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Dedicated to you.

The smallest voice can make the biggest change.

You are the brightest star.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

Please read with care. While not core themes, this book touches on subject matter as follows: domestic violence situations, emotional manipulation, grief and loss, explicit sexual scenes, fantasy violence and gore, suicidal ideation, overcoming addiction.
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PROLOGUE

He’d learned that dying, no matter how slow and painful the seconds before a final breath, was nothing compared to living infinite more days without the one he loved. No—love was too mundane a word for the split in his soul she cleaved in her wake.

For two hundred years he’d watched the same constellation as though it were the only one in existence. Now it had begun to fade. A fraction every week that no other would notice. To him it became a countdown.

He faintly adjusted the magnification of the telescope so as not to miss a flicker, his sight mapping the twelve points. Always the same order. He didn’t even know he’d adopted the pattern.

Even in the fading light she was magnificent.

Yet he didn’t plan to be here when the earth quaked for her return. Years, perhaps decades, still from now. He didn’t plan to remain the reason those cracks continued when she came back.

Knowing this was the last time, he lingered a little longer. Then he sighed, stored the final sight, and pulled away.

Sitting on the low ledge of the open archway window, he lifted the glass of liquor he held, clinking it against the metal telescope. “I tried to find a way. It’s been as hopeless as it was back then,” he said. Over the years he’d become so detached that no emotion plagued him now. “But I’m also glad you won’t get to see all that I’ve become. Your disappointment might just be the thing to break me.”

The alcohol burned down his throat as he tipped back the contents of the glass. His tight grip shattered it, but he didn’t feel the slices through his palm. There was nothing that could hurt him anymore.

“I never got the chance to ask you what you saw.” A fist tightened in his chest, but the agony was all he had to remember how real she was since time tried to blur the images. “How you saw past it all and for a fleeting moment made me believe there was something good in me. I’m sorry you were wrong.”

Standing, he slung on his black cloak, steps crunching through glass shards as if they were all that was left of his old existence.

“At least I won’t be able to hurt you anymore.”

They all cowered at the hooded shadow that passed them. Shrinking back, bowing their heads, avoiding his stare as he swept through the castle halls.

The black glittering marble of the floors, broken only by white pillars and the occasional sculpture, appeared sinister with the figure who occupied the space now. Before, there was beauty in these halls. But what was once the darkness of dreams and a clear night sky was now a kind of death.

The people he swept by whispered a name—one that had attached itself to him not by choice, but by the sin he represented. The god he was all but a mortal form of.

In the throne room, the ruler had been expecting him.

He saw the leathery, taloned wings of the guard the king was in conversation with before he was dismissed. A nightcrawler. Perhaps the worst of the three vampire curses, nightcrawlers couldn’t touch the daylight.

The hooded male spoke his intent. “We agreed one century. I have given two. Now I have come for what you owe me.” His voice was as cold as ice and as dark as night.

The king wore a crown, but it was as good as a child’s costume. An image with hollow authority. At least without him. But he’d given far more time in service than they’d bargained for.

“If what they prophesize is true, we must find her first. The celestials are already being sighted on this side of the veil, testing our defenses. Magick will weaken again, and we can stop the return of this war before it has a chance—”

“No,” the hooded male growled. It rattled through him. Rage so sharp and lethal it shifted midnight to black and leaked cold shadows through the room.

The king observed them cautiously.

“If you want to keep that throne against them, and keep the vampires believing in your reign, you’ll have to do it yourself.”

He didn’t enjoy the idea of leaving now. In fact, that was too light for the feeling that tore him to his very core at the image of her facing it all without him. Until he remembered he was the cause of everything that had shattered his world—hers—many centuries ago. To be without him was the only way she stood a chance.

The king spoke. “What will you do . . . if you manage to make it back at all? It is a world you do not know. One that may cast you out permanently before you can discover a thing.”

He didn’t care. None of that frightened him. He didn’t care if instead he became trapped in a void of nothing. It was better than being the reason they would not win the war about to rise again.

“You have become legendary. You would give it all up?”

“Tell me where to go,” he said through gritted teeth. His mind was made up. It had been two centuries ago. He would turn on the whole damn world before he gave another year.

Choking filled the room as he slipped into the minds of every guard, cutting off their ability to breathe.

“If you keep me here, I swear I will kill you. I never wanted that crown, but I will take it.”

“Very well,” the king said, eyes of disappointment and resentment locking with his.

He had long since hardened to the beads of rejection.

“If this is to be farewell, I would like to show you the way.” The king turned, and the hooded male let go of the guards, who gasped for their stolen air. “Follow me.”
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Chapter 1

I didn’t think I’d be so reluctant to greet death as the man I watched die. From above, I was a mere spectator to his pleas for his children, his wife, and the job he wished to spend the rest of his years working for the one who stood to claim his life.

He didn’t know I was there.

Every time I watched a man on his knees, I couldn’t help my need to observe from the high rafters, wondering if I’d relate to his pleas if my own breaths were numbered. With my fragmented memories only spanning five years, I had little to attach my purpose to.

It was as if Hektor Goldfell heard no cries as he gave a nod to the brute of a man pinning the victim down with a single large hand on his shoulder. He wouldn’t spill blood—not in this room. He wouldn’t disturb the bustling nighttime entertainment in the main room of his establishment with this man’s death.

I pinched my lips at the sickening twist of his neck, fortunately not hearing the crack over the chatter and low music before his body slumped. It churned my stomach all the same.

As though he’d exerted himself, Hektor slumped into the nearest booth, flicking his chin so the few locks of red hair weren’t touching his eyes anymore. When two beautiful women slipped in either side of him, I averted my eyes, lying down on the wooden beam only a little wider than my spine. My glittering silver hair spilled over the sides, along with the sheer material of my skirt, which floated in the air. But I didn’t fear anyone finding me here. They never looked up.

My fingers brushed the ornate black hilt of my dagger idly. I wasn’t permitted to dance or entertain like the women below, but I still enjoyed the lightweight elegance of their movements.

