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	PROLOGUE

	THE NEWLY CROWNED queen sank into the dark waters of the sanctum’s pool. The room was in utter chaos, and no one seemed to notice their queen disappearing into the depths. He chuckled to himself, knowing it would go unheard in the rumble of scattering footsteps. It was all going exactly as he’d anticipated.

	He watched while the Alchyra rushed after the escaping Mathias.

	A young maiden escaping with the crowd caught his eye. She screamed, “The queen!”

	He gave her a curt nod and darted down to the pool’s edge. He dragged Blaise’s limp body from the sanctum pool. The large room was nearly empty by the time he carried her to the closest bedchamber.

	Gods, she’s heavy. Damn sentinels and their godsforsaken training. He heaved Blaise onto the huge mattress. Her shallow breathing was the final piece that would allow him everything he wanted.

	“And so it begins.” He retrieved a crystal from his pocket.

	Next to Blaise’s unconscious body lay a corpse.

	A grin crept onto his pale features as he placed the crystal to Blaise’s forehead. It changed from translucent white to yellow in a matter of seconds.

	He walked around to the corpse, which he’d alchemized for this mission. He slid the crystal into the gold-prong setting that hung from the chain around the dead body’s neck. The corpse’s skin became smooth, and its facial features mutated. Blaise lay beside herself in front of him.

	The new Blaise opened her eyes to meet his cold gaze. He touched the symbol on his sternum, and it tingled. “It’s done. You know what to do.”

	She nodded and sat up, swinging her legs over the side of the bed.

	He caught a glance of the glowing symbol at the edge of her low neckline. “That is never to be seen,” he hissed.

	Without a word, she adjusted her bodice in the mirror next to the door, then walked out of the room.

	He stared at the real Blaise. He could practically taste his immortality.

	I have done what you’ve asked. Break free from your bonds and come forth. Reclaim what is yours.



	




	 

	Chapter 1

	Kaiden

	IT HAD BEEN three weeks since he’d left her. Even though he was back with his family, he wasn’t the same without her. He would never be the same without her. Kaiden Atherton didn’t stand as tall as he used to. His shoulders slumped forward, and he often stared at his boots while walking.

	He was a celebrated hero upon his return to Elatora. He’d secured his inevitable promotion to commander of the Sentinel Order. It should’ve made him happy, should’ve had him jumping for joy. In the past, he would’ve been thrilled, but the thought left him overwhelmed and empty.

	Now that he knew the truth about everything, it was difficult to go back to the routine he’d left, difficult to go back to the way things had been before he’d met Blaise. She was the lost heir of Balam and a half god, and Kaiden was half-ellorian. Since he’d left Balam, something inside him had become hollow. And he didn’t know what that feeling meant.

	Blaise’s vibrations haunted him at night despite their distance and how they’d parted. Kaiden still wanted Blaise, longed for her. The familiar humming itched at his back. He could feel her breath in his chest and her pulse in his neck. He’d convinced himself the feeling would pass but was beginning to realize leaving her had been the biggest mistake of his existence.

	Blaise’s coronation ceremony had been three weeks ago. Mathias had stayed in Balam after their suicidal mission, and he should’ve been back. It was unlike him. If he’d run into trouble, Mathias would’ve sent word, but none had arrived.

	That last mission had left the unit broken, forcing Kaiden to take some time for recovery. It was thanks to that mission he’d learned his mother, Beatrice, was an ellorian—a peacekeeper of the realm created with pure akrani by the lower god of peace, Colvyr. During his break, he’d spoken to his father, Commander Stephen, and had asked about his bloodline.

	The commander had avoided saying anything more than general details about Beatrice. Kaiden knew it was painful for his dad to reminisce about his mom, so even though he had more questions, he’d refrained from pushing too hard.

	Hopefully King Vaughn will be more willing to talk about her.

	King Vaughn had been busy traveling to and from the nearby port. This was the soonest he could meet, and Kaiden was itching to ask questions—to discover the truth about his mother.

	The musky scent of rain filled Kaiden’s nostrils, and a crisp breeze caressed his dirt-covered cheeks. He strode through the large oak doors of Cloveshire Castle, the dull stone clacking with each of his booted steps. He slowed his pace, passing a row of arched floor-to-ceiling windows on his right. The sun hid behind dark clouds. Raindrops hit the windows at an angle and trickled down the glass panes. This type of weather wasn’t uncommon for the time of year, yet Kaiden couldn’t help but wonder if he’d ever see the sun shine again.

	“Captain Kaiden,” a familiar deep voice bellowed from behind him.

	Kaiden turned and grinned. “George.”

	The burly man pulled him in for a hug. “It’s good to see you.”

	Kaiden noticed his dark green tunic and black trousers. “What’s this? No armor?”

	George shook his head with a smile, combing his fingers through his long auburn beard. “After being chased by the kynarah, I decided it was time to retire. The kids are growin’ fast. They need their father. And my wife needs her husband.”

	Kaiden admired George for putting his family first. He chuckled, clapping him on his shoulder. “It’s about gods damned time. What brings you to the castle?”

	“Pickin’ up a few things I left in the armory. What about you, Captain? How you farin’?” George asked.

	Kaiden didn’t know how to answer that. He had everything he’d ever wanted in life. Well . . . everything he’d thought he wanted. His lips curved up, and he lied, “Fine. I’ve been put in charge of the squires’ training. They’re to graduate soon.”

