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      Marin wrapped her cloak around her body, fighting the strong, northerly gusts that picked up after leaving the abandoned armory. Occasionally, Kieron looked back at her. She imagined it was to make sure she wasn’t planning anything, but the truth was, she had no fight left in her. Not anymore. If she were to fight, he would kill her and then go after her only family that mattered, Aislinn. Marin would do anything to protect her cousin. She had been doing that her entire life. She had no way to know if Kieron would keep his end of the bargain, but she had to believe he would. Or at least until she figured out a way to destroy him.

      She held out her hand, studied the calloused skin of her palm, and imagined the sparks of electricity she had managed to conjure against Cedric, but nothing leaped from her fingertips. No light, not even a spark. She was angrier than ever when the foundation of the armory vibrated beneath her hands, but there were more dimensions to her emotions than simply anger. Pain and fear were also present.

      Marin had little doubt that Kieron would help summon all the primitive emotions she had experienced earlier. He would bring it out of her, and then she would learn to control it and use it against him.

      Marin trudged behind him. Slow. Deliberate. Irritating.

      Kieron wanted to bark at her to move faster, but the vanquished look on her face disturbed him. Just a few nights ago, he made her scream, but she didn’t look as if she had given up. He saw defiance and an unwillingness to be beaten. He looked back and saw her deliberately avoid eye contact. Winning had never been so bitter.

      Glancing at the cloud-covered sky, Kieron absorbed the stiff, cold wind against his face, a freshly plumped human face thanks to Marin’s healing presence. Winter was coming sooner rather than later. Snow scented the air. It wasn’t quite cold enough for flakes to fly, but within days, it could be.

      “If you are cold, you should walk faster.”

      “I’m not cold, Kieron.”

      “I’m cold. You must be cold.”

      “You are half naked, only pants and boots.”

      “If you are tired…”

      She interrupted before he could finish.

      “No. I do not need your help. Stop acting as if you have a genuine concern, like we are old friends or estranged lovers.”

      “I wasn’t offering.” Kieron ground his teeth until he thought they might break. He was seriously wondering why this had seemed like the best solution.

      “Good,” whispered Marin, “I want nothing from you.”
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      The dark, dingy walls of the cave constantly oozed like a wound that never heals. Clinging to the edges of the weeping sores, fungi in various shades of green, gray, and rust painted the stone. Aislinn inhaled. Pungent, earthy air filled her lungs. Some days the air was fresher than others. Boredom resurrected her curiosity about changing air quality.

      She snorted with disgust, scanning the domed ceiling. She saw no holes, only smooth, satiny stone, chipped and chiseled into a pattern like inverted fish scales. For what had to be the thousandth time, she searched the walls.

      No vents. No openings. Just dewy cave rock.

      Mineral veins in a multitude of colors cut through the otherwise dull canvas of the canopy, with one thread of a quartz-like stone bisecting the masterpiece like a bolt of lightning. The translucent composition of the mineral, currently dull and lifeless, often glowed with light.

      Aislinn was convinced it was bright during the day and dark at night. None of her captors would confirm her speculations. Regardless, it wasn’t the source of the fresh air. Frustration bubbled up until she clamped her teeth into her lips, preventing her from screaming out. She despised being confined, with no window to the outside world.

      “They probably don’t even need air. Only me and the rats.” She threw a chip of broken rock and continued to complain.

      “Punitive prisoners. Lowly equals beneath a handful of pompous, cast-out demons.” Her mutterings made her sound crazy but feel sane.

      Revulsion shook through Aislinn’s shoulders, thinking of the vile things that lurked unseen around the tunnels. Unfortunately, the horrible things that did not bother to keep themselves hidden were worse. From the beasts that were the color of death to the old man, who was far from human, all of them were worse.

      It took little time for her to hate the Stryx, as her cousin. Before the old man chained her below the earth, she was indifferent and never understood why they were feared, even after stumbling over Kieron in the woods. In her experience, their existence had been no more than a grim tale; one meant to terrify people into compliance with the Strygolian rulings. Now she knew better. First-hand experience taught her they were not mindless monsters but about as heartless and cold as the unforgiving stone at her back.

      She started keeping track of time three weeks ago and was unsure how many days had passed since she was first held prisoner. They told her it was for her safety and she was in danger, a tale so tall she refused to believe it.

      Liars. All of them.

      She shifted the craggy iron bands around her wrists and aligned the bolted hinge with a rough patch of stone on the floor. A new pastime that would likely end with an unpleasant infection if they did not kill her because of the noise first. A smile curled her lips, imagining their furrowed brows and clenched teeth.

      Clank, clank, clank, clink.

      She smashed the cuffs hard against the ground. Clink, clink. Clank. Chink. Another shard broke free from the floor.

      “The only things I have to fear are monsters that have chained me to this wall.”

      She huffed out a frustrated laugh, “And now I talk to myself. They could at least give me some books, but no, that would be too much trouble. Too humane. They are monsters.”

      Aislinn whipped the small piece of stone across the room, skipping it along the floor. A collection of rock chips had piled up against the far wall. She adjusted the cuff so the hinged edge could once again chisel against the floor.

      The twang of the metal against the stone was a knife through her ears, but also to the Stryx. They hated it. Especially the shorter Stryx, Kael. For that reason alone, she endured the racket and discomfort. The thought of the piercing sound wrinkling his brow in agitation was reward enough, and it was worth her pain. She could be a monster, too.

      Gruff, angry, and hostile, he did not even try to make her feel at ease. Marin warned her about his type. Cold, heartless, and mean. Despite being thicker through the body than the tall one, Roan, he still reminded her of a skinned rabbit charred over an open flame on a spit. Thick, leathery skin pulled taut over strong, lean muscle and bone.

