taken him to that producing room, he’d started noticing more and more things. Things that never seemed odd before but now made him uncomfortable. How some younglings seemed to simply disappear. They’d always been told their gifts had emerged and that they’d been assigned to their posts as was custom. But he’d started watching, consciously looking. They were never seen again. Then there were some males and females who looked at the world with dead, vacant eyes. They seemed to see through everyone and rarely spoke. He’d discovered they were all assigned to the producing rooms. He’d dug and dug and learned what happened in those rooms. Eventually he’d learned exactly what the Baroness was trying to do, why they were all here. It was during all this digging he’d come across his own records and learned he had siblings.

Breya and Aravis. Five and seven years of age when he learned of them. Aravis was his full-blooded sister. His mother had apparently died giving birth to her. According to the records, their father had also been a powerful fire Fae. It was his mother who had carried the Ash Rider blood though. There had been other notes written beside his mother’s history, but it had been written in a language he could not read. His father had sired Breya with another powerful fire Fae, the female required to drink a tonic of some sort for the duration of her pregnancy. All of this forced in the hopes of his sisters emerging with the Ash Rider gift.

It had taken him two weeks to figure out where they were being held. He’d finally found them in a small room tucked down a side hall on one of the mid-levels. They had been huddled together on a pallet of straw, no fire in the empty hearth. Aravis had black hair like his own and grey eyes. They did not swirl like his did, but his had not started doing that until his gifts had emerged. Breya also had grey eyes, but she had vibrant red hair and freckles smattered across her nose and cheeks. Both girls had shrunk back from him when he’d entered the room.

It took three days before they came near him. It took another few weeks before they began to trust him. Breya was more curious and took to him faster than Aravis did. In time, he’d learned that they were kept in such a dismal state in the hopes that their power would emerge sooner in a bid for survival.

He’d decided then and there he was going to get them out. The simple fact that they had Ash Rider blood meant they were likely destined for the producing rooms. He had often wondered why he had never been sent to one of those rooms yet. It wasn’t as if he could ask Moranna. Then she would know what he’d learned.

Moranna.

That was the Baroness’s true name. Not that he ever called her that. He had found it written in a letter addressed to her when he’d been searching among her things while she’d bathed one day. The letter had been from someone named Alaric. He’d never learned who that was, but the letter had been written in that same language he had not been taught. 

For nearly three years he had bowed to her every whim, had followed orders and carried out her wishes. And for nearly three years, when she slept deeply, he’d slip from her bed. He’d find his sisters, who had been moved to more comfortable accommodations when they had been unable to force their magic to surface. After he’d check on them, he’d disappear among his smoke and ashes beyond the cliff walls and plan how to get them out. He’d visited the main continent, mapped out places they could hide. He’d prepared every last detail all for this night. The night he would take his sisters and leave these godsforsaken islands forever.

Rayner moved silently through the passageways and down the three flights of white stone stairwells to the level where his rooms were located. He’d had small packs ready for weeks so that when the time came, it was one less thing for him to worry about. The packs held a change of clothing for each of them, dried fruit and nuts, small waterskins, and light blankets. Just enough to get them to a location across the island where more supplies were stored. He’d collected funds over the years, enough to pay one of the merchant ships to smuggle the three of them off the islands.

He hadn’t told his sisters they were close to being able to leave, not wanting to get their hopes up in case something went wrong and he had to delay things. Their powers still lying dormant was a blessing from the gods, to be honest. The wards around the cliffs picked up magical signatures. They wouldn’t have any, and he’d been working his way around them for years. No, the hardest part of this would be getting them out of the cliffs themselves because he could not carry others in his ashes and smoke. They would have to walk out the main entrance that was always monitored by no less than five sentries.

He already knew who was on guard duty tonight. Five sentries who liked to visit the mid-level rooms where the “power vessels” were held. The most powerful Fae who were forced to mate in the hopes of producing even more powerful offspring. “Practice for the producing rooms” the sentries would always chuckle crudely, winking at Rayner on their way by.