	“That’s great, Captain. Do you know how Blaise is doing?”

	Kaiden’s eyebrows rose, and he inhaled. “I’m not entirely sure.”

	“Oh.” A concerned look crept onto George’s rugged features. “Captain, if you need to talk, I’m here.”

	Kaiden appreciated his offer, but he wasn’t one to open up to others. “Thank you, George. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a meeting with the king.” He started toward the throne room.

	“Of course. I’ll be seein’ you.”

	“Give my best to the family,” Kaiden replied, then turned the corner into another wide corridor.

	Kaiden stopped in front of two oak doors embossed with the Bere family crest, inhaled a deep breath, and glanced at each sentinel standing guard.

	“Captain Kaiden, how are you today?” the woman sentinel asked.

	“I’m well, Sergeant Bianca,” he replied.

	“The king seems to be in good spirits today.” Her lips curved up, and she winked.

	Kaiden was glad to hear it. Maybe it would be easier to coax some answers from King Vaughn.

	“Good,” he said.

	The other guard rolled his eyes and pushed through the door to announce the captain. Kaiden followed the sentinel into the throne room. The clouds had cleared, allowing beams of sunlight to stream in, casting a warm glow over the gray stone floor.

	King Vaughn sat on his throne, the oak tree mural behind him making it appear as though it were part of the trunk. Despite his loose dark trousers and tunic, he hadn’t foregone the simple gold crown adorned with oak leaves. He shook a strand of chestnut hair from his eyes as his gaze snapped to Kaiden from the parchment he’d been reading. “Ah, Captain, I apologize for the late meeting.”

	After the guard left the two men to their privacy, Kaiden bowed, hinging at the waist. The leather of his armor creaked, and as he straightened, his steel pauldrons lightly clinked, and a few flecks of dirt fell to the floor. “No apology necessary, Your Majesty. I know you’re eager to get Blackrock Harbor up and running again. And the sun celebration is happening soon.”

	This tradition had been going on for over five hundred years, and Kaiden loved it, mostly because he would get to indulge in his favorite treats: custard tarts and Sun Cake, which was customary to eat during the eclipse to keep negative energy at bay. It was an annual event that brought all the peoples of the realms together.

	The king nodded and massaged the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. “Don’t remind me. I’d cancel it if I could.” He stood, setting the parchment roll on his seat. He walked down the steps and came within a foot of Kaiden, scanning his muddy boots and dirty armor. He flicked a piece of crud off Kaiden’s chest plate with his index finger, amusement shining in his dark eyes.

	Kaiden didn’t falter at the king’s proximity. “I apologize for my appearance. I was running the final trials with the squires this morning.”

	He smiled. “How are you, Captain?”

	Kaiden rolled the tension from his shoulders and rested his forearm on the hilt of his sword, which hung off his right hip. “I’m fine, Your Majesty.”

	“Well rested?”

	How should I go about this?

	Kaiden replied, “Yes, Your Majesty.”

	“You look like you have questions.” King Vaughn took a step back. “Ask them.” He clasped his hands behind his back.

	Kaiden had left Blaise in order to ask the question that had been burning holes in his mind and keeping him up most nights. “Can you tell me about my mother and her lineage?”

	King Vaughn averted his gaze. “Have you asked your father about this?”

	Kaiden pushed back the strands of dark hair covering his forehead. “Tried and failed.”

	What if his mom turned out to be a villain or had been involved in some terrible things? What if she wasn’t the hero he believed her to be? He had always looked up to her, even in her death, and didn’t want to think she could be anything other than perfect. If she wasn’t the person Kaiden thought she was, the remnants of his heart would shatter.

	“Where to start?” King Vaughn walked back up the steps to the throne, picked up the parchment roll, and sat.

	Kaiden braced himself for the truth.

	“Your mother was one of many ellorians who lived in Crenitha. She served alongside the sentinels for years. Beatrice’s satori allowed us to counter Rowena’s revenants. It was because of her that Haven and Elatora survived as long as we did.”

	Kaiden’s shoulders relaxed, and he loosed a breath. “Why did Rowena betray her own kind? Did anyone know she was an ellorian?”

	King Vaughn shook his head. “No one knew Rowena’s true lineage until your most recent mission. I’m not sure your mother knew either until it was too late.”

	Kaiden cleared his throat. “Do you know the details of my mother’s death?”

	“Your mother was tired of seeing units of sentinels and Haven soldiers slaughtered. You showed great promise as a young boy, and she was fearful for your future. Your father and I believed you could carry some of your mother’s abilities—her physical strength or her satori.” The king stared off into the distance, and sorrow came over his face. “She was confident in her satori and decided she should face Rowena alone.”

	Mom never wanted me to become a sentinel. Kaiden’s eyebrows came together. “If I had her satori, wouldn’t it have manifested by now?”

	King Vaughn grinned. “Akrani isn’t always so absolute. It can be subtle. Something I learned from your mother.”

	Could it be possible that his akrani had been developing gradually? That he could use satori to read minds like his mother? Was that what the vibrations were? He still had so many questions about his ellorian bloodline and his alleged satori. Unfortunately, he’d not paid attention in squire lectures when they’d discussed the many complexities of akrani, the second life source.

	The king cut him a sidelong glance. “Is there something else you wish to ask, Captain?”