Skillfully, I got back to my feet, perhaps childishly copying one of the ladies who was trying out the art of theft among the newest group of esteemed card players. Distraction came in her fluid movements. I crossed over the wooden rafters, light on my toes, twirling like she did, and studied her movements, pretending it was I who attracted the men’s lusty eyes, their gazes preoccupied enough to miss her hand purposely placed on one’s shoulder to divert his attention from her other hand dipping into his pocket.

I couldn’t see what she stole, but her blue irises gleamed triumph.

She twisted and perched on the edge of the table, arching her back as she lay so as not to disturb their game. I reclined backward until my hands felt the wood, legs rotating in the air, and my next blink canceled out the dizzy sweep as I straightened again. Then I leaned back against the vertical support with a sigh, casting my gaze away from the busy candlelit room to the gloom of my vantage point. Cloaked in shadow, I felt no more than an insect caught in a spider’s web. It was hard to believe we were in the same room.

Sometimes I wished the guests would see me just once, even if I disappeared in their next blink since I was a prize only to be known by one man.

My eyes found Hektor, who hadn’t moved at all, though the women were now spilling themselves over him. His deep green irises were the one set I’d never want to be found by up here.

Within these grand walls he kept me safe from the horrors outside. The vampires. Different species of them who consumed blood or souls and kept the humans afraid.

But they, like us, were under the control of the king.

The main room was bustling with talk of the Libertatem, a centennial trial hosted by the wicked ruler in the Central Kingdom of Vesitire. Five humans, the Selected, from the surrounding kingdoms would be sent off in the coming days to compete for one hundred years of safety from vampire attacks. When our world upended into chaos three hundred years ago, following the king’s conquest in the war he announced henceforth that the humans would fight for peace, and the vampires would be kept under control by his enforcement of the Libertatem trials. I suppose it gave the people something to look forward to. If their kingdom won, they’d have freedom to leave their homes without terror for themselves and their children for a generation. If they lost, at least it was a break of pageantry in their bleak lives.

I think everyone knew deep down but didn’t want to acknowledge that their beacon of hope was a lie of oppression. I couldn’t relate to the excitement that buzzed through people’s talk of it, but I understood.

Spirits were fragile. Hope kept them from breaking.

As I remained confined within these four elaborate walls with rarely any opportunity to venture beyond them, I didn’t know as much of the outside world as I yearned to. All I could do was pluck kernels of insight from my frequent eavesdropping during these envious nights of beauty, gambling, and seduction.

I spent hours here listening in to the discussions of guests more eagerly than usual but my interest rooted more personally.

Four more days until the Libertatem send-off.

A clock ticked each minute in my mind as if it was an opportunity slipping through my fingers like sand and a grip on my heart squeezed tight at the thought of my longest friend leaving as our Selected from the southernmost Kingdom of Alisus.

My memory went back far enough to remember Hektor’s hold on me, but not what had chased me into his comparatively safe arms. He’d brought me here and told everyone the story of how I wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for him. Now, five years later, from what I’d been told, I was around the age of twenty-three, and I knew he’d never let me forget that debt.

My hand hovered over the two long scars that ran from under my jaw to the hollow of my neck. Though I couldn’t recall the face, nor the moment it had happened, phantom jolts of searing pain erupted whenever I thought of it. Like when I fixated too long on the raised skin in the mirror, trying to find the memory. Another mystery perhaps owed to what I’d fled from.

What remained a despair I could never voice was that I would never know who I was before Hektor.

“You’re safe now, Astraea,” he had said.

Those first words I would always remember. Hektor hadn’t just found me, but also my name, which once heard I knew was mine.

In that respect, he possessed both my lives.

I didn’t know why, of all the company surrounding him now, he took favor in me. I surely wasn’t the only one to bring comfort to his nights. I’d watched women of all beauty give him their convincing affection. Those from fair skin to dark skin, of natural hair color or hair enhanced with Starlight Matter—magick that spoke to their wealth. Right now, a woman with glowing brown skin slipped a hand over his chest, in under the material he always wore with the first few buttons undone. Her long, dark hair appeared dipped in fluorescent rose paint. Another with a porcelain complexion and catlike yellow eyes hooked a slender leg over his lap.

I looked away. No matter how often I watched his nightly affairs, it never erased the question: Why did I choose to stay?

The answer came easily: I had nowhere else to go. And while he indulged himself in others, he came to me with an affection I consumed greedily and craved deeply.

Love was a drug laced with its own cure.

A new figure entered the room, wavy dark blond hair falling loose from his half-tie to frame his face. While he ordered a drink and leaned casually at the bar, he cast his sight up by habit. I didn’t shrink away from being caught by Zathrian’s ocean-blue eyes. I thought I’d face punishment from Hektor the first time Zath noticed me up here so long ago, but he’d never spoken of my frequent eavesdropping.

I matched his subtle smirk as he lifted a glass to his lips. Hektor rarely trusted anyone, but Zath had quickly climbed the ranks to become one of his closest men over the past year. I’d watched many come and go, mostly leaving his service by death, and Zath was the only one to have ever paid me notice. I considered him a friend.

Zathrian’s head jerked, a subtle signal, as Hektor removed the woman’s leg and shuffled out of the booth. My breath hitched, and just as he was intercepted by some men in fine wears, I began to make my way back to my rooms in case they became his destination.

The manor boasted far more of them than necessary. Hektor’s establishment was a well-known venue for the elite. Men and women with enough coin to kill their problems rather than face them. He didn’t host just one thing; Hektor Goldfell directed the most discreet but deadly network of spies and assassins in all of Alisus. Some of them I envied more than the dancers. Seeing their leather wears and glinting weapons never failed to intrigue me.

The dagger I owned, another secret, Hektor would never suspect I knew how to wield to some life-saving capacity. If he were to find out who I met with when he was not in town, I knew the consequence would come in the form of an ornate iron key sealing me inside tighter walls until our trust could be mended again.

The rough cadence of his voice caused the hairs on my nape to rise as I glided through the main halls like a ghost. When did my room become so far away? These winding halls were mocking me.