He would have no issues sacrificing them tonight. He wouldn’t carry guilt for them, unlike some of the other lives he’d been forced to take by Moranna. It didn’t matter that he’d had to follow orders to keep others safe, to keep his sisters safe. Those kills still left their marks deep on his soul.

He fished out the packs where he had them stashed into the sleeves of a heavy tunic in the back of his closet. Smoke and ashes swirled around them, taking them to a pocket realm so they wouldn’t need to worry about carrying them. He strapped extra daggers to his belt, sliding two more down his boots. A sword was strapped across his back. He swung a cloak around his shoulders, grabbing two smaller ones he’d stashed in the closet as well, before he silently stepped from the room, closing the door softly behind him.

No one would question seeing him in the halls. They wouldn’t dare. Not the Baroness’s personal guard. No one would say anything as he escorted two younglings throughout the levels. No one would likely bat an eye until he had the girls on the main level, heading for the passageway that would lead out to the beach.

They were older now. Breya was seven, and Aravis was nearly ten, but not nearly old enough to fully understand what was going on. He would get them out, and they could have normal childhoods for what remained of them. Their power could emerge naturally. They would never know hunger or discomfort again. He had shelter secured in the Water Court until he could find a way to obtain a portal to the Fire Court. The girls would both emerge with fire gifts when it came time, so the Fire Court was the obvious choice to make a home. He’d only managed to get to the Fire Court a handful of times in his scouting, but he could already picture their faces when they saw the Twilight Fires on the Tana River for the first time. Breya would giggle in delight. And Aravis? She would smile. A real one. One he had never seen on her face before.

He would tell them of his travels, of the things he had seen beyond the cliff walls. Breya would grow bored rather quickly at her young age. He would let ashes drift through the air for her to chase and play with. But Aravis? She would always ask him to describe the world. The sea. The night sky. Birds and fish and deer. But mostly, she wanted to hear about the sun. About how it gilded the world in light. How it warmed your face. How it rose and set every day, telling the realm when it was day and night.

At dawn, she would see the sun crest the horizon for the first time. 

A small smile graced his lips at the thought. He rarely smiled here. Never had a reason to. Perhaps that would change too.

He came to the door of the small room that they had been sharing for the past three months, the wards recognizing his touch as most rooms beneath the cliffs did. He pushed it open, anticipating Breya’s excited squeal that came from her every night when he showed up, but what he found made his blood run cold.

Moranna sat cross-legged on one of the small beds. She wore a red gown with deep slits up the sides, the dress dipping just as low in the front. Her black hair flowed down around her shoulders, the red streaks glinting in the candles lit throughout the small space.

“Rayner,” she said with a pout on her red-tinted lips. “I am so disappointed in your poor choices.”

“Your Grace,” he said, immediately bowing.

The Baroness braced her hands behind her, leaning back on them as her dark eyes surveyed him. “There is no need for pretending, Rayner. Not anymore.” He stiffened, standing upright once more. Her lips were curved up in a pointed, malicious smile. “The young ones’ gifts emerged today.” Her smile morphed into a pout. “So incredibly disappointing. Basic fire gifts. Both of them. One would think with your blood in her veins, the oldest would have at least had a drop of Ash Rider magic. And the younger one? Scarcely magic at all. Mere sparks.”

“Where are they?” Rayner demanded, his voice a deadly growl that had Moranna sitting up straighter. 

Her eyes narrowed on him. “I would advise you to make wise choices in this moment, Rayner.”

“Where are they?” he repeated.

“They have been assigned to their duties, as all Fae in the colony are when they emerge.”

“Where are they?” he bellowed, ashes falling from his hands. Hands that were shaking so violently, he couldn’t control it.

A faint smile reappeared on Moranna’s mouth. “The oldest will be assigned as a power vessel in the hopes that something can still come of that Ash Rider blood. The youngest, however, has been assigned to board the ferries, as she will not be able to contribute anything to the colony.” 