	Kaiden released another breath. “I have some concerns for Sergeant Mathias. He hasn’t returned, and I’ve received no word from him.”

	“I see.” King Vaughn’s face softened. He stood, descended his throne and walked a few feet, stopping in front of a painting that depicted Colvyr with short dark hair. His eyes were entirely white. The god of peace’s arms were outstretched, a warm smile gracing his serene features.

	Beatrice had been a servant to Colvyr. An ellorian.

	What does that mean?

	Would Kaiden have to serve the god of peace as well even though he was only a half blood?

	“It seems we share similar concerns, Captain. I invited Queen Blaise to attend the squires’ graduation ceremony as my guest of honor. I have received a response from her, but she declined due to an assassination attempt.”

	Kaiden’s eyes widened, and his heart sped up. “What happened?”

	“There was no other information given in the letter.”

	Kaiden’s chest tightened. “What would you have me do, Your Majesty?”

	The king faced Kaiden. “Return to Balam with an official peace treaty for the queen to sign. You’ll go as my emissary, Captain. And while you’re there, figure out what Mathias is doing. Bring him back in one piece, or I’ll have to send the hounds after him. If they find him, I’ll have to send him to the dungeon.”

	Mathias would not want that. Kaiden held back a wince. With the way things had ended, how could he go back and confront Blaise? Then again, he couldn’t say no to the king. The last sentinel to fuck up had been assigned a horrible position on the Teaos wall guarding from midnight to noon. Kaiden did not want to see the king’s bad side.

	“Consider it done, Your Majesty,” Kaiden said with a slight bow.

	“Good. There’s no time to waste. I’ll assign another sentinel to take over the squire unit. You’ll need to gather a small team to accompany you on this mission.” The king rubbed the scruff on his jaw. “I recommend Sergeant Elric Maddock; he’s strong and has a good head on his shoulders. Corporal Simone Pythias has been consistently inquiring about a mission with you, though I’m not entirely sure why,” King Vaughn said. “Regardless, she’s well trained.”

	The first name the king had mentioned sounded familiar. Kaiden remained in silent thought. Where had he heard that name? It dawned on him.

	“Are you talking about Mad Dog Maddock? Wasn’t he thrown into the dungeon for losing control over his akrani?”

	The king waved his hand. “That’s just a detail. Besides, it was an accident. He has been doing well since then,” he said. “Don’t you trust my judgment, Captain?”

	After the lack of honesty King Vaughn had shown regarding Blaise, no, Kaiden didn’t trust him, but he couldn’t tell the king that. “Yes, of course, Your Majesty.”

	It was getting late, and King Vaughn was right. Kaiden needed to assemble his team of sentinels, gather provisions, and set out for Balam.

	“Thank you for indulging me, Your Majesty. I’ll take my leave.”

	“Of course, Captain. May the gods be with you on your journey.”

	The gods. Kaiden hadn’t believed in them before, but after meeting Blaise, he’d been forced to at least acknowledge their existence. She was a half god, a deime.

	Kaiden bowed and returned the sentiment, then walked out of the throne room.

	Once he made it into the hallway, his mind burst with thoughts of Blaise and the potential danger she could be in. Surely Mathias wouldn’t let anything happen to her. What if they were both compromised? Or what if they had formed a bond? It wouldn’t have been the first time a woman chose Mathias over him.

	Kaiden hurried down the wide corridor, and a wave of dizziness hit him, stopping him in his tracks. He leaned against the closest wall and closed his eyes. White blurred his vision. Blaise appeared before him, chained between two pillars on her knees. His teeth began to chatter from the icy chill of what appeared to be a windowless room.

	He called out her name, reached for her, but he received no response. The slump of her body caused his heart to sink. Why was there so much blood? What had happened to her? Where in gehheina was she?

	With another flash of light, he opened his eyes to the hallway of Cloveshire.

	A young squire approached him. “Captain, are you all right, sir?”

	Inhaling, Kaiden straightened and cleared his throat. “I’m fine.” He recognized the boy. “Aren’t you on weapons maintenance?”

	With a nod and fear in his eyes, the squire hurried away in the armory’s direction.

	Maybe once Kaiden arrived back in Balam, he could speak with Zade about what he’d experienced. Maybe he’d find what he was looking for there since he clearly wasn’t finding it in Elatora like he had hoped.
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	KAIDEN MADE IT a priority to stop by the apothecary after his visit with the king to pick up Helena’s elixirs. He’d been paying frequent visits to Blaise’s grandmother and brother, helping with household chores along with any maintenance that needed to be done to the estate. He liked the hard work Helena assigned him, but she often chose chores that resulted in him being shirtless from the heat. Working on the property allowed Kaiden to forget about his responsibilities as a sentinel. It also made him feel closer to Blaise.

	Forty-five minutes later, he stood on the Carringtons’ doorstep, a small pouch in hand. He knocked on the dark wooden door and waited.

	It opened, and Helena greeted him, a smile on her pale pinkish face. “Captain Kaiden, it’s so good to see you again.” She wrinkled her nose at his full body armor.

	He grinned and held up the burlap bag. “Hello, Lady Helena. I wanted to get these to you before you ran out.” It hadn’t been that long ago that Kaiden had promised Blaise he’d buy her gram’s elixirs for the rest of his life. That promise had been made on the condition that Blaise would win their duel to join his unit. She’d lost to Kaiden but had won in other ways.

