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Author's Note


The Tempest's Soul contains elements of the following: 
On page consensual sex
Murder, violence, and gore
Abuse
A missing/kidnapped child
Cannibalism (accidental and mentioned)











  
  Pronunciation Guide


Ahrea: Ah-ray-uh

Caelus: Kay-less/Kay-luss

Dusmir: Dus-meer

Corrin: Core-in

Eira: I-rah

Esprit: Eh-spree

Evryn: Ev-ren

Labryn: La-brin

Maelynn: May-lynn

Navryn: Nah-vren

Oerban: Or-baan

Perrin: Pear-in

Reina: Ray-nuh

Renelle: Ren-ell

Ryseer: Rye-seer

Saios: Sigh-ohs

Tenebrae: Teh-nuh-bray

Thanally: Th-anne-uh-lee

Tiruhm: Teer-rum

Valaryn: Vah-lah-ren

Wrynal: Wry-nahl














  
  Gods of the Realm


Ahrea
Goddess of Luck and Freedom

Maelynn
Goddess of Night and Dreams

Oerban
God of Day and Contracts

Saios
God of Life and New Beginnings

Evryn
God of Abundance and Virtue

Thanally
Goddess of Death and Spirits

Reina
Goddess of Love and Remembrance

The Twins, Wrynal and Renelle
God of Vengeance and Goddess of Mercy

The Forgotten, Navryn
Goddess of Harmony and Chaos













  
  Chapter 1



The alabaster gods peered down at me, and moonlight shone through the glass ceiling, illuminating their judgmental stares. For a place of tranquility, meditation in the center of the Chamber of Gods always left my hair on end. No matter how long I sat in the middle of the room with my legs tucked neatly underneath me, inhaling the muggy scent of incense, it didn’t change that I never heard the gods speak. 
The Divine were meant to be able to commune with them, often hearing their will or prophecies during meditation, but they never spoke to me. Not that I blamed them. Their “gift” had caused more problems for me than it fixed. They probably didn’t want anything to do with a Divine who was a disappointment. 
I tapped my finger against my thigh and huffed. I wish they’d take the tempest back.
My hair fell forward, blocking the stare of the goddess of luck and freedom, and the tightness in my chest eased.
A vase shattered, and my gaze snapped to the crumbled pieces on the mosaic-tiled floor below the statue of Oerban. Two small feet peeked out beside the bottom of the statue, along with a tuft of curly chestnut hair not quite concealed by the statue’s leg.
I smiled. How would the god of day and contracts have felt about a boy hiding behind his statue?
Teeg stepped out, a sheepish grin on his round face.
“You’ve been told not to be in here,” I said.
“But you’re in here all the time.”
I sighed. Ever since he came to live at the temple of Ahrea, he’d been like a little brother to me. “You should be in bed.”
The stone doors of the chamber scraped against the floor behind me.
“Eira, you will do something with Tryssa, or I will,” the high priestess shouted, her footsteps clicking against the polished tiles. “There isn’t another temple who will take her. It’ll be the streets, with the reputation she’s earning.”
“Hide,” I whispered to Teeg.
He darted behind the statue of Oerban again—no feet or hair to be seen. Teeg knew we would both suffer if she found him here.
Klareth stopped in the center of the chamber a few feet from where I knelt.
I pushed myself up on numb legs and smoothed out the soft fabric of my ice-blue gown over my curves, facing her.
Her black hair, in her usual too-tight bun, pulled her face taut and smoothed out the wrinkles of her forehead. Her traditional gray robes accentuated her thin, angular form. In her youth, she might have been pretty, but with her reddened neck, it looked as though she might breathe fire like the dragons of near myth.
“What did she do this time?” I asked, pulling my long, dark hair over my shoulder.
Her nostrils flared. “Does it matter?”
I clenched my teeth, running my fingers through the length of my hair and shifting my weight, legs tingling with the movement. “No, but—”
“Tryssa decided it would be best to replace another girl’s bathing oil with an enchanted one. The girl lost all her hair,” she bit out.
The corner of my lips twitched despite my best effort to fight smiling. Klareth caught the slight uptilt. Her hand shot out and grabbed my wrist, and her sharp nails dug into my skin. “At twenty-one, I expect better from you, but you’re just like that ridiculous orphan girl.”
I flinched at her words.
Klareth smiled wickedly, the slightest wrinkle forming around her eyes.
Lightning sparked at my fingertips, tingling my skin, and I clenched my hand to conceal it.
Her eyes darted in my hand’s direction, and I stiffened. She definitely hadn’t missed that little slip of my “gift.”
“I—I’ll talk to her,” I said, heart beating rapidly.
“You will. Otherwise, you’ll be the one to suffer the consequences.” Klareth’s gaze slid past me toward the various statues. “You can’t even meditate without causing a mess.” She released my wrist and placed her hands on my shoulders, forcing me to turn around. She pointed at the broken vase on the floor. “Clean up after yourself.” Her thin hands released me, and her footsteps clacked as she exited the Chamber of Gods.
The doors clanged shut behind her, and I caressed the sore reddened indentations around my wrist. They were nothing compared to the high priestess’s favorite form of punishment.
Shuffling sounded behind me, and a moment later, Teeg collided into me, wrapping his arms around my hips. He sniffled, and I tousled his curly hair. “Don’t worry,” I said.
He looked up at me, eyes glistening. “She won’t take you away again, will she?”
There wasn’t a simple answer I could give him. Not one that would quell his fear, anyway. I forced a smile and said, “Let’s clean this up and get you to your room.”
“I got it!” Teeg said. He ran over to the broken vase and placed his hand on one of the shards.
“Careful!” I called.
The pieces began to move and weave themselves back together, attaching to the one he touched. In seconds, the broken vase was once again whole, sitting beside Oerban’s feet.
I smiled. “Now, time for bed.”
He took my hand, and we passed acolytes as we made our way through the stone halls of the temple. Most started in the opposite direction, avoiding me. A few stared, concern marring their features at the sight of Teeg holding my hand as they murmured about the disappearances throughout the kingdom.
I ignored their implications.
Teeg had long since stopped asking why none of them were friendly to me like they were with him. Their fear of the lightning coursing through my body didn’t stop me from getting Teeg to his room and tucking him into bed, though.
He asked for the same story he’d been asking for since I’d first told it to him, the very one my mother used to tell me of a girl who loved her sister very much. He nodded off before I finished, and I kissed his forehead. I closed the door with a soft click, careful not to disturb him, though he’d always been a heavy sleeper.
The nosy acolytes were nowhere to be seen in the hall outside his room, and I made my way to the temple courtyard, heading for Tryssa’s room.
Moonlight glistened off the running water of the fountain in the center. The stone woman in the fountain’s center depicted Ahrea, goddess of luck and freedom. Her stone form sat with her head back, water flowing down the length of her hair. Her eyes were closed, and her full lips tilted into a smile.
At one time, I truly believed myself lucky—free. It was ironic that I’d ended up in the unluckiest of places with little freedoms. I sighed, running my hand over the engraving of little butterflies on the stone lip of the fountain. I missed my aunt’s silly parties that she’d forced me to attend now that I had no way back to her.
A pulling sensation in my stomach forced my attention to the doors of the Chamber of Gods across the way. They were open.
I tilted my head. I’m sure I closed them.
Before continuing to Tryssa’s room, I approached them. My chest tightened and sweat built on the back of my neck.
The pull intensified, coaxing me to go inside. It was like there was a rope tied around my waist and it was trying to drag me in. I ignored it and the building tightness in my throat and tugged the stone doors closed.
The tightness eased, and I let out a heavy sigh.
My fingers slid down the smooth lotus engraved in the stone doors, and I shook my head. All the hours I’d spent inside the chamber, begging to be freed from the Divine gift I’d been blessed with, had to be getting to me.