Swiping up a sheer blue face covering, I tied it over my mouth and nose. The ladies wore them sometimes, a beautiful accessory to add mystery and intrigue to their performances. The masks didn’t conceal much, but it wasn’t for Hektor I added the extra measure; I did so for the small chance my stealth might falter and I’d run into any of the guests.

His voice kept advancing, and he would know me from any angle should he turn the next corner. My pulse raced with my steps. I wouldn’t make it to the end before then. I did something I’d never done before, but it would cause no harm.

The doors that lined each side of the halls were marked with a star. Purple for occupied, white for vacant. These rooms were for private entertainment, strictly for dancing, though for any further desires patrons could rent a different room to follow.

Spying the first white star, I had no other option. I slipped inside, swiftly closing the door and leaning my forehead against it. My chest rose and fell hard as I strained to listen for Hektor’s voice to pass, but everything beyond the door was canceled out and all that filled my hearing was gentle notes. A soft song in the large, low-lit room. But I couldn’t find the source when I turned.

My next breath caught, and I kept deathly still as though my presence could be denied.

I wasn’t alone.

Yet I’d been certain of the white star that couldn’t be mistaken while under enchantment.

I saw him then. Or at least part of him. A form near blended into the darkness he sat cloaked in. He didn’t look at me, and I could hardly see a face from the shadow casting over his eyes. His cup of wine bore all his attention, lazy fingers swirling around the rim as if he’d yet to notice my intrusion at all.

Or had been expecting it.

No—not me. But someone.

I took careful steps into the space, and with one deep inhale I headed over to the side of the room, mind racing with what to do. Though I dare not glance his way, my skin ignited with scattered pinpricks of attention that made me believe he’d finally sought me out.

He had to be watching me.

My pulse beat hard in my chest as I felt a featherlight caress across my shoulders that drew forth a gasp. When I looked, no one was there. The man remained exactly where he was, and I was wrong to have thought he cared about my being here.

In my irritation I picked up the decanter. The slosh of water filling my cup was all that disturbed the music. Still, I couldn’t find the players of the song that felt like an embrace, something about it familiar and soothing. Personal even.

I took a long drink, hoping the water would stay and not dry out my throat again as soon as I placed the cup back down.

Is he waiting for me to begin?

The steps I could take I played out subconsciously, tempting my body to enact them as I’d done to no audience but shadow. That was all this man was. I could pretend to be dancing along the precarious rafters as a silly imitation to those gifted in the skill. The worst to come of it would be no payment if I didn’t meet his expectation. I didn’t need that.

Nerves turned to thrill as a surge of electricity touched the tip of my spine when the song changed. As if it had been picked to ignite the pleasures of my body alone and guide a dance I would craft myself.

One night. How often had I dreamed of having one night to release that kind of expression?

I thought his eyes were upon me with the vibrating awareness. I wondered what color they were. It shouldn’t have mattered, but I skipped through green, blue, brown . . . None felt right for the shallow fire that rippled over me.

The song became elevated, an acoustic rhythm running straight through me. The pitch changed direction as if I were standing in the middle of an orchestra with instruments taking their turn around me. My feet glided toward the center of the room, only responding as the music coaxed.

I had nothing to lose and a moment of carefree performance to gain. Not only for him, but myself.

So I danced.

My movements pushed and pulled, with gravity flowing the light materials of my skirts and what was draped around my shoulders, attached to my wrists. The air cooled my skin, wrapping around the few inches of bare midriff that heated when I stepped light and twirled slow. I felt myself dancing through the darkness between stars. Each time they touched me I erupted with exhilaration, not ever wanting to stop.

I looked up and found the starry sky blinking back at me through the glass roof. Something about the night always awakened me more than the daytime.

When my gaze fell back down, I remembered the stars weren’t my only spectators.

His fingers stopped circling his wine, and though I still couldn’t see his face, the music gave me a surge of confidence to edge closer to him. Until I forgot his presence once more.

My leg eased up sideways, my body curved, and my hand curled around my ankle, testing my flexibility, as the song grew to a climax. Then the notes flared, coming down like a flurry, and I let go, my leg hooking to spin my body in time.

I felt alive. Free. This kind of exhilaration topped my untold proclivity for fighting, though both gave similar thrills.

I didn’t know when I’d come closer to the stranger, but in my high of adrenaline intrigue seized me, and before I knew it, I was right before him. But he didn’t look up.

My hand reached for his chin . . .

So fast I couldn’t make a sound, a grip lashed around my wrist, disorienting me for a second before I blinked back to clarity as I was spun around. The new impression against my back snapped my awareness to my newly compromised position.

His hold pinning my wrist to my shoulder loosened.

My heart thrummed wildly, unknowing of what to do. To my error I’d overstepped. I couldn’t call out like any of the other women in danger—if Hektor were to find me here . . .

“You are not what I expected.”

I took a moment to breathe against the silvery gravel of his voice. His fingers shot sparks across my skin as they trailed down the length of my arm, occasionally slowing as though he were taking in every one of my silver markings.

“Oh?” It was all I could muster as fear of an oddly spirited kind tightened my throat.

“You move as if you make the music that calls to you.”

I wasn’t sure if it was a compliment, nor why I hadn’t expected the commentary on my performance, but it heated my cheeks. “I hope it was to your satisfaction.”

My breath stuttered when his fingers combed through my hair, tipping the wavy silk tresses to expose my shoulder.

“Very much so,” he said, and I shivered with the brush of his fingers that began on my scar. Like a phantom touch. “But more importantly, I hope it was to yours. It seems freedom becomes you when you dance, and I have to wonder what it is that makes you feel caged.”

I couldn’t understand his words though they stoked something within me. I stiffened at where his attention was fixed—on the long, unruly imperfection Hektor claimed ruined me. He said he loved me with it though most would not.

“Who did this to you?” His tone grated with bitter-cold notes.

I thought I saw tendrils of black smoke snaking around the edges of my vision, but I couldn’t move, unsure of where the anger rippling through me had come from. “I don’t know.” My reply snapped me back to our situation. Sense had become blanketed by the enchantment of his skin on mine, but reservation prevailed. He had no right—should have no care—to know any of my history.