	Helena took the elixirs, held the door open, and gestured for him to come inside. “What did I say about calling me that? I’m Grams to you.”

	Kaiden smiled, then stomped his boots at the entrance and walked into the foyer. “Very well, Grams. I’m afraid I can’t stay as long as I usually do.”

	Grams tapped her forefinger to her chin. “That’s a shame. I just finished baking a batch of custard tarts.”

	Damn. She knew how to get to him.

	“Come along, Captain. Don’t leave me to finish them on my own.” She led him into the kitchen.

	“If I’m to call you Grams, then it’s only fair you call me Kaiden.” He drew up to the dark oak cabinets, his fingers drifting over the smooth worn countertop where Blaise had likely prepared her meals. He sat at the small wooden table, and his heart fractured as he pictured her sitting next to him, having her buttered toast and hot tea.

	Grams limped over with two plates of custard tarts and silverware in hand. She placed one in front of him. “Something bothering you, Kaiden?” she asked, taking the seat across from him.

	Kaiden smirked, his mouth watering. He took a bite and chewed, and the crust crumbled and melted. He savored the sweetness of the creamy custard. “This is delicious.”

	“Don’t avoid the question.” She shot him a severe look.

	He knew she’d hear about his mission from Daniel eventually. If that man spent half his time practicing sword techniques rather than gossiping, he’d be an expert. “The king has assigned me to act as an emissary.”

	A worried expression dawned on her face. “Why?”

	“He invited Blaise to attend Daniel’s graduation ceremony, but she declined due to an attempt on her life.” Kaiden took the last bite. “And I’ve received no word from Mathias.”

	Grams dropped her fork onto her plate and sat for a moment, shifting her gaze to the tall windows a few feet away. “I see . . .”

	“I’ll take care of this, Grams. I’m sure she’s fine,” Kaiden said, placing his hand over hers.

	She inhaled and breathed out a heavy sigh. She put her other hand on her heart. “I carry her everywhere I go.”

	He placed his hand on his chest. “A hollow feeling?”

	Grams tilted her head. “Go on.”

	“Since I met Blaise, I can feel her. Each breath, each beat of her heart. It’s almost as if she’s a part of me. But since I left Balam—left her—there’s been a void right here. It’s almost unbearable.” Kaiden didn’t know how to say it without sounding crazy.

	Gram’s pale blue eyes met his hazel ones, and she tucked a strand of her long white hair behind one ear, studying him in the silence.

	“You can tell me I’m losing my mind, Grams.” He brushed his fingers through his hair.

	A breathy laugh escaped her. “I don’t think that at all. But I do think you two share a special bond.” She rubbed the bridge of her nose, eyes closed. “There’s a word for it in the old language. I’m afraid old age has taken its toll on me.”

	“You’ve seen this before?”

	“Yes. Between your mother and father.” Grams finished her custard tart, then brought their empty plates to the sink.

	Kaiden was unaware Grams knew his mother. After all the conversations they’d had the past three weeks, Beatrice had never come up. “You knew my mother?”

	Grams glanced at him, scrubbing one of the plates, and nodded. “I did. I thought I told you I met her in Balam when she was an ambassador for Elatora.”

	Had King Vaughn left that detail out on purpose? Kaiden’s family had been connected to Blaise’s long before they met.

	“What do you remember about her?” he asked.

	Grams placed the dishes on the drying rack next to the sink. “Well, she was quite the diplomat, but caring at the same time. That’s rare amongst political types.”

	He smiled as warmth grew in his chest. “I’m glad she left that kind of impression on you.”

	“Not just me, Captain. Everyone around her too.” She shuffled over and took her seat across from him once more.

	He wished he’d known his mother the way Helena knew her. She seemed to have been a light in everyone’s life. Maybe that was why his mom’s death had taken such a toll on his father.

	Grams spoke of the visits Beatrice had made to Balam as an ambassador. Hearing the stories about his mom sent waves of comfort through Kaiden.

	“I do appreciate what you’ve done for me these past weeks.” Grams’s lips curved up.

	“Before I forget.” He untied a small coin pouch from his utility belt. “This should cover your elixirs for a few months and anything else you might need.”

	With a frown, Grams held up her palm in protest. “You don’t have to—”

	“I want to,” he insisted. “Coming here has given me something to look forward to after a long day. Please take the gald.”

	She reached for the pouch, her eyes brimming with tears. “Thank you, Kaiden,” she whispered.

	“I should go. Thank you for the delicious tart.” He stood, and she followed him through the foyer to the front door.

	“Please . . . take care of my Pooka,” she said.

	He couldn’t hold himself back and enveloped her slight frame in his arms. “You have my word, Grams.”

	She returned the hug. “Good. Now go on. I know you have much to do.”

	Kaiden straightened, stole one last glance at her, and then turned on his heel. He made his way through the open pathway to the stable. Cedric stood in one of the stalls, munching on hay. Kaiden led Cedric by the reins into the open. He climbed into the saddle and headed home.

	Kaiden longed to know his mother. In all honesty, he truly longed for purpose again. Before he’d met Blaise, his purpose had been to eventually be promoted to commander of the Sentinel Order and follow in his father’s footsteps.

	I thought after learning the truth about Mom, my purpose would be clearer.
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	KAIDEN WALKED INTO the Atherton house, unbuckling his sword and placing it on the table in the foyer. He gazed at the steps of the open staircase of his home, his mind a million miles away, thoughts of Blaise and Mathias haunting him. He hoped they were safe.