  
  Chapter 2



Tryssa’s room was the last on the left in the girls’ dormitory in the west wing of the temple. I passed doors decorated in paint and wreaths of flowers, stopping in front of her plain wooden one. She’d never answer when I’d ask if leaving it bare was intentional. Part of me guessed she didn’t want to stay. 
I tapped my knuckles against the door.
No answer.
“I know you’re in there,” I cooed, knocking again. “I’m sure Klareth has already given you a mouthful.”
The lock clicked, and the door creaked open. Big brown eyes peered up at me through the small crack. Strands of thick, dark curls framed her heart-shaped face.
Tryssa glared at me. “She always sends you.”
“If you don’t want to see me, you shouldn’t get into trouble.” I smiled. “Can I come in?”
She rolled her eyes and pulled the door open the rest of the way. “As if I have a choice.” She flopped onto the bed face-first.
I stepped inside, closing the door behind me.
Her faintly lit room had only what she absolutely needed. Tomes on history and the gods lined a single shelf on the floor-to-ceiling bookcase. The acolytes took the orphans living in the temple out to buy anything they wanted. But whatever Tryssa bought wasn’t in this room.
“You should decorate more,” I said.
She ignored me and asked, voice muffled by pillows, “What’s the speech this time?”
I leaned against her small desk near the window, careful not to disturb the neat stack of papers. “Klareth told me about the bathing oil. The girl’s hair will grow back, but I imagine you had a reason for what you did?”
She pushed herself up and pulled her knees to her chest. “Emi is a bully. She thinks she’s better than everyone. She learns what happened to the other girls’ parents. Uses it against them so she can take their stuff.”
“And none of the acolytes step in?”
She shook her head, squeezing her legs.
My blood sparked, the tempest rising to the surface, and I gripped the desk to keep my hands steady. Why were they allowing that to continue? I closed my eyes.
Breathe. In. Out. In front of Tryssa is the last place to lose control.
As Divine, I should’ve had final say on matters at the temple and should’ve had authority to punish Emi. But Klareth bonded herself to me with an imitation of the tenebrae bond—a bond meant to make her my protector. All it did was make it so I couldn’t harm her with the lightning coursing through me and allowed her to have free rein over the temple of Ahrea.
I may have never wanted the responsibility of the temple, but with the choice removed, I played peacekeeper as often as I could, even if it meant suffering the consequences.
I opened my eyes and pushed away from the desk and approached Tryssa’s bed. Kneeling, I said, “I know you’re trying to help, but you can’t keep getting into trouble. There’s only so much I can do to keep Klareth . . .” I squeezed her heavy gray blanket. “Keep her content.”
Tryssa scoffed and stared out her window. “The other girls are scared of you,” she said, changing the subject. “I tell them they shouldn’t be. That you’re nice, but . . .”
I smiled. “Don’t concern yourself with that.” I stood and started for the door. “I’ll see what I can do, but keep your head down and stay out of trouble. Let me or Marus know if something is going on. Better to let us deal with it and Klareth.”
The sound of rustling blankets sounded behind me. “Eira . . .”
I turned to face her.
She was lying on her side now, facing me. “We’ve all heard the thunder. Seen the lightning on a clear day. It’s why the others are scared of you. How come you’re never like that when you’re here?”
My stomach turned, and I took a shaky breath. “Get some sleep,” I said, then stepped out into the empty hall, closing the door behind me.
I sucked in a deep breath of the cool, quiet air and leaned against Tryssa’s door. Holding my hands palm up, I discharged a fraction of lightning. Tendrils of the blue-white energy danced between my fingers.
The Tempest—my Divine title and my Divine gift. The gods’ chosen for their power. Lightning festered within me, longing for release. Even when I was calm, it itched to be free. A constant check and balance, trying to stay within the storm’s eye. One wrong lapse of emotion—one too-strong flare of frustration or anger—and I would slip out of the eye and into chaos.
I drew in the tendrils of lightning, the sparks dissipating, and started for the library.
The tempest writhed beneath the surface, prodding for an escape, the small discharge not enough to sate it. “All the power of a storm at my fingertips and nothing to show for it,” I muttered. Just calming techniques and hours wasted meditating.

      [image: image-placeholder]I took a detour through the serene temple garden—the perfect place to hide, making it one of my favorite places. It hid an entrance to the hall that led past the kitchen and to the library. The everflame lamps in the kitchen were doused, so I ducked inside to grab a bottle of wine—the one other thing that helped keep the tempest in check. Though any sort of alcohol would’ve done the trick.