      When his yellow eyes narrowed on her, it made the hairs stand along her neck. She knew he would not hesitate to end her life.

      During her lowest times, she half-heartedly wished he would. Aislinn wondered how far she could push him. What might trigger him to destroy her? Probably chipping at the rock.

      A knock at her door revealed Roan bringing a small plate of food. From the smell, she guessed it was evening. Aislinn looked down to hide her eyes, spinning in their sockets.

      “Kael is going to lose his mind if you don’t stop clanking away at the stone like that.”

      Aislinn tilted her head with a pursed mouth and continued to hit the ground even harder. “Should I care?”

      Roan’s gentle voice pulled her attention away from the stone floor. “Yes, you should. Kael’s patience is wearing thin. Now, please stop.”

      “No.”

      “Remember, I said please.” She watched him duck beneath the doorway, pulling the heavy wooden door behind him. He did not often speak; Aislinn sensed that he would like to, but he would be reprimanded.

      When Kael took charge of her needs, Aislinn knew he hated her, which only made it all the more confusing why they held her. They said it was for her “own good,” but they despised the duty. It made little sense in Aislinn’s mind.

      She studied Roan when he returned, but continued to clank the metal cuff against the stone floor. He dropped a heap of fresh bedding and ignored her as he gathered the damp pad and the used blanket. Aislinn stilled her hands and glanced at the light stone.

      Still dark.

      “Is it day or night?” As usual, he ignored her, and she began methodically striking the stone with her cuff again, but louder, so hard she feared there would be no skin left to cushion her bones. She lifted an eye to see him wince and grit his teeth at the obnoxious sound that assaulted his ears. She withheld the sneer pulling at her mouth.

      Worth it.

      “It’s night,” she yelled over the clanking. “When you return in the morning, the lightning stone will be glowing.”

      “What?” He turned to stare at her.

      Aislinn pointed toward the ceiling with her eyes and continued smashing the floor. He stood and stared, meeting her challenging gaze momentarily before looking away. She took his disengagement as a win, twitching her eyebrow beneath the loose fringe of unruly white hairs.

      “Eat and go to sleep.”

      “It’s bedtime. I’m right.”

      He ignored her.

      Aislinn’s thoughts bounced inside her skull like a bumblebee trapped in a glass jar. The tiny confirmation was a valuable resource in orienting herself, and she would be able to discern days and nights. She celebrated the small victory.

      The monotonous routine was driving her mad. Every day was the same: a meal of bland oats, barely warm with an apple, well past its prime. After finishing her morning meal, Kael or Roan unchained her, scooped her up, and took her to a small room where the ground opened to a bubbling, churning, and wild underground river.

      The water was icy cold but refreshing. It reminded her of her cousin, Marin. When Aislinn was a small child, Marin took her to a natural spring on their farm. The water was cold despite the sun’s sweltering heat, and it tasted fresh and pure. The upward flow of the water receded, like transparent ribbons, back into the ground. A stream of sunshine that pierced the thin canopy of the birch trees illuminated the fountain in a glittery display.

      The water that flowed beneath the rocky caverns was no different, except there was no sun to make it sparkle as it slid through her fingers. Instead, thousands of tiny orange and yellow flames dance through the rough waters rushing over her hands. It reflected the small burning flame in the lanterns hanging from the cavern wall.

      Entranced by the lanterns lighting her room, Aislinn’s scattered thoughts drifted again. She could only guess how far into the earth the caves burrowed. Maybe rich soil and grass were only a few feet beyond the stone ceiling. Of course, the plant life would be dry and brown with winter on its way. Her desire for freedom surged, and she cursed her predicament.

      Her legs would not allow her to stand, and she had been disabled since birth, especially with nothing to help her get to her feet. Crawling only allowed her to move as far as the chains reached. Never in her life had she experienced hate for her legs. Worthless and weak. Hopelessness filled her heart, and she slammed the cuffs harder. Blood splattered the dirtied blue-gray cloth of her skirt, but she did not stop.

      “In the morning, I wonder what they will say about my wrists.” When the pain wore her down, she stopped and curled into the sleeping pad with the blanket encasing her head. It took little time for her to slip into sleep.

      When the squawk of the door hinge woke her, she threw the blanket back and watched Roan swap her plate from the night before with what she had learned to be breakfast. Her eyes drifted to the ceiling, and she was rewarded with the bright glow of the stone.

      Aislinn shifted toward the bottom of the pad, where it was still dry, and consumed her meal. As expected, Roan returned and unchained her from the wall. Wrapping the heavy iron links around his wrist, he did not remove the cuffs before taking her to the washroom. When she returned, the lumpy sleeping pad would be replaced with a dry one. Everything ended up wet in the cave. She had to be grateful for the dry bedding and food, but nothing else.

      “The bedding might stay drier if it weren’t on the ground. Can’t you bring in a bed frame?”

      “Won’t fit.”

      “Can you make one?” Roan looked at her with his ghostly yellow eyes but said nothing before turning and ducking through the short, round arch that led to a hallway.

      “Not that resourceful, are you?” She released an exasperated sigh and let her head fall back into the uneven wall, careful not to hurt herself. Another lesson she learned the hard way was that they did not care and would let her bleed.

      Aislinn lay on the pad and pulled the new blanket over herself. The sobs that shook through her wore her down and made her tired.

      Hours? Minutes?

      “I can’t do this anymore! I’m so bored! Please! Let me go home! I’m going crazy down here. Why won’t any of you listen to me?”

      She knew the pleading would do little, but for a change, the door opened.