Rayner was spinning on his heel before the Baroness had finished speaking. He didn’t bother with the stairs, moving among the smoke of the sconces that lined the various levels , feeling the grey wisps brush along his being as he went. His boots landed on the stone ground of the main level a minute later, and he was running. There was a door at the back of this chamber. A door he only entered when Moranna required him to end life, usually of those who had committed crimes against the colony. The bodies were loaded onto boats that followed the small stream that ran through the cliffs out to the beach where others were assigned to dispose of them, usually those with fire or earth gifts. But to kill a child? Simply because she would not be powerful? She could do something when she was older. But death?

Icy horror washed through him as realization sank into him. The Fae—the children—who would disappear, assigned to duties outside the cliffs. They had all been killed for simply not being powerful enough. For not being born with the gifts the Baroness desired. Who would carry out those types of orders?

But he would have a few years ago. No questions asked if the Baroness had told him it was required to keep them safe. Fuck, maybe he had, and she just hadn’t told him the truth about those he had killed. She had never ordered him to kill a child, but would he have questioned her?

He had to believe he would have said no because if not …  

But he hadn’t said no to any of the orders he’d been given to hand out death. The sword strapped down his back had innocent blood on it. His gifts had been used to maim and destroy and kill those who had never deserved it. Who had simply been born in the wrong place at the wrong moment in time. They had been taught the gods had blessed them to be born away from the world in the safety of the cliffs, when in reality they had been abandoned by the gods and cursed by the Fates.

He skidded to a halt outside the iron door. He couldn’t cross the wards to this chamber of his own volition. One of the few rooms he did not have free access to. 

Now he knew why.

Two guards came rushing up behind him, confusion etched along their features. “Do either of you have access to this chamber?” Rayner demanded.

“No, Ash Rider,” one answered, his confusion shifting to trepidation as he watched Rayner. “Only the Baroness and the Marshals can enter at will.”

The Marshals. He’d known they could enter at will, but that was because there were cells in that chamber to hold criminals while they served time for their crimes. Not because …  

But the more he thought about it, that fit too. The Marshals not only oversaw the cells, but were in charge of the overseers who monitored the Fae and one Marshal, Feris, was the Captain of them all. He was a mean fucker that Rayner was grateful he’d rarely had to deal with, let alone answer to, but gods. Would he have put everything together sooner if he had been around the male more? Could he have stopped or changed any of this?

The iron door creaked, and one of the Marshals stuck his head out, a flickering torch in his hand. “What the fuck is going on out here? Don’t you lot know it’s the middle of the godsdamn night?” he grunted.

But that door opening was all Rayner needed. He moved among the smoke wafting up from the flames, appearing behind the Marshal, a dagger already pulled and slicing across the male’s throat. He’d snatched the torch from his hand and was racing down the passageway before the Marshal’s body had hit the ground. 

He could hear them, the sounds of frightened people. He could smell the fear in the air. Moving again among the smoke, he left the torch behind and appeared in the large chamber where the stream filled a large pool. He materialized in the middle of a group of Marshals, two daggers leaving his hands and flying in opposite directions. Ducking when a sword came for him, he pulled a knife from his boot. He threw it, and the knife disappeared among ashes that swirled in his palm. He followed in another wisp of smoke, reappearing behind the swordsman. Rayner spun towards a large hearth along one wall of the chamber where the knife appeared in the ashes, still airborne from the force of his throw, lodging itself in the male’s gut.

He heard more boots thundering down the passageway, and he moved to meet the guards, drawing his sword as he did. Arrows flew for him, but ashes were pouring out of one palm, creating a shield around him that the arrows bounced off of, clattering harmlessly to the ground. He lost track of how many guards he killed, the screams of frightened children and Fae echoing in the chamber. He couldn’t stop. He couldn’t stop until they were all dead, and Breya would be safe and— 

“Rayner.”

The sound of her voice had him spinning around to find her. How had she gotten down here so fast? But when his eyes landed on Moranna, his magic guttered. His shield fell away, bits of white ashes floating to the ground. She held a dagger in her hand, blood dripping off the end onto … 

Onto the still form of a child with bright red hair lying in a growing pool of blood at her feet.

He’d dropped to his knees at some point, because suddenly Moranna’s red painted nail was tipping up his chin, and he was staring into depthless dark eyes. She clicked her tongue at him, and a pitying pout formed on her lips. “Such poor choices, my Ash Rider.”