Alcohol was the closest thing to muffling the storm I’d found. I grabbed a bottle of red wine and two wineglasses, and continued through the empty halls.
Using my hip, I pushed through the gilded double doors of the library emblazoned with symbols representing each god and goddess. The scent of books and parchment filled the air as I ambled through the rows of tall shelves toward the nearly hidden study Marus claimed as his office.
The temple of Ahrea’s library was his little corner of the world. He adored language and knowledge, though his age was often a point of criticism from the grumpy old scholars long past their prime.
I didn’t bother knocking before entering the secluded study in the far back of the library. Marus sat on a worn couch that had seen better days, feet propped up on the rectangle cedar table in front of him. He’d tied back his long blond hair and had abandoned his coat on the back of the couch, leaving him in a patterned brown waistcoat and with the sleeves of his white shirt rolled up to the elbows.
“Klareth would be fuming if she knew you had your feet on the table,” I said, placing the wine bottle and two glasses between the scattered books. “And with your shoes on? She might finally blow a vessel.”
He peered at me past his square glasses and smiled. “Sounds like I may do everyone a favor if she found out.”
I laughed. “Maybe so.”
He closed his book, placing it on the cushion next to him, and pushed his glasses up the long bridge of his nose. With his high cheekbones and narrow face, he could have almost passed for one of the fey. His russet-colored eyes drifted to the bottle. “I was wondering when you’d get here.” He glanced at the clock, which read one in the morning. “Klareth have you meditating again?”
I plopped down in the armchair that matched the couch. “Something like that.”
He stood, grabbing the bottle of wine to open it. “Do tell.”
“She interrupted. Apparently, Tryssa got her hands on enchanted bath oil. Emi doesn’t have hair anymore. I’m sure you can imagine Klareth’s fury.”
Marus laughed, warm and infectious. The sound brought a smile to my face. “I can’t believe she’d do that.” He removed the cork from the bottle. “Wait. Actually, I can. But what did Tryssa have to say?” he asked.
“Emi is terrible.”
He raised a brow.
I rolled my eyes. “Fine. Emi may be blackmailing the other girls.”
He poured a healthy amount of wine into both glasses and handed me one. “Quite the accusation.”
I took the glass and a long drink, letting the acidic sweetness coat my mouth and settle deep in my stomach. “Which is why I have another reason for my visit.”
“You want me to monitor her?”
I nodded, biting the corner of my lip.
“That’s a demure look, even for you.”
“I’m sor—”
“We both know how everyone acts around you, and far be it from me to help a friend in need.”
I lowered my wineglass and stared into the crimson liquid. Marus often made it easy to forget that I was a Divine around him—that I was the Tempest. Yet he’d also been the one to notice the weather anomalies caused by the outbursts of my power and had tracked me down in the dwarven city of Tiruhm.
I raised the glass, taking a long swallow of wine. “If there’s ever anything I can do for you, tell me.”
“Helping me research the Divine and their gifts is more than enough. Watching out for some mishap between the kids is the least I can do.”
I smiled and tilted my glass to his, and they clinked together. “As promised.” Not that I have much to offer.
Using my gift was too dangerous around him. It’d be too easy to accidentally kill him if I wasn’t careful. My account of my abilities and the occasional observation was all he had to go off of. But he’d promised he’d use his findings to help future Divine, so I did what I could.
Quick, heavy footsteps sounded in the library, and Marus shot me a questioning look.
I shook my head. It was too late for anyone to be visiting aside from Klareth, but the footsteps didn’t match the click of her heels. Roan?
I shot up, placing my glass down without a sound. Him finding me in the library would be just as bad as Klareth. I cracked open the door of the study but didn’t spot anyone. Tiptoeing, I slipped out and hid behind a bookshelf in the shadows.
The footsteps grew closer, and I peeked out.
Malik strode toward the study, his usual combat leathers replaced with a fine tunic of green and gold. The sword at his hip remained, and he’d tucked his loose pants into knee-high boots that likely concealed more weapons. Beside him, Selena looked almost out of place with her soft face and dark, tight curls.
My heart raced, and I stepped out into the open. Malik only visited the temple for one reason.
The hard lines of Malik’s face softened, his green eyes somber. Someone had to be injured.
“Where are they?” I asked.
Marus stepped up beside me, wine still in hand. His eyes narrowed at Malik.
“The guildhall,” Malik said.
I nodded, already heading for the library’s exit, not caring about the possibility of Klareth’s punishment if she found out that I was gone or using the only good that came from the lightning I wielded—the ability to heal.