      Aislinn’s head rolled back, and she wished she had been silent. Now, the old man was at the door. She had yet to find a suitable nickname for him, but Crusty Beard was growing on her. He did not appreciate it. His beard wasn’t crusty. It was an immaculate beard. He was proud of it, so she mocked it.

      She groaned, “Not you.”

      “Aislinn? Are you okay?”

      “What do you think?” She glared at the old man and desired to pull his long white beard until he begged for mercy. Unfortunately, she knew he would not beg and simply force her to stop.

      She had already tried. He was far stronger than he looked.

      Aislinn knew she had no power over any of them.

      In hopes that he would leave, she lay down and buried herself beneath the blanket. The scrape of the stool over the stone meant he would not leave.

      “Please go away!”

      “I think we need to talk. It will serve you well to have some interaction and conversation.”

      For Aislinn, it would not serve her well. She would be punished for listening to him ramble on about his lies.

      “I don’t want to talk to you or your beard. Shave it off, and then I will talk to you.”

      “That is not going to happen.”

      “Because you hide behind it and pretend you are ancient, all-knowing, and wise. You use it as a shield to protect yourself because you are a pathetic excuse for…” She could not come up with a name for him. He wasn’t a human. “Who are you protecting yourself from down here?”

      “Just as we have you here for your protection. You have been in my head again.”

      Aislinn rubbed her hands over her face until he told her to stop. “That was from before. I haven’t since you did whatever it was to prevent me. What did you do to me?”

      “I did nothing to you. It was what I did to me to keep you out.” He grinned.

      “You call chaining me to a wall beneath the earth in a poisonous cave—nothing? You are a monster, just like the others.”

      Baskovio released a sigh and cast his stare to the floor. He was the only one who talked to her. His eyes were always gentle and kind, but they were false. They lied. There was something wrong with him. He was the one to say her situation was for her safety and her own good. He promised that they were protecting her from Kieron. He told her what a monster he was, how he nearly killed his brother, and how they were not sure if his brother would even survive. It was the same old tale. Tall and long and full of lies.

      Aislinn sat up and pushed the blanket from her body. “Where’s his brother?”

      “That is none of your concern.” The old man smiled.

      “Is he here in this dungeon? Because if he is, perhaps he would heal a lot faster out in the open, in the fresh air and clean surroundings. I know I would feel better out of here.”

      “No, the location won’t make a bit of difference. Kieron tried to murder him with the most destructive spell to a Stryx. He intended to kill him, and no matter where he is, his agony is the same.”

      “Is the moaning I hear… him?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can’t you do anything for him? Maybe you should put him out of his misery. It seems cruel.” She lifted her shackled hands and peered at him. “Never mind. Cruel? Check.”

      “I don’t want him dead. Besides, since the spell did not kill him, I suspect something greater is at work here.”

      “Like what?”

      “I do not know, Aislinn.”

      “Kieron couldn’t have meant to hurt his brother. I don’t believe it. He isn’t the nicest, but I know there is good in him. A kindness that is buried in turmoil and self-destruction.”

      “No. It would be best not to trust him. Those were lies he planted in your mind. He’s sinister and evil.”

      “You don’t know him.” She crossed her arms over her chest, resenting the way her actions made her out to be every bit the child she was trying to deny.

      “Neither do you. You were with him for less than a day, child,” Baskovio said, exasperated.

      “He saved my life. I’m not a child.”

      He smiled, nodded, and closed his eyes. “Because he wanted to use you, Aislinn. He saved you for himself.”

      Aislinn turned her attention from the man and heard him sigh. She knew this conversation was getting old for him as well. He was tired of rehashing it, but she refused to admit Kieron could be downright evil. She would be dead if it weren’t for him. She could feel he cared for her. She could sense honest fear in him when her father held her life in his hands, squeezing her neck tighter and tighter. He saved her, and she would never forget that. He could have quickly drained every drop of her blood, but he heard her pleas and saved her instead.

      “Is there anything else you would like to talk about then? I know you humans need interaction, and the boys tell me you are begging them to talk to you.”

      Finally! He slipped up.

      She reran his words, “I know you humans need interaction,” through her mind, and a grin spread across her face as she shifted to meet his eyes with a narrowed glare.

      “Well, you look like the cat who caught the canary. What is it, Aislinn?”

      “I guess that makes you the canary. Show me your teeth.”

      “Why do you want to see my teeth?”

      “Because you are not human, are you? You are one of them. You are a monster just like them, only worse because you aren’t a slave. You are a lying convert or worse!”

      Baskovio dropped his eyes to his hands in his lap. “Yes, it’s true, I’m not human, but I’m not a convert.”

      “Pureblood?” escaped past her lips, and she felt what little color she might have pinking her cheeks drain away. Marin had told her the purebloods were the worst. “What is your name?” She didn’t know why she asked. He had refused to tell her a dozen times before, but at least she could stop trying to make a stupid nickname.

      “Yes. My name is Grigori Baskovio. Marin called me Grigs.”

      “A monster named Grigs. It doesn’t fit.” She was unsatisfied with his name, and Crusty Beard was too kind.

      “However, you are wrong about the monster accusation. Although I agree many of my kind are monstrous demons, I’m not one of them.”

      “Really?” Aislinn paused for a moment but began speaking before he could respond. “So you aren’t holding a girl captive who can’t walk, chaining her to a wall? Boring her out of her mind and trying to brainwash her?”

      “Brainwash?” The look on his face indicated shock as if he had never considered the concept. “You have hurt yourself. Have any of us hurt you, Aislinn?”