“She was a child,” he rasped, his eyes dropping back to the unmoving body.

“She was no longer of any use to me. Why would I feed and house something that is unable to offer me anything in return?” she replied, finger sliding along his jaw. “You’ve created quite the mess down here, Rayner. I cannot let this go unpunished.”

He dragged his eyes back to her, but before he could reply, something was clamped onto his wrist. “Shirastone does not work on me,” he snarled, jerking away from her touch.

“I know,” she said soothingly. Then she leaned in closer to whisper into his ear, “That’s why it is not shirastone.”

He felt it then. The smothering of his magic. It was like shirastone but magnified by thousands. And the draining. Gods, he could feel his magic draining away. More than that, he could feel his very life-force draining away.

“What is the final count?” Moranna asked, straightening and taking a step back from him.

“Fifty-two,” came the gruff voice of Feris.

She clicked her tongue again. “Fifty-two of my sentries and Marshals, Rayner. I am so disappointed.”

His lip curled back, baring his elongated canines at her. “I am going to kill you. I am going to kill you and everyone who knew what was going on here and did nothing. I am to kill every Fae that followed your orders without questioning a fucking thing.”

“And you, my pious Ash Rider?” Moranna asked, her arms folding and her chin resting on a thumb and forefinger. “You have killed on my orders. Did you question me?”

“You told me they deserved their deaths,” he snapped.

“And they did. They would have drained valuable resources from the colony. Everything I do is to keep those in my charge well taken care of. You know this,” she replied placatingly.

“Where is Aravis?”

“Who?” she asked, her brow furrowing in feigned puzzlement. At his snarl, she continued, “Oh! The other child? She has been assigned as a power vessel. I already told you this.” She stepped closer once more, bending down to speak softly to him again. Her fingers sank into his hair, her lips brushing the shell of his ear. “As soon as she has her first bleeding, she will be used until she is with child. She will bear many young for me. Surely one of them will be born as strong as you, no? I shall need someone to replace you in my bed one day.” Her fingers tightened, tugging at his scalp. “But now, my Ash Rider, it is time to come back to bed.”

“I will never bow to you again.”

There were muffled gasps from the sentries still alive, and a low whistle came from Feris.

“Want him in a cell, your Grace?” the Captain asked, stepping to her side. He sneered down at him. 

Moranna stood. “As much as it will hurt my heart to do so, perhaps that would be best for the remainder of the night,” she agreed. “Give him one with a proper view of what you will finish carrying out tonight.” She patted Rayner’s cheek twice before moving to the opposite end of the chamber. Her palm pressed to the rocky wall, and an archway appeared, a set of stairs that wound up appearing. A hidden passageway. That’s how she had made her way here so quickly.

Feris pulled him roughly to his feet, dragging him to a cell directly across from the pool and the boats tied to the wooden docks. A perfect view indeed.

The door clanged shut after he was shoved inside. Rayner felt wards sealing it up. 

“The Baroness’s favorite. Locked up. Can’t say I haven’t dreamed of this day, Ash Rider.”

“I am sure it will be your favorite memory of me.”

Feris snickered.

Rayner smiled back. A dark, wicked thing. The smile of a monster that had been awoken at the sight of Breya’s lifeless body on the ground. “My favorite memory of you will be when I watch the life drain from your eyes while I hold your heart in the palm of my hand.”

Feris stared back at him, blinking once, clearly unsure of how to respond to such a statement. Then he huffed a laugh. “I knew those swirling eyes meant you weren’t all there, Ash Rider.”

“You have no idea how true that statement is.”

Feris didn’t bother to reply, turning away and striding back to the remaining Marshals. There was a group of Fae, young and grown, huddled in the center of the chamber. Rayner counted them. Sixteen. Sixteen remained alive, while twelve were already dead. 

Then he watched.

He watched as they drew daggers across throats. He watched every Fae fall to the ground, listened to every plea for mercy, and heard every cry of fear from a child. He watched as they filled the boats, and the Marshals boarded to ferry them outside the cliffs. 