  
  Chapter 3



Malik led us to the Copper Jackals’ guildhall looming at the end of Copper Alley. The street had picked up the not-so-clever name as the guild grew and members established businesses along either side. Everflame lamps decorated the white stone walls of the large guildhall. Most of the members lived in this building, using it as a home. 
After nightfall, only members could enter, but several remained active throughout the night to keep the city and surrounding villages safe in place of the five High Houses. Most believed they’d forgone their duty to the people of the Kingdom of Valaryn. Truthfully, if it weren’t for the Copper Jackals taking up residence in Dusmir, the city wouldn’t have grown as much as it had.
We made it up the steps leading to the entrance, and Malik placed his palm against the enchanted golden-jackal motif in the center of the door. The eyes glowed amber, and the door swung open on its own.
Two sweeping staircases framed the large foyer, and corridors led left and right, deeper into the guildhall. We veered right down the hall leading to their infirmary, somewhere I’d grown all too familiar with.
I couldn’t help but wonder what had happened since Malik only called on me for severe injuries. The less frequently he needed me, the less likely it was that Klareth would find out what I did for the Copper Jackals.
Malik pushed open the door to the infirmary. A stringent medicinal scent stung my nose, and I blinked, my eyes adjusting to the blinding bright light from silver everflame lamps.
Three unfamiliar faces watched me. I thanked the gods that not all the beds were full and liked to think it meant others I’d healed had learned from their near-death experience.
I stepped closer to the bed farthest from the door, and the blood drained from my face.
The guild leader, Veth, pressed her hands to a young woman’s wound, holding in the intestines threatening to spill free. A bloody pink loop had escaped her efforts. Blood pooled on the white floors, leaving the woman’s skin ashen. Each breath she took was ragged as her chest sank in.
It was a miracle the woman even hung on to life.
“Hurry,” Veth said. Tired, dark crescents cradled her emerald eyes.
Swallowing hard, I knelt beside both of them and placed my hand along the girl’s stomach and took a deep breath, closing my eyes. I imagined a glowing silver thread connecting my soul to hers. A sliver of vibrant life remained along the woman’s thread, barely a blip. I sighed, anxiety easing. But the only thing standing between the woman and death was me.
I released my hold on the lightning. It tickled my fingers, twining around them. I didn’t need to open my eyes to know that it now skated across the woman, seeking the wound.
Her thread of life grew shorter.
No!
I pushed more lightning from within me toward her gaping abdomen, willing the mending to hasten. The thread bobbed again, the light blinking out for a second and then returning. My jaw clenched, and then I gasped, her pain rushing into me, sharp and vicious.
Her warm, sticky skin burned like fire against my cold hands, the healing process leeching their warmth. I sucked in a heaving breath.
The bit of thread flickered, then glowed with life again, and I smiled. She’s going to be okay.
I opened my eyes and pulled my hand away, drawing the energy back. A little pink scar of new flesh had replaced the gaping wound. By tomorrow, it would be gone. Only the people in the room would know anything was amiss.
If the wound hadn’t healed fast enough, she would’ve died, and there would’ve been nothing I could do. Each Divine’s ability to heal was unique. Lightning expedited the natural healing process, making fatal wounds tricky.
Veth placed her hand on mine. “Thank you,” she whispered.
I stood and then nodded at the Copper Jackals’ leader. The world around me wobbled, her half-fey beauty blurring. I steadied myself on the bed. “Someone had to,” I said.
“Rest here as long as you need.”
I started to nod again but thought better of it. “Thanks, but I’m fine,” I lied.
Veth frowned, and the sharp angles of her face softened.
“You worry too much,” I said, keeping my hand on the edge of the bed. Sure of myself, I let go but stumbled with my second step. Marus placed a steadying hand on the small of my back and took my hand in the other.
“You really should rest,” he whispered, guiding me out of the room.
“And lose this bit of freedom?”
“My quarters before you go,” Malik interrupted outside the doorway.
I sighed.
Malik likely wanted to discuss me joining the Copper Jackals. Again. But it’d be after he saw to it that each injured member’s family was informed of their status. It could be hours before he was ready to talk.
“Find me at the Sleeping Alligator,” I said, waving him off.
His sharp glare cut through the blurry haze. Before he could argue, I started down the hall, Marus sticking close by and assisting as best he could. He ensured I didn’t fall but knew better than to hover like a mother hen.
Even with his help, my balance failed me, and I stumbled into a wall. If anyone saw me, they would likely think I’d had one drink too many and that Marus was helping me home. Only a few people knew about what I did for the Copper Jackals, and it was better that way. Having the entire city beg the resident Divine to heal them would be hard to hide from Klareth.