      “Not physically or intentionally. No, but emotionally and mentally, yes! I’m human, and being confined and chained is not how we are to live! This is wrong. I’m dying down here! And yes, ‘brainwash me,’ you want me to hate Kieron.”

      “I’m sorry for this situation. It’s the only way I can think of to protect you from Kieron. In time, you will realize that this was all for a purpose and is important.”

      “Not likely.”

      “You are a lot like your cousin, stubborn and strong-willed. But she is doing what she has to do. I have failed her and couldn’t keep her safe, but now she is doing her part to protect you. She gave up everything for you.”

      “I don’t believe you. You probably have her chained to a wall somewhere down here.”

      “I wish she were here.”

      “Why? Because then you’d have the pair of us to torture to death with your boring talks?”

      “Because she would do what needs to be done. She would understand and patiently comply until it was time.”

      “Comply? Patiently? For what? Pardon me, but you do not know my cousin at all. She is not patient and doesn’t comply to save herself.”

      “But she will, to save you.”

      Baskovio stood and walked to the doorway.

      “Please find a way to trust me.”

      “Never.”
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      Countless days had passed by Marin, and the melancholy in her heart had not lifted. She had only started keeping track of the sunrises she had spent in the home four days earlier. More than a week might have passed before then.

      It was only a matter of time before Kieron killed her. Time did not matter. It could not save her.

      Marin lay motionless except for the fingers of her left hand caressing the soft, deep orchid velvet of the bench, which had become her bed. It was too small to stretch out on, but she slept coiled in a tight ball anyway. Her eyes skimmed over the ornate trim lining the junction between the high, stately walls and ceiling.

      Twisted and curled wires sprang outward from the picture rail like wayward hairs, no longer holding grand portraits of the home’s original occupants. She imagined the solemn faces of wealthy women, wards of their husbands who wore smug, self-righteous faces brilliant with pride and achievement.

      At one time, the home had belonged to a shamefully wealthy family and was well cared for by dozens of servants and staff. Now, the dust and cobwebs that clung to the surface of nearly every bit of trim and unique feature of the home left it looking like something out of a childhood ghost story. She almost wished everything was a story; at least she would know it had an ending, but for now, it was her reality.

      Maybe it would all end soon, but she doubted it. Kieron mostly stayed out of her way. She had not seen his face since before she started scratching tallies into the fireplace mantel. At least four days, but she knew he was there. If she could not hear him, she could feel him. Marin had come to sense his presence. Like prey alert to the predator, her muscles tensed, and her ears pricked to hear the slightest sounds.

      Thinking of Kieron put Marin on edge. She sat upright with a rigid spine, touching her bare toes to the icy floor. He was close, perhaps in the hall, and she rose, clinging to her torso in a hug. He was far enough away for her to relax a fraction.

      Always ready. Always waiting, wondering, will he kill me today? I hate him.

      Kieron had grown more restless and agitated, and she knew it was her fault. Part of her enjoyed that her presence tormented him with a physical sort of pain she guessed only a vampire could experience.

      Vampire was the human given name to monsters like Kieron and his counterparts by humans thousands of years ago, when they were believed to be nothing more than mythical threats conjured in the minds of men after deaths could not be explained, or when drunken escapades went wrong for men and women. But that was during a time when the balance of power protected humans and kept the Strygolians lurking in the shadows.

      That time was over, and mythical vampires would be a welcome alternative to the actual creatures. Strygolians, whether a pureblood, a converted duinova, or a Stryx, displayed minimal weakness and did not harbor any peculiar fixations or repulsions made up by humans to give themselves a false sense of power against the vampires. The one thing the legends had right was their insatiable taste for human blood.

      Kieron was no different. He wanted her blood, but Marin assumed that he challenged himself to wait it out. To wait her out. He remained close enough to maintain his duinova appearance. Her natural healing presence dissolved the Stryx curse placed on him by the Elder Strygolians as a criminal sentence. When near Marin and her younger cousin, he was almost human again.

      The first few days in Heiksan Manor, his chosen hideout, he was courteous, almost sweet with Marin. She guessed he believed she would fall under his seductive charms and develop feelings for him. She showed him a steady flow of disgust and repulsion for every ounce of kindness. If she did not hate him so much, she would pity him. He was delusional and obsessed. She had intended to break him before he broke her, but now she was sure he had more stamina.

      Marin stood and paced. Kieron seemed to move on without harassing her. Quick steps kept her bare feet from aching painfully against the freezing marble until she slipped into her shoes. Her eyes drifted to the large windows covered in a thick, dusty canvas. The light of the day was peeking in around the edges and drawing her in—anything to keep her sanity and Kieron out of her head.

      Marin pulled the tarp, and a cloud of dust billowed around her as the stiff fabric collapsed in an unyielding heap, steeped like a tent. A series of sneezes rapidly fired from her, making her eyes water. The dust left grit on her face and hands, but as the cloud settled, the beauty of the outdoors distracted her.

      Beyond the age-warped glass, naked trees appeared bent and distorted. Marin imagined them to be decorative and part of a garden courtyard. She pictured beautiful flowers sprouting during the spring. She longed to see it but doubted she would be alive to witness their transformation. She wondered whether the plants were dead or still thriving, only sleeping for the winter.

      A vast field of golden vegetation retired for the season, spanned out for a few hundred feet and was bordered by a thick line of evergreens. The sun made everything bright; despite knowing the temperatures were frigid, its warmth made it look inviting. It reminded her of her early childhood with her parents.

      Far to the right, off in the distance, a red flash against the earth’s neutral grays and tans caught her attention. She waited. The red appeared but then danced out of her vision, fluttering at the edges of the window frame.