	His father, Commander Stephen, burst through the front door and stared at Kaiden, a chastising look on his rugged face. “We need to talk.”

	Kaiden assumed his dad wanted to know about the meeting with the king. He followed the commander into the study with a sigh.

	In past years, a much younger Kaiden had explored the dark oak shelves lining the walls. He’d learned about the history of the kingdoms of Crenitha. Some books were full of past Athertons’ adventures, and some had information about the gods. A framed picture of the family Kaiden had drawn when he was younger hung on the wall next to the small fireplace.

	I can’t believe Dad kept that.

	His father took a seat at the oak desk sitting in the middle of the room and clasped his leather-gloved hands on the smooth surface. “The king told me you asked about Beatrice.”

	Kaiden stood in the threshold of the doorway and leaned against the frame, attempting to keep his posture relaxed. “You should be glad. You won’t have to avoid my questions anymore.” He hadn’t meant for it to come out so harsh.

	Stephen let out a slow breath. “Your mother wanted certain things to be kept hidden. Aren’t you the least bit worried about the consequences should you uncover them?”

	“What’re you talking about? Don’t you think I deserve to know who I am? Who she was?” Kaiden bit out, frustrated with this whole situation.

	His father stood, walked around the desk, and placed his hands on Kaiden’s shoulders. “You are a captain in the Sentinel Order, and you are my son. Is that not enough?”

	Kaiden wanted to tell him it was, but that would’ve been a lie. It was never enough. His throat constricted as he gazed into his father’s dark eyes. “It used to be.”

	Stephen stepped back, arms dropping to his sides, an unreadable look on his face.

	Kaiden crossed his arms over his plated chest and pushed away the rising sorrow. He couldn’t afford to let his emotions get the best of him—not now, not while he had a mission to complete. So he took a deep breath and forced himself to focus on the task at hand. He would deal with this later, when he had time.

	“Where’s Elizabeth?” Kaiden asked.

	“She went with Sergeant Isaac to the training grounds at Cloveshire.” Stephen made his way back to the desk.

	“Isaac?” Kaiden cocked a brow.

	The commander nodded. “Yes. I thought she would’ve told you. He started courting her a few days after returning from Balam.”

	Since Kaiden’s return, a rift had developed in his relationship with his sister. She’d distanced herself from him, and he wasn’t sure if it was intentional. “If you have nothing else for me, I need to prepare for my assignment to Balam as emissary.”

	Stephen glanced at Kaiden, and for a split second, it looked like he wanted to say something more. His eyes softened. “Your assignment,” he muttered, then cleared his throat. “May the gods guide your path.”

	Kaiden wished things with his father weren’t so strained. So difficult. So frustrating.

	The commander was so caught up in the kingdom’s safety and preservation that he’d forgotten about his family. Even more so when Beatrice had died.

	Kaiden only hoped he wouldn’t end up like his father.



	

	 

	Chapter 2

	Mathias

	CASIMIR OCTO HOMED in on a hare in the clearing, tiptoeing closer. The trees of Grelan Forest provided cover for the most wanted person in Crenitha: the man who’d tried to assassinate the new queen of Balam.

	He wasn’t that man. Before Nira had saved him for the second time, she had run into an akrani-produced double of the man they had just taken to the dungeon, a prestae. No one would ever call him Sergeant Mathias Gage again. He would no longer be on King Vaughn’s shit list. He would no longer protect the kingdom of Elatora—his homeland.

	Mathias and Nira had managed to lose the Alchyra in the foothills on a stolen horse. He didn’t want to admit it, but he owed her. He was thankful she had helped him dye his hair and the stubble on his face with coal. He hated having to hunt outside of the kingdom wall, even with the slim chance of being recognized.

	He released a steady breath, set his iron sights on his target, and pulled the trigger on his crossbow. The arrow pierced dinner through its eye. After he field dressed it, he headed toward the cottage in Haven, where he tolerated Nira.

	It was almost time for his shift at the tavern. He still couldn’t believe he’d let Nira talk him into taking the job as a barkeep. But until he found who’d set him up, that job would have to do. And it wasn’t all that bad. The free ale was worth it.

	Mathias passed the Haven soldiers guarding the entrance of the vast kingdom. The guards shot him a quick glance, and he sucked in a breath and held it, his palms growing sweaty. He released the breath once he’d made it through the gate, thankful he hadn’t been recognized.

	Mathias walked through the front door of the cottage and passed the sitting-sleeping area. He wished they could afford a bigger home, but this was the best they could do. In a few long strides, he was in the small kitchen.

	He retrieved the heavy cutting board from a cabinet below him and placed it on the square counter next to the sink. He began preparations for a stew.

	Has Elatora received word of the accusations against me? Will Kaiden know better than to believe such a lie?

	They’d grown up and trained as squires together. Commander Stephen had treated him like an Atherton from the moment his parents died. Elizabeth and Mathias had easily fallen into the roles of competitive siblings. Although, she had surpassed him and Kaiden in academics. She probably had the whole Cloveshire archive memorized.

	Nira strode through the front door a few moments later, pulling him from his thoughts. She worked the day shift at the same tavern as Mathias. She had gone by Veda since they’d reached Haven, but Mathias had another name for her.

	He washed the meat in the kitchen sink, giving her a sidelong glance. “You’re looking rough, sweetness.”