Getting down the steps outside the guildhall tested me; it had to be Ahrea’s luck that I didn’t tumble down them. Or maybe I should thank Marus. He stopped me a few times and made me wait until I was steady before moving down another step.
“You should take it easy,” Marus said.
“That’s what Esteban’s tavern is for.” A drink would dull the throbbing in my head.
Marus groaned and continued to follow for a few minutes before asking, “Are you sure you’ll be all right?”
My balance steadied on the level street, and the cool air eased the dizziness and my pounding head. “I feel better by the minute.”
His brow pinched together, but he conceded. “I’ll be at the library if you need me.”
I nodded and suspected it was only because I’d be with Esteban that he’d relented.
Keeping my focus on putting one foot in front of the other, my mind continued to clear from the intense healing, and the relentless itch of lightning had dampened. Lethal wounds always drained the buzzing energy from the power I’d been gifted.
The Sleeping Alligator came into view, but coming out of a nearby restaurant was Klareth’s husband, Roan Beris. His coppery hair shone in the lamplight of the street. He held the hand of a smiling child. In the dark, I couldn’t be certain if it was an orphan from the temple.
I ducked into the alley between the tavern and the blacksmith before he spotted me.
Roan blocked any further view of the child, gesturing as they headed toward the temple. Klareth often liked to treat her favorites to meals outside of the bland food within the temple but didn’t always have time to do so herself, and she often asked her husband to do so in her stead. That was most likely what he’d been doing.
They rounded a corner, and I waited an extra minute before peeking out of the alley and dashing for the Sleeping Alligator.
I pushed on the door of the tavern and met resistance, so I squeezed through the crack, tumbling into a muscled chest. Stepping back, I recognized the broad-shouldered member of the Copper Jackals who often worked for Esteban. He bore a copper pin of a jackal’s head on his open tunic, which revealed muscled dark brown skin.
He smiled down at me and said, “Careful. Wouldn’t want you to piss off the wrong guy.”
I smiled back. “Peacekeeping for Esteban tonight?”
He nodded, scanning the tavern patrons who were drinking, dancing, and eating their fill. “If Esteban didn’t offer such a nice deal, it’d be a different story.”
A fight broke out on the other end of where we were, and the broad-shouldered man darted off. Over his shoulder he shouted, “Be careful, girlie.”
Esteban’s tavern was very . . . dwarven.
The interior and furnishings were mostly iron. A large forge stood in the far corner like a fountain of molten iron, giving the space a perpetual smoky, metallic scent. A couple of dwarves stood in front of the forge, crafting steins for the bar. The forge functioned the way a fireplace would in an average tavern, only it was far more dangerous.
I sat at the iron countertop. Esteban wandered over a moment later, stepping up behind the counter on the landing that had been built for dwarves and gnomish alike. His brown-red beard speckled with gray hairs was braided, with a decorative bead holding it together at the bottom. He studied me. “You look like you’ve had a shit night, girl.” He pushed a wineglass in front of me that had a familiar berry-sweet scent.
I beamed at it, taking the drink. The wine was a special brew he’d made for me. He claimed it was too sweet for his average clientele, but he’d used his skill with dwarven ale making to craft the decadent vintage.
I gulped down the first swallow of the smooth, tart wine. “And you’re looking as lovely as ever.”
“You’re pale,” he said.
I waved off his concern. “I’m always pale.”
He frowned.
I took another long drink. “I didn’t sleep much,” I lied.
Esteban scoffed, wiping down the counter. “Take care of yourself, girl. I don’t have much I care for.”
My eyes dropped to the red-berry wine swirling in the wineglass. Esteban was the closest I had to family aside from my aunt and cousin, strange as it was. He used to belong to a performing troupe that visited every year for the Lunar Dream festival in the winter before my parents passed. Happenstance brought us back together. Those simpler days were long gone, but I still held those childhood memories close to my heart.
“I’ll avoid any undo recklessness,” I said.
He rolled his golden-brown eyes. “Direct some of that reckless behavior at freeing yourself from that temple, and live your life, girl.”
Before I could reply, the kitchen staff called Esteban away.
I sipped the wine, letting the sweetness coat my mouth before swallowing, and tried not to think about what he’d said. As the Tempest, I wasn’t sure I’d ever be free.
I spun around, surveying the tavern patrons. My white-haired acquaintance—the magnate who supplied the Copper Jackals—was nowhere to be seen, and I sighed. Keiran and I only got to see each other when we happened to cross paths in the tavern, but it’d been a few weeks since I last saw him.