His other hand found the cut of my skirt, and while it tingled, his roaming faltered. By the time he found the small sheath empty I whirled.

He was too fast. Once again, my action was trapped by his quick intervention. He fixed his eyes on the lethal point he’d intercepted from being lodged through his ribs and then trailed down the wavy purple length, over the cross guard crafted into beautiful black wings.

Only when his eyes lifted to mine did my firm stance slacken. I stared into irises alive like molten ore, glittering a golden amber that reminded me new dawns were a beautiful thing. Everything I’d seen, from coin to jewels, was now an impersonation of what treasure should look like, and more importantly, the value it held.

“A stormstone dagger,” he observed with approval.

My mouth turned paper-dry with my galloping heart, all too aware of our proximity and the way he towered over me. I tried to pull my arm, but he held me still. I locked those golden eyes with challenge, unsure of where my bravery had come from but seizing it nonetheless.

“Let me go, or I’ll scream and flood the room with guards.”

His mouth grew in a slow curl, dimpling one cheek. When his other hand reached up, I jerked again until my muscles locked still. The tie of the sheer material covering the lower half of my face came undone, drifting to the floor as one less barrier between us.

“I don’t think you’ll do that.”

My lips parted, but no words came. How could he know? My gaze traveled along his defined cheekbones until . . .

I gasped, yanking away with enough of an electric shock that he released me, and I stumbled a few steps back. “You’re . . .” I couldn’t speak it, blinking again as though I would be wrong, but it didn’t change.

The delicate points of his ears.

“Does that frighten you?”

The only beings I’d known to have such an attribute were the vampires. This manor had become my shield from the viciousness of his kind. Hektor didn’t allow them within his establishment, and I had never known how he kept them out when they were creatures that took what they wanted without morals.

“Are you going to hurt me?”

“You think I want your soul or your blood. I’ll admit, one is highly tempting to hold, the other to taste. But what if I told you I’m not what you think I am?”

“I would ask what it is about me that makes you take me for a fool.” “Your lack of perception.”

“Excuse me?”

He stalked toward me, slipping one hand into his pocket and drawing my attention to his attire. He wore an impeccably tailored lapel jacket, all black with fine gold embroidery to complement his eyes. Pressed pants tucked into expensive boots. Everything about him was dipped in shadows, giving the illusion they moved for him. As I trailed my eyes back up, gold markings on his neck caught my attention through his open top, inspiring an urge to get closer and discover what it was.

I hadn’t realized I’d been trying to keep some distance between us until I met a stone pillar.

“I can feel your soul. And I can show it to you if you’d like.”

I didn’t get the chance to respond as he reached for me. I gave a shallow cry when his palm pressed between my shoulder blades, drawing me tightly to him, but I was helpless to move when my back curved at the tug of some-thing he pulled from my chest. The world became bright and wondrous as I stared into a pulsing sphere of silver and twinkling stars. It whispered, though not with words; it radiated with an inviting warmth my fingers reached for, a prickling starting in the tips to beat through every inch of me.

“Consuming it, that is not my existence.”

As though his hand had surged into the depths of me, I gasped when that sphere of otherworldly energy pummeled back, winking out the hypnotic light. I took a second to blink, breathing hard until the lingering pressure reminded me he had yet to release me. I couldn’t describe how those few seconds felt. What he’d done to me could have been a masterful trick of allurement, and I’d become ensnared by it.

“You just—” I could hardly breathe, hardly think.

His hand remained on my chest, lifting only to trace the points of my markings. I remained flush in his hold like prey finding twisted beauty in its capture. But I didn’t feel the hard pressure of him as I expected.

“You didn’t take any of it?” I dared to ask. I didn’t feel any different. No—that was a lie, though the fluttering in my stomach and my racing pulse I considered preferable to having years of my life stolen.

“No.”

“Did you want to?”

When those amber eyes flicked to me, they almost rivaled the rush of adrenaline from his trick. “I have no use for your soul outside your body, Starlight. A few fractions further and you would be dead, not knowing how to guard it.”

I couldn’t believe my own inquisition under the circumstances. “Humans can protect themselves?”

His palm slipped across my cheek, and instead of balking like I should, the tenderness made me weightless. His touch gave no warmth, but it was not cold either. “I said you.”

This wasn’t right. His closeness, the intensity with which he watched me, as though I would blink and see someone other than the monster I’d been told I should perceive him as.

“Should I be afraid?”

The moment his hands dropped from me I swallowed the protest, at mental war with myself for the naïve cloud that had overtaken my sense of selfpreservation.

“No one can tell you how to feel. You observe, you draw on your knowledge, and you handle the responses your judgment makes.”

I thought on his words. Maybe I even admired them, but I fell short in one aspect that didn’t seem fair: knowledge.

“I know nothing about you.”

“Then what does your instinct tell you?”

Impulsive things, I thought. Everything but what I knew to be logical: getting far away from him. Instead, I asked, “Will you tell me your name?”

His silence was an assessment of me. Eyes of gold flickering with stars. “Nyte.”

“That is not your name.”

The curve of his mouth grew. “Why ask my name, only to deny my ownership of it?”

I could admit I found the name fitting, if hard to believe. Though I didn’t have to, as my traitorous eyes took my argument and silenced it with wonder. His hair couldn’t conform to simply being black; it was midnight, the kind of color that could shift tone from a depthless obsidian to strands of a deep navy in the light. The disheveled tresses falling over his dark brows were an entrancing contrast to the gold of his eyes. Sometimes I thought they changed—that they’d glow or dull or flicker. For my own sanity, I chose to believe it was nothing more than the influence of candlelight, even though I knew he hadn’t moved and no wind had disturbed the flames.

Then there was his neck. The obscure tattoos there stole my attention. A constellation, perhaps. The rush of desire to pull back the material of his jacket doused me with incredulity. What an inappropriate thought.

He remained still, watching me with intrigue while I shamelessly assessed him.

I swallowed hard. “Nyte,” I echoed, the word like a comet—fleeting, but a flare of dangerous brilliance wrapped in beauty. “Like what surrounds us right now.”