He watched as Breya was tossed thoughtlessly into the last boat. She would not be given a Farewell. None of them would. Her body might be burned, but she would not receive the rites of the Fire Court like she deserved.

He watched it all, taking in every detail, marking every face that would meet death at his hand. He let all of it feed the monster inside, let it all feed the growing appetite for vengeance. Not vengeance for him. Never for him. He should have done more long before tonight. He’d live with that guilt the rest of his life, however long or short that may be. 

But as the chamber emptied and he was left in the silent dark, he made a vow that he would see Moranna dead before he left this world. He would see the entirety of the Southern Islands become a place that only the spirits visited, and even they would not want to linger after he was done with this place.

The sound of the iron door opening drew him from his thoughts. A Marshal appeared in front of his cell, his features shadowed in the flickering flames of the torch he held. He was one of the Marshals who had slaughtered Fae tonight. Rayner said nothing, staring back at him unblinkingly, contemplating which manner of death would suit him best.

“We do not have much time,” the Fae said, his voice raspy, as though he rarely used it. When Rayner didn’t move, he waved him over impatiently. “Come on, Ash Rider. That deathstone won’t remove itself.”

His eyes fell to the dark stone encircling his wrist. His wrist was bleeding where the stone was digging in. He hadn’t felt a thing. He was numb. Numb to all of it except the rage coursing through him.

“You expect me to believe you are going to take it off of me?” Rayner asked. “I am not a fool.”

“No, you are not,” the Fae agreed. “You are the only one who can liberate those trapped here. I have waited decades for someone like you to show up.”

Rayner’s head tilted to the side. “I watched you butcher innocent Fae tonight.”

The Fae swallowed audibly, nodding once. 

Rayner smiled at him. “If you take this off, I will end you.”

Even in the sparse torchlight, he could see the male pale. “It— It will be nothing less than I deserve.”

Rayner pushed to his feet, drifting towards the shirastone bars. He gripped them in his hands, leaning down to peer into the male’s face. The male took a small step back. “Explain what you mean when you say you have been waiting for someone like me to show up.”

The male nodded. “There are few powerful enough to take on the Baroness. The ones who are do not wish to. They like the power they have here, but you …  You are different. You will do what I would never be able to.”

“You could have stopped killing at any moment,” Rayner sneered.

“Only to meet my own death. And then what? I would just be replaced.”

“But you would not have so much blood on your hands.”

The male hung his head. “I am prepared for you to take my life when I free you, Ash Rider. I will face Arius’s judgment and spend my eternity in the Pits of Torment knowing I deserve every moment.”

Rayner looked the male up and down before meeting his eyes once more. Then he shoved his arm through the bars. With a shaking hand, the Marshal slipped the stone from his wrist. In the next breath, Rayner had moved through the smoke of the torch. The male didn’t have a chance to scream as a blade went through his back and pierced his heart.

“Consider a quick death a mercy,” Rayner said, his tone low and dark. “For surely Arius will not grant you any.”

He let the male fall to the ground, the torch hissing as it went out, rolling across the stone. Rayner didn’t need it. He had excellent eyesight in the dark. The minute he was past the iron door, he was moving among the smoke again. He would leave the cliffs, regroup, and then come back for Aravis once his power had fully replenished.

He made his way to the front entry hall, still planning to kill those five sentries before he left, but he drew up short when he found Moranna standing in the archway that would lead outside.

“More unwise choices, Rayner,” she chided, her hand clasped around something he could not see. He reached over his shoulder for his sword, but she tutted at him. “Now, now, before you make another unwise choice, let me speak. Should you attempt to take my life, Aravis will be thrown from the top levels.”

Rayner spun to find she was not bluffing. He could make out two figures at the railing of one of the top levels. “What are your terms?” he demanded, turning back to Moranna. 

“I thought you would see things my way,” she simpered, moving towards him. “Give me some of your blood, and I will let you leave these islands. I will not stop you.”

“What else?”

She shrugged. “That is it.”

“And Aravis?”

“Oh, she must stay.”

“I will come back for her.”

“I am sure you will,” she purred. “Should you make the choice to stay now, I am afraid both of your lives will be forfeit. Which would be
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