	She pulled the string that tied her hair up, letting dark thick waves fall over her shoulders. The hem of her navy dress hovered just above the dirt floor with each step she took across the room. “And you don’t look like a charming husband.”

	Mathias couldn’t keep his arousing thoughts at bay. He imagined gripping her long dark hair in one hand, holding her close as he thrust into her.

	He cleared his throat, pushing the thought far away. “Hunting’s a dirty job, sweetness.” He tore his gaze away, knowing that nickname would rile her up.

	“Stop calling me that.” Nira rolled her eyes, hands placed firmly on her hips.

	Mathias shrugged. “I think it’s ironic, don’t you?”

	Her brow furrowed. “What in gehheina is that supposed to mean?”

	He stepped toward her, their bodies mere inches from each other. “I’m talking about the fact that you’re anything but sweet.”

	Her cobalt eyes narrowed and captured him, enamored him. It had to be some kind of akrani. Every time he got too close to her, he felt—no. He shoved that thought away too.

	“Only because you are so difficult,” she bit out.

	His eyes wandered to her dusky pink lips. He cursed himself for wanting to taste them. “I have work soon.” Tearing himself away, he returned to cooking.

	He was grateful to her for saving his life, but she’d been an absolute nightmare to live with. She always had to have things a certain way, from the cleaning of the dishes to how they were put away. She had an opinion about everything. So the less they saw each other, the better. It was good they worked opposite shifts. Mathias had never thought he’d end up loathing Nira. At least, that was what he told himself.

	“About that, the boss said to take the night off.”

	Goddess of chaos, not an evening alone with Nira.

	“Do you have any more leads?” Nira asked.

	He added vegetables to the pot. “Maybe.”

	“Were you planning on telling me?” she asked, putting more wood into the stove.

	He loosed a breath, his patience already wearing thin. “I heard there’s a man who contracts mercenaries here. He owns the Scarlet Crown. Maybe you’ve heard of him, Tarren Mandelbaum.”

	Nira nodded. “I’ve heard of him. There are rumors he also runs an underground fight club. And he’s supposedly good friends with King Theod.” She added water to the pot. “So, what’s the plan?”

	How does she know so much?

	“Well, tonight would be a good night to observe the Scarlet Crown.” The liquid had begun to boil.

	Her eyebrows came together, her gaze meeting his. “What do you mean by ‘observe?’ ”

	“Precisely that.”

	She huffed, and an annoyed expression crept onto her face. “Could you be more vague?”

	“Probably.” He grinned.

	She dipped the ladle into the soup, brought it inches from her lips, and puckered, blowing on the hot liquid.

	He gritted his teeth, refusing to stare at the velvety show of her luscious lips.

	“When are we leaving?” She carefully sucked in the cool broth.

	He swiped his tongue over his bottom lip. “We?”

	She faced him once more. “Yes, we. My ass is on the line too, you know.”

	He leaned closer, their faces inches from each other.

	This is dangerous territory.

	It had been over a month without sex at this point. For him, that was a long time.

	He whispered, “You’re not going.”

	“Yes, I am.” She didn’t falter.

	Stepping away, he inhaled, trying to calm himself. “I can’t risk you fucking anything up.”

	Her nostrils flared. “Me? You’re the one who got me into this mess in the first place.”

	Damn, she had a point. Maybe bringing her along would prove helpful.

	He conceded with a loud groan. “Fine. We leave at dusk. If you’re not ready by then, I’m going without you.”

	Her blue eyes narrowed. “I’ll be ready.” She handed him the ladle and walked outside onto the small wooden porch.

	Gods, that woman is infuriating. Why does she always make it a point to push my limits at every opportunity?

	Mathias couldn’t deny his attraction toward Nira despite her being seven years his senior. And it didn’t help that she wasn’t willing to satiate his more primal needs. His body didn’t care about her age. He still wanted her. He couldn’t exactly go to the pleasure house as a “married man.” That wouldn’t be good for Casimir’s reputation.
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	AFTER DINNER, MATHIAS put on a tunic, jacket, and scarf. He walked out of the small cottage so Nira could get ready. The sun drifted toward the horizon, painting the sky in hues of orange, yellow, and red. He let the crisp evening breeze fill his lungs, and the day’s tension left his body on his exhale. A flicker of hope coursed through him. Maybe tonight would be the night he’d finally uncover the truth. Mathias was going to make whoever was responsible for this situation suffer.

	About half an hour passed, and Nira finally walked out. Mathias’s lips parted while he took in her appearance. She wore knee-high black boots, fitted trousers, and a burgundy button-down jacket that revealed the soft curves of her waist and stomach. Her hair was styled in waves that cascaded over her shoulders, and she’d wrapped a black scarf loosely around her neck. Her makeup consisted of heavy black eyeliner and a dark red lip color. His eyes drifted back down to the gold hoop piercing in her belly button. It was at that moment he realized the gods must hate him. This had to be punishment for the hearts he’d shattered in the past.

	“Stop staring. Are we going or not?” She shot him a narrow-eyed glare, then walked past him off the porch.

	This is going to be a long night. Mathias adjusted his hardening length in his pants and followed her lead.

	Once they made it out of the wooded area onto the busy main road of Haven, they caught a carriage the rest of the way. It didn’t take long to arrive in front of the three-storied building bustling with patrons.