As I said it, we both looked up. The domed roof encased us in our own globe of soothing darkness and constellations. It shimmered like peace, but I often wondered if it was simply my own confusion that thought the stars were dying, slowly stretching farther apart, and that turned my admiration to sadness.

“Exactly like that, Starlight.”

Our eyes fell back down to meet.

“You have called me that twice now.”

“And you have not corrected me, so what am I to do?”

My pulse surged up my throat with the step he took that left only a slither of space between our bodies. I breathed in light notes of mint and something woody.

“What am I to do with you?” The last word tapered off as a caress, traveling from his tongue to race down my spine.

Impulses roared to ignore reason and find out how his warmth would em-brace me. How different he might feel compared to Hektor, who was always so cold even when lust should smother it.

His hand raised, and still I did not stop him. I was held by him. Not by any physical means; what pulsed between us drew forth a current of electricity I wanted to keep building. Grazing under my chin with his fingers, he tilted my head back. Those irises dazzled against the moonlight, flooding his features to highlight high cheekbones and the sharp angle of his jaw. His lips formed a perfect bow, and realizing where my attention had dropped lashed me back to reality so fast a gasp escaped me.

“Nothing,” I offered. “I’m not of any interest to you.”

A brief darkening of amber shivered over me.

“What would you know of my interests?”

“It’s not hard to guess from where we are,” I breathed, willing my throat to find full words, but it dried out and I licked my lips.

It was the wrong thing to do. His fiery gaze flashed to them with a flickering glow. I had never allowed another to get this close to me before. I had never wanted it out of all the handsome men I’d watched in Hektor’s main room. Even now my mind battled with itself over why I stood rooted despite the rationality to gain distance. There was nothing good to be gained in those ethereal eyes, nothing more than a dangerous allurement, and I was allowing myself to become pitifully trapped like so many others who had come before me.

My body shook when his fingers combed through my hair. I watched him examine the tresses as they spilled over his palm. Curiosity danced across his features.

“Do you use an enchantment?”

Many had believed so before—that the strands of hair that shone iridescent were not of birth, but the result of something I’d consumed. My denial was often wasted breath. Only I knew it was humorous for one to believe I could afford the magick that could give the same result.

“No,” I answered, not caring if he took it as the truth.

His gaze slipped back to me, twinkling with mischief. “Like Starlight.” My face fell at his poor attempt at flattery.

His mouth quirked. “And these?”

I sucked in a breath when his featherlight touch trailed over the curve of my shoulder, resisting the fluttering of my lids when tingles shot through me. I shook my head, remembering myself. “No,” I whispered. “Are yours . . . an enchantment?” I tried not to look at the exposed skin of his chest, though locking his stare flushed me with far more heat.

“No.”

That caught my intrigue. I wanted to know how, mystified I had this one thing in common with him. What were the odds that someone with such a similar attribute could have found me?

His proximity became too much. I feared the snare he could become. I dipped away from the marble pillar, my hair slipping like shimmering silver silk from his fingers, and stiffened against the embrace of the cold.

“Your dance,” he said, his voice seductive but creeping like shadow. “It was most exquisite.”

“And it is finished,” I said, ignoring the inkling of disappointment that came with my dismissal.

I didn’t know why he was here or how he’d infiltrated Hektor’s defenses. I wasn’t sure that knowledge would be safe. I needed to leave and forget the beautiful stranger. Though I knew the moment I did, I’d never see him again, and that fact stole my will to leave.

Maybe it was foolish to find desire in danger, but only when both were presented did I realize just how long I’d lived without touching either. Now both had come to form in front of me, they tempted me like the remedy to an ailment I never knew I had.

“Not for me,” he said.

Those low, rumbling words were nearly lost when the door creaking open made me leap back in horror. Before I saw the intruder, something floated down in my vision—the blue face covering—and I snatched it, securing it clumsily as the man entered fully.

“My apologies, ma’am.” He rushed out upon seeing me, averting his gaze as though I had been caught naked. “I was directed here. I’ll have to speak to Hektor—”

“No,” I called a little too quickly. “I was just leaving. Do not concern yourself with Hektor—I am on my way to him now. You will not be disturbed when your lady comes, I assure you.”

The older man dipped his bearded chin respectfully.

Before I made my way to the door, I remembered my company. I scanned the room. Twice. My mind reeled when I found nothing, for the only exit required passing the gray-haired man still lingering by it.

Yet the only semblance of night was in the sky that watched over me as I cast one last look up and left.




Chapter 2

I hadn’t fully exhaled my breath of relief when I slipped into my rooms and froze still against the door. Hektor eased out from the darkness of the washroom.

“Darling,” he said, the tone he used raising the hairs on my arms. “Where have you been?”

No answer would be justifiable when his rule was that I remain in these three interconnected rooms at night.

“The roof terrace,” I answered—the one place out-of-bounds to his clients. “I needed a moment for air.”

With his shoulder-length red hair tucked behind his ear, he approached with the green eyes of a predator debating whether to strike or give mercy. I noticed the glass of water he carried, and my body reacted with a flush of need at what it meant.

In front of me, his smooth hand reached for my jaw. I suppressed a flinch. When his hold came soft I relaxed, gazing at him with a submission I often despised. I’d done nothing wrong, only stolen a kernel of freedom within the walls of confinement.

“Open for me.”

My lips parted, and his thumb pressed down before the capsule landed on my tongue. Then his mouth came down on mine—a single deep kiss that tasted of spice and alcohol. He pulled back, stroking his knuckles over my cheek while extending the water out to me.

I accepted it eagerly, my throat still dry from my encounter with the stranger just a moment ago. Hektor’s touch, I couldn’t help but let the thought pass, did not awaken anything in me, and I wondered if it was merely that I expected it, or that when he held me he showed his affection the way I’d seen him admire his prized collections.

The capsule eased down my throat like it did every week, though it wouldn’t always stop me from falling ill. Hektor had sought many healers, spared no expense, but even magick wasn’t enough to cure me. They deemed my blood unable to sustain me like it should, and that shortage left me weak often without the medication.