Leaning back against the counter in my seat, I finished the wine. Looks darted my way here and there. I flashed them a thin-lipped smile, and their eyes wandered away with expressions of embarrassment. I doubt they had expected me to notice them.
A barmaid with dark braided hair filled my glass, and I savored another sip, the sweetness warming my throat and spreading as it went down.
A man slid onto the stool beside me and whistled, and I shot him a glare, straightening.
He grinned, crinkling his twisted nose. He looked as though he needed a bath. “And I thought it was just the dwarven ale that was good.” He slurred his words, and from how he grappled the counter to stay upright, I could tell he’d had a few too many. He took in a slow eyeful, his gaze lingering on my chest.
An arm wrapped around my waist from the other side. I yelped, drawing attention from a few nearby patrons, who quickly went back to their drinks and conversations with their companions.
The man with the twisted nose stepped closer.
I wriggled in the grasp of the sour-breathed man who’d grabbed me, and glanced toward the kitchen, but there wasn’t anyone there.
Lucky for the intoxicated men, the storm inside was a dull thrum against my skin and not a threat to them. Unlucky for me.
“You’re a pretty thing,” the man holding me said.
I elbowed him, and his grip loosened enough for me to slide out of my seat. I stepped away, but one of them grabbed me from behind, their grasp pinning my arms at my sides. A hand slid toward my breasts, and nausea built in my stomach.
A shaggy-haired man stepped in front of me—the sour-breathed man. His rough fingers brushed against my cheek, and his eyes stilled as they met mine. Mismatched eyes weren’t common, after all. I used his pause to try to kick him between the legs, but he pressed himself against me before I could. He grinned, revealing a missing tooth as his gaze shifted from my deep blue eye to the burnt umber one. “Be a sweetheart and play with us.”
Between the drinks I’d had and my waning energy from healing a lethal wound, my physical strength wasn’t at its peak. I tried slipping my hand to the dagger I kept strapped to my thigh, but it wasn’t there. Dammit, I didn’t grab it before leaving the temple.
“It doesn’t look like she’s enjoying herself.” I peered over the man’s shoulder to the savage-laced voice.
My gaze met his, and I couldn’t look away.
Eyes the color of dark storm clouds ready to burst reminded me so much of the tempest that writhed in my body and under my skin, waiting to break free—I hated the color for that but found myself trapped in them all the same. His expression promised violence.
The shaggy-haired man’s calloused fingers ran along my cheek again, and I jerked away.
From behind me, the stale alcohol on the other man’s breath carried his words. “Mind your business, asshole.”
Those storm-cloud eyes darkened, and he stalked forward, a wolf in a den of prey. Each step he took was full of deadly intent.
They released me and both scurried off, seeming to finally notice the promise in his voice and eyes. The one with the twisted nose tripped, stumbling to the floor, and his friend abandoned him.
I turned back to the man who had saved me. No, not saved. He’d simply scared off the brutes. I didn’t need to be saved.
“A thank-you would be nice,” he said, taking the drunkard’s seat next to me and placing an iron mug on the counter. Lamplight gleamed off his artfully messy dark hair.
“Excuse me? I didn’t ask you to do anything.”
The corners of his lips rose, lazy and full of arrogance. “But didn’t you? It would have been a shame if those men had their way with you.” He paused, but when I didn’t respond, he added, voice smooth like decadent chocolate, “The name is Caelus, by the way. Since you still haven’t asked.”
I blinked a few times, not sure what to say.
“The tavern keep and you seem to be on good terms.”
It was common knowledge that Esteban and I were close. I’d never seen this man before, and I certainly would have remembered him for his looks alone. “Everyone around here knows that Esteban isn’t just a tavern keep. Anyone who thinks less of him is either crass or uneducated.”
His smile changed. Some of that arrogance slipped and filled with warmth. He was handsome, with high cheekbones and a sharp jawline. Before he could catch me staring, I took another drink.
“And you’re clearly not of the uneducated sort,” he mused, playing with the rim of his mug.
“Clearly.”
“And what can I call the woman who is clearly not of the uneducated sort and who didn’t ask for my help and is the most beautiful person in the room?”
My mouth would have fallen open if I hadn’t filled it with another sip of wine. I swallowed hard. “Excuse me?”
His gaze swept over me, that smile still in place. “I’m asking for your name.” He gestured to the room and said, “But before I came to be in your company, anyone who hasn’t been otherwise occupied has admired you. Even those who were otherwise occupied stole a glance.”
“And how do you know that?”
He leaned in and whispered, “I watched them as you stumbled in.”
“So, you’re a stalker?”