	The Scarlet Crown had been established within the last five years. The business was known for its gambling tables and satiating the desires of Haven’s people. Lights illuminated the front of the pleasure house, and several windows on the second and third floors were lit with silhouettes of positions he longed to enjoy. Lucky bastards.

	Mathias helped Nira out of the carriage. “It should be pretty easy to get what we need with this crowd.”

	Nira tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear. She nodded, shifting her gaze to the busy crowd. She fiddled with the same strand, pulling it back down to the side of her face.

	“What’s wrong?” he asked as the coachman pulled away.

	“What if we get caught?” Her eyes met his.

	A glint of apprehension shone in her stare. He reached for her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze, then intertwined her arm with his. “We won’t have to worry about that if we’re a convincing couple.” He glanced at her one last time and led her in. “Shall we, sweetness?”

	She winced, let out a breath, and smiled. “Yes.”

	It had been a while since Mathias had stepped into an establishment like this. They passed through the double doors. Perfume, tobacco mixed with cinnamon apple ale, and malt liquor filled Mathias’s nostrils. He took in their surroundings, marking the exits. Most of the gambling tables were spread out on the main floor. There were two bars and an elevated loft area he assumed was for the privileged patrons. Scantily clad attendants escorted their clients up and down the wide grand staircase.

	He noted two men standing at the base of those stairs. Is that the only way to the second floor?

	“Why don’t you play a few rounds?” Mathias suggested, gesturing to a card game at one of the half-circular tables.

	“You’re leaving me alone? What’re you going to do?” She shot him a look of concern, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. She hugged herself and shifted in discomfort.

	“I’m going to get a drink. Don’t worry, I’ll have my eyes on you.” Mathias walked away to one of the two bars, tallying the armed guards. He counted about fifteen of Tarren’s men. There had to be a few undercover, but Mathias wasn’t too concerned about that.

	Now to find Tarren.

	The barmaid was a pretty blond with chestnut eyes who filled out her uniform quite nicely. Despite Mathias’s admiration for her, she didn’t compare to Nira. There was something about Nira that this woman didn’t have. He just hadn’t figured it out yet.

	“I’d like to buy two drinks. One for me and one for Tarren Mandelbaum. Keep it anonymous though, beautiful.” Mathias tipped her an extra gald piece from his coin purse. She nodded and carried out the order.

	Mathias watched the barmaid carry the drink on a gold platter through the gambling floor, up the loft steps, and straight up to a man who appeared rather young to own such a prestigious establishment. The first thing that stood out was the thick gold ring on his index finger. His shoulder-length blond hair was pulled back in a sleek ponytail, and he wore a plum-colored velvet jacket. Tarren was sitting amongst some mixed company, laughing and enjoying himself.

	After Mathias finished his drink, he searched the gambling tables for Nira. He recognized her long dark hair and started toward her. Nira came up behind him, brushing her fingers over his forearm.

	His attention snapped to her. “Oh, hey. I thought you were over there.” He gestured toward one of the tables.

	“Nope.” She smiled. “I’m right here.”

	He leaned in. “Have you been drinking?”

	“I might’ve had a glass or two.”

	He refocused on the task at hand. “Well, I found Tarren. We should be clear for a bit to investigate upstairs.”

	“What precisely are we looking for?” she asked as they sauntered toward the staircase.

	“Anything. But I’m not sure how to get past those two.” Mathias gestured to the guards who had just stopped a couple from going up the stairs.

	Nira pushed up on her toes, her lips grazing his ear. “Follow my lead.”

	A corner of his mouth rose. He’d never seen her like this before. “What’re you going to do?”

	“No more questions.” She undid the top buttons of her jacket, revealing a hefty amount of cleavage, then hooked her arm in his. “Shall we?”

	Nira swayed on his arm, leaning all her weight on him and pulling him off-balance.

	Mathias held back his surprise, steadying himself and her. Goddess of chaos, this woman.

	He glanced at Tarren, who sat contentedly in a section of the loft, flirting with the barmaid—that same blond who had served Mathias earlier.

	Shit, they seem familiar with each other.

	One of the men guarding the staircase stopped Mathias and Nira at the landing.

	“I haven’t seen you here before,” the guard said to Nira. “I would’ve remembered you.” His gaze roamed her body with shameless desire, and a tinge of jealousy coursed through Mathias’s veins.

	Nira staggered over to the guard and slurred, “This is my first time.” She smiled, sweet and seductive.

	The other guard had a smirk on his scruffy face, arms crossed.

	Mathias grabbed Nira’s forearm, pulling her off the guard. He draped her arm around his neck and leaned toward the guard. “She’s a bit overstimulated. Do you think I could buy a room for maybe thirty minutes?” He reached for his coin purse and took out a few pieces of gald.

	The guards exchanged glances, then looked back at Mathias with raised eyebrows.

	With a huff, Mathias retrieved two more gald pieces and passed them to the first guard.

	“Welcome,” the guard said with a sweeping hand gesture. “You sure you can handle her by yourself? Why don’t you come find me? I’ll be off in about an hour.”

	“She’s my wife; I can handle her just fine without you,” Mathias growled, walking past him.

	Once on the second floor, Mathias stared at Nira. His lips formed a straight line, arms crossed. What in gehheina had gotten into her? She was like a woman possessed. They’d only lived together a few short weeks, but he’d never thought she could have that kind of . . . sex appeal.

	Her brow furrowed. “What?”