His hand snaked around my waist, drawing me tightly to him. Too tight, and I felt the warning. “Don’t leave again without my knowledge, Astraea. We have talked about this.”

I nodded, running my hands up his chest, and he eased off with my caress. “I’m sorry.”

He kissed me again, and I tried to answer to it, but my lips were numb.

“Don’t you have guests to attend to?” I said, pulling back.

The shake of his head sank my stomach. “I’m yours for the night.” Taking my hand, he led me over to the bed. “I will be gone tomorrow, and I will miss you.”

I knew this from the information I’d eavesdropped upon days ago, thrilled his departure would give me one last opportunity to see a friend before she left for the Central City as this year’s Selected. There were very few people who knew of my existence thanks to Hektor’s tight rules, but Cassia Vernhalla I liked to believe would still have been my closest friend even if that weren’t true.

Hektor’s fingers brushed the loose strands of my hair behind my ear as he pulled me down to straddle his lap. I had never questioned the effects of his touch until now. How I craved the humming vibrations of the stranger in place of the vacancy when Hektor’s hand ran up my thigh. Before he could discover my dagger, I pushed his chest until he lay and undid the buttons of his jacket with a slow seduction. I knew he loved to watch my ice-blue eyes dedicated to him.

I’d managed to slip my dagger off and conceal it beneath the mattress by the time he positioned himself over me under the silk sheets, and then our skin moved against each other’s. I wanted to feel something. I wanted the electricity I’d experienced with the stranger. Never before had I known what it was like to crave dancing in the rain until I was touched by a night storm. Hektor’s breath blew into my hair as he thrust into me at a steady pace, but I couldn’t stop my mind from drifting elsewhere.

My head turned, and the night watched me as it always did, but this time the thought sparked a new pleasure I couldn’t feel with Hektor’s efforts alone. The stars turned to eyes of glittering amber, and though I wanted to cast them away, all I embraced was how they made my slicked skin tingle with heat. I imagined how the tall, powerful form of something so wrong to desire as a vampire—if that was what the stranger was—might feel when waging war between the sheets. Before I knew what I was doing, my head tipped back, my eyes slipped closed, and I could think of nothing else but him.

Reaching down my body, I circled the sensitive bud between my legs, but it was his hand driving that pleasure, his body against mine, and I didn’t care for the sinful conjuring of someone else inside me.

Hektor enjoyed my sounds, my movements that began to answer him, but it wasn’t enough. His scent still clogged my senses while I longed for the coolness of mint and sandalwood. I didn’t usually take control, but frustration drove my action, and I flipped us until my palms were braced on his chest to keep him down so I could breathe clearly, fantasize about what I wanted. And I came so close.

One last glance at the night beyond the tall glass balcony doors and I unraveled. Every piece of me was wrapped in floating bliss, every nerve trembling, and as my lids clamped shut there was only one face there—a face with golden eyes that gleamed and a mouth that gave a wicked smile at what I’d done.

Hektor followed my climax, but I couldn’t look at him in my shame, slipping off to lie beside him while we both caught our breath.

“You are remarkable,” he said, praising me. “It fills me with pride to know you’ll miss me too, darling.”

I wouldn’t. I never did, and that always struck me with disappointment. He gave me everything, yet I couldn’t give it back no matter how much I tried. When he was gone I could breathe lighter. I could move around the halls without glancing over my shoulder. And my most forbidden secret: I could slip away from this manor and see my one companion, whom he’d known nothing of in the entire four years.

I’d learned Hektor’s protection came at the price of having to harbor so much from him. I didn’t enjoy it, but I feared what would become of me if I succumbed to the suffocation of his rules. For so long I’d fooled myself into believing he meant well, that love could be cruel and twisted but he cared for me nonetheless. But sometimes I wished his love would bind my chest instead of my wrists.

“How long will you be gone?” I asked.

“A few days.”

I should have known he wouldn’t be exact. He wouldn’t give me a time to be right back where he expected me, which meant cutting my leisure time short to be safe. I found humor in the concept of safety in my mind. Maybe there was something wrong with me for enjoying the taste of danger each time I snuck away from the measures Hektor put in place.

“Can I come with you?” I blurted. I didn’t look at him when the sheets moved and his lips pressed to my shoulder.

“Not this time.”

Not any time, I thought. When I asked, the answer always came the same.

I rolled onto my side, tucking my hands under my cheek, and watched the twinkling of midnight until Hektor’s breathing deepened behind me. Though my body felt lonely, I was glad he never held me.

I lay awake for some time, until the music from earlier played quietly in my mind and I slid my lids closed. What eventually pulled me into darkness was the low vibration of a silvery voice I didn’t want to forget.

I drifted in and out of consciousness. A sharp pain in my arm jolted me awake, but my vision was blurred, and I moaned sleepily.

“Shh. Sleep, darling.”

With the hand that smoothed my forehead, I couldn’t fight the gentle caress luring me back to a depthless void.




Chapter 3

Heaviness weighed on me when I awoke. My eyes stung against the bright light spilling into the room, triggering the throb of my head. I forced myself up on my hands, taking a few seconds against the dizziness that threatened to sink me back down.

Not today, I thought. Please, not today.

I groaned through a hoarse throat at the sickness that had crept over me during the night. I twisted to Hektor, but my body turned cold when I saw that his side was empty. I blinked, pulling back the sheets and swinging my legs out of bed, shivering violently when my bare feet pressed to the freezing marble floor. As I reached for a long cotton robe, I found out why the day shone so bright, as beyond the glass lay a blanket of sparkling white snow that stole my breath.

Despite my poor state I smiled. The snow was a beauty I looked forward to every year, and it never failed to spark the child in me.

The child I couldn’t remember.

I scanned the ostentatious room, lingering on the nightstands, but there was no note. No indication of how long Hektor had been gone. I had to find out if I’d slept a whole day away as I’d done before in illness.

Dressing quickly, I opted for a thick blue gown and swung a navy cloak over my shoulders. High stockings for the cold and black boots for the snow. I checked the clock on the mantel that told me midday was approaching. Pushing aside the fog in my mind, I decided I could ask the kitchen staff how long Hektor had been gone.