He laughed, the sound rich and inviting, and my chest tightened. I hated his laugh. Not because of the warm sound, but because I wasn’t allowed these moments. Klareth kept me at her whim in the temple. Experiencing pleasant, flirty moments was near heart wrenching, knowing my life wouldn’t—couldn’t—be normal.
“Some might say so,” he said finally. “I’d like to think I’m simply quite . . . perceptive.”
“That’s a fancy way of saying you enjoy watching people.”
He shrugged and sipped from his cup. “Perhaps. Do you often visit the tavern? Or is it to see the owner?” he asked.
“That’s quite the personal question for someone you just met.”
“Fair enough,” he said, scanning the room. He smiled. “What about your favorite food? Harmless enough?”
A laugh escaped at the absurdly basic question. “I suppose. I love sweets. Especially chocolate. The baker on Copper Alley makes the best chocolate-filled pastries.”
From the corner of my eye, a familiar head of ebony hair that fell in dark curtains around a square face came closer, and my smile fell. Alissa. Klareth’s assistant.
My heart sped up, but Alissa turned and walked to the far side of the tavern, shooting glares at anyone who was too close. The rapid beating eased for the moment. Did she notice me? She may be on the other side of the room, but after what Caelus said about people admiring me, I didn’t want to take any chances.
I jolted up and held onto the counter to keep steady, my head spinning again. Esteban must have changed how he brewed the wine and made it stronger. I only made it a handful of steps before I tripped. Caelus’s hand wrapped around my arm and pulled me against his warm, hard chest. The act sent my vision whirling, but it was Caelus who led me closer to the exit and, subsequently, closer to Alissa.
“Running off?” he asked in a teasing tone.
I peeked around him. I’d lost Alissa in the group of patrons. “Not exactly.”
He watched my gaze shift back to him. “Then running from someone?” He was so close. The smell of leather, spring rain, and citrus broke through the stuffy tavern air. His breath caressed my cheek, and it sent warm little tingles through my body. When did he get this close?
“More like avoiding. For now.”
Something flashed across his eyes that I didn’t catch before he was closer, his lips on the verge of brushing against mine. “Perhaps I can help?” he asked.
I blinked, my body too warm. “H-help?”
“I’m rather good at making escapes, my lady.”
“Don’t call me that,” I hissed. “If anyone heard you, they might think poorly of you. The High Houses aren’t exactly beloved here.”
Caelus smiled lazily. “Of course. We wouldn’t want that.” He peeked over his shoulder, then turned back to me. “But you’re running out of time if you want my help.”
I tried to look past him, but it was impossible. He was too close, and his broad shoulders blocked prying eyes. It was an oddly sweet gesture for a total stranger.
I clenched my hands against my sides, and my gaze landed on Caelus again. He watched me with intense dark eyes, waiting.
Alissa didn’t always inform Klareth. Why did I even care if she caught me? It wouldn’t be the first time, but I didn’t want to take the chance of being subjected to hours of torment either. Maybe it was because I knew I shouldn’t be here. Was I running from the loneliness in my room at the temple? Before I could talk myself into being reckless and staying, I nodded.
Caelus didn’t waste any time leading me out of the tavern. He glanced over his shoulder once more, and I wondered how he knew whom I was avoiding. He pulled me to his side after a moment and headed straight for the exit, not even bothering to stick to the edges of the crowd. I stiffened as we snaked through the throng of people.
He must have noticed when my muscles tensed, because he leaned down and said, “It’s easier to go unnoticed when you’re one of many.”
We were approaching the exit when suddenly I heard, “Eira? Is that you?”
Caelus intercepted her, and I ducked into a nearby broom closet. I heard him say, “My, I never expected to see someone as lovely as you here tonight. Care to sit with me?”
Alissa didn’t say anything for a moment. I wondered what kind of expression he got from a line like that. My mouth dried at the thought. I had no claim to him. Alissa wasn’t one to swoon over a man simply because of some pretty words and a pretty face, though.
“Excuse me, but I thought I saw a friend,” Alissa said.
“Oh, you’ll have to forgive me, then. I didn’t mean to intrude. It seems you were mistaken about your friend.” There was a pause. “Let me buy you an apology drink on the chance that I caused you to miss them.”
I waited several minutes before popping out of the closet. I turned to make my escape when I came face-first with Malik’s chest. Stumbling back a step, I looked up at him. Dark coppery-brown strands of hair fell over his eyes, casting a shadow over the harsh lines of his face and adding to his expression of a man who was forever on the edge of exploding at the first person who said something wrong. Without saying a word, he turned on his heel and stepped outside.
I kept a fair distance as I followed him into the cool night air that calmed my flushed cheeks.