      No matter how she leaned, it was still a fleeting sight, like a ribbon ensnared by a shrub and the wind beating it with gusts. She wandered out of the ballroom and crept toward the southernmost quarters of the estate. These rooms were smaller and nondescript. They were likely servants’ quarters.

      The backmost room had a small window, but nothing could be seen, and she walked toward the exit, tightly locked, boarded, and sealed. Kieron had not done this, but she knew he preferred it to stay. A tall window covered in a heavy canvas sheet, like what had been on the ballroom window, was her only chance to learn what the tempting red could be.

      She peeled back the left side, popping the fabric from rusty nails and sending a plume of dust into the air with each release of the canvas. She held her breath so as not to repeat a sneezing episode.

      Still nothing.

      Marin carefully lifted the bottom edges. The weight and stiffness of the canvas made it difficult to maneuver. She crouched down, lifting and scrunching the fabric in her hands until the stretch between her thumbs and fingers ached from the bulk of the material.

      As soon as her vision was no longer obscured, she dropped the canvas, and a scream caught in her throat. The red wasn’t a ribbon but a sash. A sash attached to a man, but not an ordinary man. Her heart beat in her throat, and she wanted nothing more than to find Kieron. She never imagined herself seeking him out, and especially not for protection.

      It had to have seen me! No, no, no! Kieron!

      When her feet finally moved, she tumbled backward and scrambled to the safety of her room. The image of the lean, shadowed figure less than a foot from the glass, sash tied securely around his waist, peering at her with yellow eyes, haunted her as she stifled sobs. The Strygolian-made monsters were worse than any average pureblood or duinova. They were vicious, heartless demons under the control of the elders’ curse and dark magic.

      Sailing into her room, Marin wished she had never removed the canvas. Kieron told her to leave it in place. She hated that he had been right. Marin tucked her body into the small space of the storage room just off her area. She carefully pulled a wooden crate in front of herself and prayed.

      She had overheard Kael and Cedric argue about eluding the Stryx guards if they chose to keep her hidden. They would be breaking the Strygolian laws and knew the punishment would be death.

      Even if the Stryx was coming for Kieron, Marin knew her life would not be spared. Another daunting thought lifted the hairs down her spine. Worse than seeing a single Stryx was knowing that they only worked in pairs. She doubted there would be another rogue Stryx as disobedient as Kieron.

      She attempted to connect with Kieron; despite their differences, she disliked the idea of him being destroyed for the sake of the Strygolian rules. She came up empty but hoped it was because he was blocking her out.

      Damn it!

      Breath panted softly and controlled out of her, drying her lips, and she tried to wet them with her parched tongue. Fear had taken the saliva from her, leaving a desert in her mouth. Closing her eyes, she concentrated on being completely silent.

      The squeal of the hinges to her room sent her heart beating into her ears. Tears collected on the rims of her eyes as she stared at the dark ceiling of the closet. The sound of heavy boots dragging over the hard floor grew louder, and Marin held her breath, squeezing her eyes shut. Silently, she pleaded for the Stryx to pass her by.

      No, go away. Go away.

      A deep, throaty laugh seeped around the door, and her heart nearly stopped. She shook her head, angry that she had survived this long with Kieron to be destroyed by another Stryx.

      Damn you, Kieron, and damn Cedric. Is this how it’s going to happen?

      Her hands trembled. The energy was building, and she intended to give the beast everything she could summon. Before her eyes, the energy fizzled and went out like a cruel, mocking joke. Marin was paralyzed, unable to move, frozen, and not by her own doing. She was defenseless as the door opened.

      A deep, rumbly voice filled the closet.

      “Well, well, what do we have here? And why are you hiding, little one?”

      He lifted the crate.

      “Do I look like I will hurt you?”

      Still frozen, she could not respond, but tears spilled over her cheeks. He outstretched his dusky, gray fingers to her, lifting the spell. Marin reached out and took hold of his icy fingers as if a puppeteer worked strings attached to her limbs.

      He led her out of the closet, walked her about twenty feet from the doorway, and then turned to face her. He was taller than Cedric or Kieron but slight of build, similar to Roan. His grip still held her tightly, but he wiped the tears from her cheeks with his other hand, never letting go of her fingers.

      “Do I scare you?”

      Marin nodded, desperate for Kieron to appear and save her from the monster tenderly grasping her chin and holding her hand. His gentle display was more terrifying than if he had barked threats, and she waited for something horrible to happen.

      Always two.

      The other Stryx was lurking somewhere, and her heart hammered in her chest, thinking he had already apprehended Kieron. Her eyes dropped to the sword affixed at his hip; the pommel was dull and gray. Relief soothed her briefly as his eyes followed hers and returned her gaze.

      “What do you know of my sword?”

      Marin shook her head quickly, but he still held her chin. Another large tear rolled over her cheek.

      “I’m not to be feared. I’m here to protect.” She nodded, not taking her eyes off him. He lifted her hand and then pressed an open palm to hers. “Why are you hiding out here?”

      Marin shook her head, “I’m not. I have nowhere else to go.”

      “So you are trespassing and squatting here for the winter?”

      “I-I… Only for the night or maybe a few.”

      “Your eyes and your pulse disrupt my ability to read your true intentions,” he mused.

      His eyes left hers and scanned the barren room. Not seeing anything resembling a camp or living in the space, he nodded. He was still staring into her eyes, and she wondered if he was trying to read her blocked thoughts. Marin caught a glimpse of his deep brown fingers, pale finger pads, and nail beds revealed. Just like she unknowingly removed the Stryx curse from Kieron and Cedric, her touch was peeling away his Stryx exterior, and her eyes widened. He rolled his digits beneath hers and lightly squeezed her fingers.