I pulled on the door handle, my body stiffening when it didn’t open. My heart rammed against my chest as I tried again and again and again, until tears filled my eyes and stung my nose. But I didn’t stop rattling the door as if it would somehow unlock with the sheer will of my desperation.

“Milady?” The soft feminine voice that broke through my sobbing belonged to Sira, a woman who tended to me sometimes, but the handmaidens never stayed long in Hektor’s employment. I rested my forehead on the wood.

“Please let me out.”

“It’s just a few days, Stray.”

I whimpered at the other voice and the soft nickname he used. “Zath, please.”

“I don’t have a key, or you know I would.”

My nails sank deep crescent moons into my palms. “How long has he been gone?” I tried.

His pause almost slammed my fist to the wood until Sira mumbled quietly, “Two days.”

I cried harder but kept silent, biting my lip until I tasted blood. Why? I had done nothing but sneak out for a moment, and this punishment seemed unjust even for him.

Phantom hands began to crush my throat, and I gasped for breath, backing away from the solid wood and stumbling to the glass doors. I rattled the handles over and over, but they wouldn’t budge, and I crumpled to the floor, dizzy with sickness and heartache and the shock of my solitary confinement.

I hated him. Though even that emotion brought pain when I didn’t want to think that of him. I wanted out. Needed out.

Permanently.

The thought rushed to me with such clarity I stunned myself. Maybe because I knew the window of opportunity was crawling closer, and maybe because there had always been a part of me waiting for this push. Hektor wouldn’t know he was the one to topple me over the edge when he’d been my only reason to stay. Not through any sadness to leave him, but the fear he’d chase me to the ends of the world before he’d let me go.

As the Selected of Alisus, Cassia would be leaving within the week. Once she did, that window of opportunity would slam shut then disappear. Not only would I have sealed my fate here, but I’d never see Cassia again.

My hands tightened in my braids with my turmoil. I tunneled away in the darkness behind closed lids. A bubble grew inside me so violently it nearly screamed free.

A click smothered the barrel of grief in my chest. I looked up, scared to test what I thought it was, but desperation got me clumsily to my feet. When the handle of the glass balcony door pushed all the way down and the frozen air hit my face, I released a noise of joy. I scanned inside and out, but no one was there. With my first step out onto the pure crystal snow I didn’t care anymore.

“And how do you plan to get down?”

I gasped at the voice. A silvery echo that rang through my mind. I slipped as I twisted and whirled to find the form that never revealed itself. Breathing hard, I debated trying to answer back, but the absurdity of that sealed away my thoughts.

At the snow-covered stone railing, I peered out. The height would most certainly cause a bad injury, perhaps death. “I can climb,” I said aloud, comforting myself at the thought of his voice being my own internal coaxing to get past this hurdle.

The snow added laughter to my reckless decision, but I had no other choice. It had been months—too many—since I’d had a chance to venture beyond the manor, and this was my last opportunity to see her.

“You should be inside, Starlight. You are not well.”

I huffed, swiping a gloved hand over the edge to reveal the flat stone I’d hoisted myself onto. It wobbled immediately, but I didn’t dare look down. “I won’t get another chance.”

In full health I wouldn’t have doubted myself as much as I did now. I’d spent many years testing my balance and did not fear heights, but my weakness, paired with the weather I loved, had become my nemeses. I wasn’t confident I could complete the journey down unharmed.

“There’s a ledge covered in snow, but your grip will hold.”

I saw it, listening to the guidance in my mind. My body turned taut. All that kept me from the fatal drop was my toes straining along a window ledge and my fingers curled painfully above me. I shuffled along without letting myself rethink this decision.

“Stop.”

I did, awaiting his next instruction as I glanced down the wall.

“There are four sunken holes, very small, but you can do it.”

The words of confidence didn’t correlate with my body’s response to lock tight. I took a deep breath and slipped one foot off then crouched, wedging it into the gap. My lack of flexibility added to my weak muscle made the lunge down painful. I didn’t overthink until I was down another floor of the manor, my cheek near grazing the frosty stone wall I clung to awkwardly.

“Very good.”

“I don’t need your praise.”

A low chuckle vibrated through me, so real I had to pause, if only to enjoy the last notes of it. I shook my head, looking around for my next move down since the jump was still too high.

My head pounded, and I thought if I tried to look for my next aid I’d lose my grip. I lunged down and shuffled across another window, praying no one would see me before I could clear it. Panting, I thought I was low enough to attempt a jump, but I couldn’t check with the strain it took to hold my position. I began to succumb to panic.

“I can’t do it,” I breathed.

“You don’t really have another choice.”

I wanted to curse at that deep voice of faint amusement. Frustration pricked my eyes as I thought of Hektor and how desperate he’d made me to resort to this.

“Along to your right there’s another ledge. It’s wider.”

That direction came with a calming caress on my senses I absorbed gratefully, finally finding the will to focus and eyeing the next point. I yanked my foot out of the hole, reaching over . . .

I didn’t know what slipped first, only that my hold to the wall gave completely, and I was falling too fast to do anything but brace and hope the snow had gathered thickly enough to ease the impact. My eyes squeezed shut.

My fall was broken faster than I anticipated. Not by the cold embrace of snow, but something that infused the air with notes of mint. Arms that held tight, and I wanted to keep floating in them.

The ground firmed under my feet as my eyes snapped open. A gust of wind blew loose strands of silver hair across my vision. Dizziness swept in, and my hand reached out to the wall while my head whirled around.

I was alone.

“Where are you?” I dared to ask, feeling silly when silence answered. I couldn’t be certain the haze of my sickness wasn’t conjuring it all. I huffed a laugh in remembrance. “It’s daytime. I suppose you belong to the night.”

“I never would have told you my name if you were going to get witty with it.”

“It’s not your real name,” I accused. “But I like it.” Too much. Which only added to my growing wonder if he’d been my own delirium all along. Even last night, when all I’d wanted was for someone to see me. Had I really become so pitiful in my loneliness?