  
  Chapter 4



Malik led the way to the Temple of Ahrea, only the sounds of nighttime frivolity around us. He walked with his back straight, shoulders tense.  He’s pissed. But was it pissed that I’d left, or was it because I’d gone to the tavern? Knowing him, it could be both.
While Malik—the Second of the Copper Jackals—was revered as well as feared in Dusmir, the only person he listened to was his sister, and Veth could be a pushover for her little brother.
There were stories about his esprit—the soul’s magic essence, according to Marus. People whispered that Malik could curse someone with a look or inflict hours of torture in a second. Considering esprit was a reflection of the soul manifested, it made sense, but it scared people as much as it made them respect him.
But Malik protected Dusmir when the king and his council—the Dawn Conclave, made up of the five sworn High Houses—didn’t. Though I should say four: the Quinns died in a fire nearly fourteen years ago. He wanted me to join their guild and leave the temple. The high priestess ensured that wasn’t possible.
It was a shame the king and the Dawn Conclave opposed the formation of guilds. They made keeping the kingdom safe easier on them. But since they couldn’t control the guilds as they did their armies, it likely grated on them. And there was concern the king could change the laws surrounding guilds. Too bad for the king that the guilds made it hard by operating within the law.
He stopped at the temple’s limestone steps, and I bumped into him, stumbling back a bit. I smiled sheepishly and ran my fingers through the length of my hair. He crossed his arms, leaning against the stone railing, and I watched a lotus floating in the nearby pond.
“Naomi owes you her life, and I owe you for coming.” He sighed. “I’ve heard Klareth has been extra bitchy lately. You can still leave. Join the guild.”
I shook my head. “You know I can’t.”
His brows pinched together. “Then need I remind you of your promise?” To his credit, Malik kept his tone even.
I bit my inner cheek. “I haven’t forgotten.”
Malik had been the one to bring Teeg to the temple a year and a half ago. He’d sought me out and demanded that I keep him as far from Klareth as possible. Funny, considering I was the person Klareth kept leashed nearby. Malik wouldn’t answer when I’d asked why. Not even Veth would tell me, but I promised all the same.
He faced the empty street, his expression bored despite his tense posture. “A small town to the west reported disappearances. Everyone we found was dead.” He kicked a stray rock. “Naomi must have Ahrea’s luck to have made it back here alive with that wound.”
A bitter taste filled my mouth.
King Olbecht and the High Houses never used any resources investigating the increasing number of disappearances over the past few years, leaving the Copper Jackals and Midnight Wolves to pick up their slack. Neither guild had gleaned much. If only they’d put aside their rivalry and work together, they might make headway in figuring out why.
“Did she come back alone?” I asked.
“Her team is dead, if that’s what you’re asking.”
My hands fell to my sides, and my gaze drifted back to the lone lotus in the pond.
“Go inside. Remember to keep that bit—”
“Watch what you say about the high priestess, Second,” came Alissa’s sickeningly sweet voice.
She stopped a careful distance from Malik, her face flushed, and I couldn’t help but wonder what Caelus had said to her.
Her sharp eyes landed on me. “And you should be in your room or the Chamber of Gods, Tempest.”
At least she hadn’t seen me at the tavern. Great, now I’d have to thank Caelus. If I ever see him again.
“I was just heading inside,” I said,  taking a step past where Malik leaned against the railing.
He tipped forward, whispering, “Keep the boy safe, Tempest.”
I focused on continuing to walk as though he’d said nothing, but my shoulders bore the weight of his request. Every time Malik used my title, I felt like he expected more—like his words were that of the people of Dusmir. Maybe they are.
But why did I care what he thought? The people viewed the Divine as beacons of hope. Yet I was as good as helpless, unable to use my abilities to help as often as I wanted because of a bond that leashed me to Klareth. And really, I couldn’t use the tempest for anything other than healing people behind Klareth’s back.
I wanted to run back into the tavern and enjoy the night. Talk to Caelus. Pretend I could do more. But I endured with heavy steps, until I was inside the large, cold temple and back to my room.
There was no sense in letting myself believe that I could have what everyone took for granted. Not while I was here, and not while Klareth lived. I would be stuck in the temple for decades. My mind wandered to my brief conversation with Caelus. His handsome features and charm lingered until I drifted off.
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