      He never broke his lock on her eyes as he brought the back of her hand to his lips and placed a Casanova kiss against her skin. In an instant, as if her fingers were fire, he released her hand, catching a glimpse of his transformed skin.

      “What is this?” He twisted and turned his hand, flexing his fingers in amazement.

      Marin shook her head, “I don’t know.”

      Kieron’s voice vibrated through the halls with the pounding of his boots. The now human finger pressed into Marin’s quivering lips.

      “It’s in here, Kieron!”

      The door slammed hard against the plastered walls.

      “Step away from her!”

      “Look at you.” The Stryx’s deep voice sang through the air, unworried and light.

      “Stole, I’m serious. Step away from her now.”

      “What exactly are you going to do if I refuse?” He released the leather strap, securing his sword in its sheath. His fingers, still human, tapped against the hilt.

      For a second, the control the Stryx held on her body weakened, and she lunged only a foot from where he had held her captive. Sparks erupted and dissipated at her fingertips.

      Marin groaned as if pained, releasing a strained sob.

      “Release her, Stole!”

      Kieron’s anxiety slammed into Marin in waves. He was afraid of the Stryx. Marin never expected to feel fear in Kieron, and it had to mean Kieron knew this Stryx he called Stole.

      Stole was less violent than Kieron had been and less intimidating, but she knew he was just another kind of evil from the way Kieron reacted when he saw him near her. Kieron’s eyes darted frantically at Marin. She knew he wanted her to fry the Stryx, but nothing came of it. More tears ran down her cheeks.

      “I can’t.”

      The Stryx’s right hand settled on the back of her neck with a firm but painless grip. Still, Marin winced, recalling the vulnerability of having her neck resting in the palm of a Stryx.

      “Get your fucking hands off her, Stole.”

      “Can you not call me Mikal? And such language.” He laughed a thick, meaty laugh that vibrated deep within his core. “You used to share.”

      “Not her.”

      Marin jerked her head, but his fingers tightened, holding her in place.

      “And this one,” he shook his head and peered at her out of the corner of his eye, assessing her, measuring her. “She’s got a little something special, doesn’t she? Something you are waiting for—purity. Sweet innocence to savor slowly.”

      He looked at Marin from head to toe and took a long, stiff inhale through his nostrils. Despite his control over her, Marin jerked, and his eyes widened like his toothy smile gaping in amused surprise. “She’s strong. She is going to be most enjoyable.”

      “Stole, you have no idea what you are dealing with right now.” Kieron threatened.

      “Don’t I? She’s a witch. Look at you, my hand. And pure as spring…” His eyes took her in again, and she put her hands out to her sides, facing the ground. Kieron’s eyes drifted to her hands, and he gave her a quick nod.

      “Does she taste as good as she smells?”

      Kieron cocked his head and revealed a sharp smile, “Better.”

      Marin’s eyes widened. She glared at Kieron as she summoned energy from the ground. Stole had not looked at her again, watching Kieron warily. The arcs of static jumped and raced over her hands, encasing her wrists. Balls of energy danced around her fingertips.

      Before Stole could take a look at her growing energy, Kieron added, “She’s a fighter, too.”

      Stole laughed heartily again, tipping his head back.

      “Beautiful!”

      “Now!”

      Marin obeyed Kieron’s command and pressed her electrified hands into the Stryx’s torso. He bellowed. He released his grip on her neck. Kieron dove into the convulsing Stryx and sank his fangs into the man’s neck. Marin scrambled away and watched the Stryx beat and claw at Kieron’s back to break his hold. Blood spilled from Kieron’s sides.

      When the effects of the electricity faded, Stole flipped Kieron onto his back and grabbed hold of his hair. Kieron’s clawed fingers pounded into the Stryx’s side, rending tissue and bone. He was nothing but a weak human shell whom she had hit with her energy. The Stryx curse had dissolved, making Stole vulnerable.

      Marin’s stomach rose into her throat as she witnessed Kieron’s hand disappear into the man’s chest cavity. The roar that came from Stole was deafening, and she covered her ears; within seconds, he was silenced, and Kieron pulled the Stryx’s heart from his chest.

      Kieron shoved the limp man off his body and stood. He delivered a series of three kicks into the dead man, accompanied by a string of curse words.

      “I-I thought Stryx couldn’t be killed!”

      “They can if you are a Stryx who knows the weak spots and knows dark magic spells, or have a woman who can dissolve the tough Stryx exterior.” He dropped the blood-soaked organ from his scarlet hand. “I have both, and I have you.” He wiped the arm of his free hand over his bloody mouth.

      “You don’t have me.”

      “Don’t I?”

      “Never.” Kieron’s eyes narrowed and turned from green to red. Marin stepped back and asked, “Is there another one?”

      “He’s dead.” Kieron took slow steps toward her.

      “Where?” The wall was cold at her back, and she lifted her chin as he closed the space between them.

      “Outside.”

      “Where were you? I tried to contact you, but⁠—”

      “I was a little preoccupied, Marin.”

      “The other one,” she spoke more to herself than to him. Looking at him less than a yard away was challenging for her. Closer. So close, she could see the faint rust of the Stryx’s blood smeared through the stubble on his chin. Her palms pressed flat into the wall. He squeezed his eyes shut briefly, and lines creased his brow.

      Kieron was haunted. Dark thoughts were rolling through his mind, and although Marin could not decipher what he was feeling, abundant energy pressed into her flesh from his body. She felt an indiscernible amount of fear coming from him. Marin was curious but knew better than to ask him. Kieron wasn’t in a sharing mood.