My chest contracted with the minor exertion of getting down. The voice was right: I should be inside and was in no state to endure the day. I didn’t care. Shaking off the ripples of company that didn’t exist, I lifted my skirts to begin the trudge through inches of snow.

I smiled. I grinned. And though my body ached and protested, I skipped into the woodland with my eyes watery from the cold or my thrill at running free.

Leaning against a tree, I paused to gather breath. I hated these woods for the eerie darkness that was cast over them even in the brightest of summers. They felt like another realm where nothing cheerful lived and creatures of sin could thrive.

Being surrounded by clusters of thick timber bodies flashed horrors as far back as my living memory went. Had I been running from the soulless, the shadowless, or some other dark creature? Fear creeped over me that one could emerge at any moment. Until Nyte’s voice reminded me of the fool I was. Already caught in the sights of one—him—I chose to be content.

“You have to keep moving.”

I knew this, yet my lungs protested.

A cracked branch under my boot triggered a burst of wings, followed by an awful caw from a bird. My muscles went taut, but I began to stumble toward the town.

“Keep silent.”

My dry lips parted to ask why, but I thought better of it. I couldn’t stop surveying my surroundings, my skin crawling with a sense of foreboding that made every instinct inside of me scream at me to go back.

I relaxed a fraction when I spied a couple. The man held the woman tightly while she arched into him, and I nearly looked away from their intimate kiss until I saw the first thing to turn my body ice-cold.

His pointed ears.

There were three types of vampires I knew to exist. Those who fed on souls: the soulless, who could be identified when their form cast no reflection. Those who fed on blood: the shadowless, told apart as their form cast no shadow. And creatures that were the reason people kept doors and windows locked tight after nightfall: the nightcrawlers, winged vampires who could not walk during the daytime.

The first rule of survival was to never give a soul vampire your true name. It was how they drained the soul attached to it. Days, months, or years of a human’s life.

The second rule was to never willingly give a nightcrawler a taste, for once you did, you became their obsession, sometimes a lifelong toy whom they would visit after dark—and perhaps it was consensual, but if not, you couldn’t escape their infatuation unless you killed them. Or more likely, they killed you.

I watched the scene before me with horror, trying to back away soundlessly as the vampire detached himself from the woman. I couldn’t bite back my shuddering breath of terror at seeing her body dangling limp in his arms.

He’d taken it all . . . every decade, year, hour, minute, of that woman’s life.

The soulless locked eyes with me instantly. His skin was partially gray over his neck and along half his face, with eyes of obsidian that could consume the sun. He seemed to be indulging on the life-form he took, breathing as if the air were a drug he couldn’t get enough of, and I watched in both twisted fascination and complete stilling fright as the grayness of his skin faded to match the pale complexion of the rest of him.

I tripped back as he let the woman’s body go without care, and my hand lashed over my mouth too late. He took his first step toward me as my ankle caught on something and dread tensed my fall. In my haste, my palm cut on a branch, but before my cry could escape at the sting, a form crouching over me turned it into a gasp.

His eyes weren’t black anymore. A mossy green hue began to flood his irises. Locking onto them stole my fight, and instead I felt the whisperings of my desire to stay conflicting with the repeating nudge to run. He was beautiful. The kind that shouldn’t be natural, further cracking the illusion I was being sucked into.

“Oh, little lamb,” he cooed, and even his voice pulled me into a trance. “Didn’t anyone teach you not to go wandering alone?”

I remained still as his attention fell to my bleeding palm, and he grabbed it. My vocals were silenced in sheer terror, and I watched as he pulled it closer to his face and took a deep, savoring inhale. The air breezed across the wet blood there, and to my complete shock, his tongue lapped over it with slow delight. My stomach heaved and I tried to yank my arm free, but he had an iron grip.

Those ethereal green eyes pinned me, wildly captivated. “I’ve not come across the likes of you in a very long time.”

I tried to reach for my dagger at my thigh, but my layers of clothing made it too difficult. The soulless fixed his hungry gaze on my neck. Was it possible for one vampire to crave both blood and souls? I didn’t think it was beyond reason, but certainly a new horror to discover at the wrong time.

“I was going to entice a name out of you, but you are made of something far more delectable than a soul. It looks like someone has tasted you before,” he said, leaning in closer, and my adrenaline raged fast and hot. “I wonder how they had the restraint to let you live.”

He became transfixed, letting go of my wrist to cup his hand to my neck. His vile body pressed into me harder against the damp ground, and his breath blew hot across my chilled ear.

“Don’t—” I whimpered.

It was hopeless to plead with a merciless creature. All I could do was slip my eyes closed and brace for the pain.

It never came.

Before his teeth could puncture my flesh, he let out a shrill cry that sent a sharp wince through me. Then he was pulled away, and I scrambled to push myself up. Propping myself up on my hands, I faltered at the sight of the soulless on his knees and the sword protruding from his chest.

My sight trailed up to my savior, and the light splitting through the heavy canopy made him appear ethereal. Lengths of dark hair were braided tightly and held back from his face. Though he fixed a lethal look on the vampire, his features were beautifully soft against dark skin.

“Get up,” he barked.

That shook some sense into me. Covered in leaves, and with twigs catching on my clothing, I tried to brush myself off as he removed his blade. The soulless fell limp to the ground. My heart was a wild creature threatening to break its cage.

“Thank you,” I said breathily, trying to subdue the nausea rolling through my stomach.

The vampire’s blood added a sheen to the dirt and wilted the winter leaves, so stark I thought it to be black. I watched the man who’d saved me lean down and clean his blade. Only then did my breath catch at the familiarity. The deep purple steel I had only seen the like of once before. My hand subconsciously skimmed my thigh, feeling the bulk under my clothing that confirmed my stormstone dagger was still there.

“You mortals run around as if death is a fable,” he grumbled, sheathing his blade and finally straightening to land his full attention on me. When it did, something changed in his expression. It relaxed, turning to an assessment as he trailed deep brown eyes over every inch of my face, and I shifted under his keen interest. “What is your name?” he asked carefully, as if there was one he hoped—or expected—to hear.

I shook my head, mouth floundering, because I didn’t feel comfortable offering that piece of myself so readily
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