	“You surprise me, that’s all,” he replied, starting down the hallway.

	“This way.” Nira took the lead. “His study is at the very end.”

	The hallway was lined with dark wooden doors on both sides.

	“How do you know that?” Mathias followed her. Moans of pleasure filled his ears as they passed several closed doors.

	She glanced over her shoulder at him. “I might’ve subtly asked around.”

	“What does that mean?”

	They stopped at the last door at the end of the long hallway. “It means we don’t have much time.” She dropped to her knees, retrieved two small pins from her hair, and picked the lock.

	Mathias ensured the coast was clear for her to continue. Voices echoed from the staircase. A couple was walking up. “Hurry up,” he prodded.

	“I can let you do this alone,” she snapped at him.

	Finally, there was a click, and she tugged him into the room. The couple climbing the stairs had reached the second floor, and their heavy footsteps resounded against the carpeted floor.

	Mathias released the tension from his body with a sigh. “Fuck, that was close.” He leaned against the dark oak.

	Nira immediately went to the wooden desk and started rummaging through the drawers.

	Mathias kept an ear out for anyone nearing the study while he searched through the cabinet in the corner of the office. “He sure does like a lot of red.”

	“The place is called the Scarlet Crown,” Nira pointed out, reading through a small stack of parchments. “I’m not finding anything,” she said, putting papers back in the drawer. “I think we’ve hit a dead end here.”

	Mathias stopped his search and walked over to the desk. He examined the inside of the top drawer. “This looks like the desk my father used to have in his study. If it is, there should be a trigger—” Something clicked inside the compartment, and the top of the oak desk popped open. Everything on the surface fell to the burgundy carpet. “That’s something.”

	Pinned beneath the top of the desk was a map of Crenitha with coordinates. Mathias realized they led to the Onyx Mountains. The papers in the bottom compartment of the desk were letters. Nira read one.

	“What is it?” Mathias leaned close, inhaling a scent of charcoal. Where was the jasmine he’d grown so accustomed to? Then he remembered she had stoked the fire when they’d been cooking.

	“This letter is written in the old language. But whoever sent this is searching for the Onyx Crystal,” she replied.

	He glanced over her shoulder and frowned. “I didn’t know you knew other languages.”

	She shot him a sweet smile. “You never asked.”

	That’s fair. He continued to ask, “What is the Onyx Crystal?”

	“It looks like King Theod is searching for it to trade for more resources for the expansion of Haven,” she said.

	“So, it’s valuable.” The symbol at the bottom of the parchment had two overlapping circles and a pentacle in the middle. “Who’s the letter from?”

	Nira stared at the symbol for a moment, and then her dark blue eyes met his. “I don’t know. But Blaise is to marry King Theod to unite the kingdoms. He’s included coordinates to the galydrian mines.” She picked up another parchment. “This appears to have been ripped from a tome. Look.”

	He studied the frayed edge.

	“The stamp in the corner tells me it’s from the Balam archives.” She pointed to the top right corner. “We need to take this to Blaise. Make sure she finds the Onyx Crystal before they do.”

	Mathias wanted to question Nira about how she knew all this, but there was no time.

	Heavy footsteps were approaching.

	“We need to go.” He grabbed the parchments from her, folded them, and stuffed them into his coat pocket. They glanced at each other for a heartbeat, then rushed through the other door in the study, which led to a bedroom.

	The boom of deep voices echoed from the office as Mathias and Nira tiptoed to the door leading into the hallway. He couldn’t tell how many men had entered the office.

	Two? Maybe three?

	They crept into the hall and quietly sprinted down the length of it. Mathias peeked over his shoulder to make sure no one was following them.

	About halfway, Nira stopped, opened a door, yanked him inside, and closed it behind her.

	Mathias scanned the bedroom. It was empty, thank the gods.

	“What are you doing?” He could hear heavy footsteps approaching.

	She stripped off her scarf and jacket, then peeled off her undershirt, revealing the white strip of cloth covering her breasts. “Quick, take off your shirt.”

	“What?” He cocked a brow.

	“Just take off your shirt and get under the covers,” she said through gritted teeth.

	Doors were opening and closing. It sounded like the men were going through all the rooms lining the long hall.

	“They’re still here somewhere,” one man bellowed.

	“Did you get a look at them?” asked the man with a deeper voice.

	“The boss won’t be happy about this.”

	Mathias finally obliged and got under the covers. Nira straddled him and began writhing her hips against his. She leaned forward and captured his lips with hers.

	Gods, she’s so soft. His hands roamed the silky skin of her back.

	She placed her hands on either side of his head, hips still rocking against his hardened length. There was no hiding the fact she turned him on.

	He asked in between kisses, “Why didn’t we do this sooner?”

	“Be a good boy and stop talking.” Her lips curved up against his mouth as the bed creaked beneath them. She massaged his tongue with hers, moaning and quickening her pace. If she kept that up, he was surely going to explode in his pants.

	One of Tarren’s henchmen burst into the room and stared at them for a moment.

	“Do you mind? I only paid for half an hour,” Mathias said, a smirk on his face. With the way the blanket was wrapped around them, it looked like they were naked.

	The muscular man scanned the room. “Pardon me.” Then he walked out, closing the door behind him.

	Nira smiled. “Thank the moon goddess.”

	She started to climb off, but his grip tightened around her hips, holding her in place. “We could
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