      His eyes narrowed on her again as he stepped in her direction and rested his clean hand on the wall beside her head. He looked down at her dress and lifted his eyes, asking, “Did you let him in?”

      Shocked by his question, Marin hissed, “No!”

      “Did you think he would save you?”

      She shook her head, “I saw his sash, just the red, and looked through the windows. He saw me.” Marin’s heart thumped in her chest, not from fear but the closeness. She presumed that his scent and power were evident from feeding from the other Stryx. He had saved her and appeared distraught over the possibility of losing her. Her mind was uncertain about what she should be feeling. His attack was precise, calculated, and quick.

      “You are,” Kieron lifted his blood-stained hand and tilted his head to look at her neck. He did not touch her. “You are bruising. You were lucky, Marin.” The tenderness in his voice had morphed into the arrogant cadence she was familiar with.

      Marin’s blood started to boil. Her mind was already spinning from the crazy thoughts torturing her with him so close and so unlike him for a few brief moments.

      Her confusion and anger lashed out, “Lucky? Dead by you, dead by him.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes.” She held her tight gaze on him and refused to give an inch.

      “Yet, you warned me. It’s possible that you saved me⁠—”

      “Only because…” Marin couldn’t quite come up with a reasonable excuse.

      Kieron smirked. The tension in his body eased, and the energy he expelled dampened. “Then you called to me and wanted my help.”

      “I was scared.”

      “So… not dead by him, dead by me. You do have a preference. Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t?”

      Marin shook her head. “What ’s the difference?”

      “A lot. He makes me look like a gentleman. You are fortunate. He’s not a regular Stryx forged from a duinova. He’s a pureblood.”

      “I thought Baskovio said Stryx are only duinova.”

      “I guess not anymore.”

      “He wasn’t a Stryx when you knew him?” asked Marin, at last breaking eye contact and puzzling over the information.

      “No.”

      “Is that why you are worried?”

      “I’m not worried. Perplexed, but not worried.”

      “You were scared. I sensed your fear.”

      “I don’t like to share my toys.” Kieron growled, “My playthings are mine.”

      Marin shook her head. She almost called out his lies, but instead scoffed and said, “Jerk.”

      Kieron shrugged. He walked over to the dead Stryx, reached down, and pulled the sash from his waist. He wiped the blood from his hand and dropped the fabric. He then pulled the casing from his belt and retrieved the sword that had hit the floor when she had electrified him.

      “Was the other one a pureblood?”

      “No.”

      He hoisted the body over his shoulder. “I knew Stole from before I was a duinova. He’s the pureblood who changed me. I thought he was dead.”

      Marin was unsure how to interpret his flat, matter-of-fact attitude toward the dead pureblood. His gears were turning, but he remained far more reserved than Marin would have expected him to behave.

      “Kieron?” When he turned toward her, she said, “Thank you.”

      He gave a brief nod and then looked at the heart and bloody mess on the floor. Without emotion, he said, “Clean that shit up.”
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      Baskovio meandered down the dimly lit hall toward his quarters after another frustrating meeting with Aislinn when Kael blocked his path. He let out a heavy breath as he tried to avoid conflict and step around the fuming Stryx. Despite being a pureblood and an ex-elder of the Strygolian tribe, he did not want to fight with a Stryx.

      “What is it, Kael?”

      “Cedric.”

      “We’ve been over this,” he said and attempted to slip past the angry Stryx blocking his path.

      Again, Kael stood in his way. Baskovio’s teeth ground together, and he narrowed his eyes. Twice his size and a fraction of his age, Baskovio was unsure whether he would come out on top in a physical altercation with Kael. Once, he thought he could overpower a human, but he was proved wrong.

      “And we are going to go over it again and again until you get some common sense or find compassion.”

      “How much compassion do you have for the girl in there?”

      “I’d have a whole lot more if she served a purpose. Let us take her to Cedric.”

      “I said, ‘No.’”

      Bitterness and anger welled up in Kael’s chest as he stared into the bright blue, glaring eyes of the Strygolian. Another pureblood manipulating and controlling him, hate rolled in his gut as memories of the torture he endured at the hands of one of the wickedest Strygolians, Vale, sprang to life in his mind’s eye.

      Ostracized or not, Kael could no longer tolerate a Strygolian dictating whether his friend would live, die, or continue suffering through hell when a perfect solution was chained to the wall fifty feet away.

      “My patience ran out days ago, Baskovio.”

      “Unfortunate, go chase after it.”

      Kael resisted the urge to destroy the monster in front of him, but in truth, it would matter little if he did. Knowing the reality of his future was a lifetime as a Stryx, with a death sentence on his back if ever apprehended by the Garda Strygoli, made the possibility of having to destroy the old man easy if it became necessary.

      “It will only be unfortunate for you.”

      “Kael, I do not care to fight with you. It’s for the best that we keep them apart. I have explained this to you.”

      Kael held his ground with his wild desire for destruction reined in and under control. He had not yet determined whether this particular Strygolian’s goals were honorable, but if his plan were legit, it could change his life and the lives of all humans for the better. He was torn.

      As the world currently stood, life outside of the cave was bleak at best. The Garda Strygoli would be looking for them after abandoning their Stryx duties to protect the white-haired girl and her cousin. If Baskovio’s plan was honorable, now, with Marin missing, their future relied on the cousin, Aislinn.

      It was the old man’s resistance to using her power to heal Cedric that Kael could not understand, and his insistence that they let their friend suffer was too much. Baskovio widened his stance as if he expected Kael to attack. The move would have tugged Kael’s frown into a grin if it had been from anyone else.

      Baskovio quirked an eyebrow at the Stryx towering over him and then scoffed, walking around him into the main room to sit, when he realized Kael wasn’t going to attack.

      Kael spun and followed, barking behind him. “We need to bring her to him, Baskovio. He cannot take much more of this. The numbing ointments are doing nothing for him. We are going to lose him if we haven’t already. The only thing that helped me was being in her presence at night.”

      “He’ll be fine. He’s not worsening.”

      “No, just suffering! He’s in a perpetual hell, Baskovio. What if it were you? I bet you would not be so lax in finding a solution or using the girl.”

      “It’s not possible.”

      “She changed my form slightly, and that is when the healing started to take hold and work. She is Glace Blanche, a healer. Let her do what she was put on this, gods-forsaken earth, to do!” Kael gripped his hips to prevent himself from squeezing the life out of the pureblood sitting before him.

      Baskovio stroked his long white beard, shaking his head rigidly. “We can’t risk it; she will hear him and…” He turned away from Kael and wiped his hand over his mouth before grabbing his knees.

      Kael tried to be patient and waited for him to continue speaking. It took little time to realize he had no intentions of finishing his excuse or helping Cedric. “And what, Baskovio? See the evils her boyfriend is capable of committing? I don’t get it! You want her to think Kieron is a monster, yet you won’t let her see for herself.”

      Baskovio spun on his seat and leaped to his feet, demonstrating he was more spry than he let on. With a pointed finger, he shook toward Kael and seethed, “He will sense Marin. No, we can’t.” He stepped back, thinking, and then further pressed his point. “Even though they are individuals, they carry the same blood in their veins. I have to break his connection to Marin first. He can’t remain bound to her.”

      “Why?”

      “We need more time—I need more time. She will not do what needs to be done if he is in her heart.”

      “Bullshit! It’d give her all the more reason… Unless you intend on killing her!”

      “No, no, I need more time to work it out. More time,” he muttered, walking in small circles.

      “Cedric doesn’t have time!” Kael was close to losing the grip he had on his temper. Something about Baskovio was not adding up, and it was driving him mad that he could not figure it out. By nature, the man wasn’t trustworthy. His Strygolian bloodlines alone ensured that, but there was something else. He studied the man in thought as Baskovio eased himself into the chair again.

      “What are you talking about—breaking the bond? That cannot be broken, and he won’t believe he’s connected with the girl. You should know it doesn’t work that way. What are you trying to do? What is your real agenda?”

      Baskovio rose, pacing the small space, rubbing his chin. “No. No agenda. I’m afraid he will feel a false connection. The same way Kieron does for Marin.” Again, he took up the seat he had abandoned moments earlier.

      Kael found his spastic movements, the sitting and then standing, peculiar. It wasn’t behavior he had witnessed from the pureblood. “That girl is nothing like her cousin. Nothing. I’m not Marin’s biggest fan, but they are not the same or even close. Maybe your senses are off, but mine are not!”

      “I will not discuss it. I don’t want to discuss this further.”

      Baskovio stood from his seat at the main entrance of the cave. He hobbled down the corridor toward his room, the familiar shuffle of an elderly man. Roan arrived and hesitated, watching the old man disappear through his doorway.

      Roan eyed Kael. “Sounded like you were about to kill someone, partner.”

      “I thought about it.”

      “Kael, you can’t,” Roan argued.

      “I can. It just won’t help.” Kael shook his head. “He acts like that girl will be the answer, but she doesn’t have the same drive and determination as Marin. She is weak in her mind and too easily influenced. Defending Kieron?”

      Kael gripped his waist, kicking an imaginary object on the ground. “Of course, if he would clue us in on what he was trying to do, it would be different.”

      “Baskovio isn’t making a believer out of me, either,” agreed Roan. “I question his motives more and more every day. As far as Aislinn is concerned, I think it’s her age more than anything; she is young. She has been through a lot in her eighteen years. But seriously, think. Where were you at that age? Did you make thoughtful decisions that were without risk? I didn’t.”

      “Roan, it’s more than that. Marin’s driving focus was to protect Aislinn, her only family.” Kael took a few steps toward the direction Aislinn was chained up, beyond the cave wall, and jabbed his pointer finger her way.

      “This girl isn’t even concerned about her cousin, not like she should be. She’s a spoiled brat. Yeah, her life hasn’t been the greatest, but Marin did everything for her. She sacrificed herself for that girl.” He kicked at the floor, sending a lose but of rock skittering into the adjacent wall.

      With frustration, he added. “All she can do is whine about being released and how bored she is—begging for books and a custom-made bed.”

      Kael grabbed his hips, arched his back, raised his face to the ceiling, and released an exasperated huff. He knew he was being unfair and taking out his frustrations on her. Guilt stabbed in his gut for losing Marin. He had taken it upon himself that he should have realized Kieron would try something.

      “One thing Baskovio is right about is that we can’t let Kieron change her. It would be calamitous. She is already loyal to him. We know she has the same capabilities as Marin, and even though she would not have pure Strygolian blood, it would still be his. Can you imagine?”

      Roan shook his head, thinking deeply about Kael’s take on the situation.

      “Together, they would be unstoppable. Aislinn could destroy Marin simply because Kieron is attracted to her. I can’t imagine the havoc that would ensue if she were given that power. Can you?”

      “No. You think Marin is still alive?”

      “I know she is. Otherwise, Cedric would have died a long time ago. Her connection to him is keeping him fighting.”

      “Okay, then we need to heal Cedric as soon as possible. He would be a reason for Marin to fight back.”

      Kael bit his bottom lip and gave a little turn of his head toward Baskovio’s quarters, and then, in a sharp whisper, eyes pinning Roan, “Cedric is going to be healed tonight.”

      “What’s your plan?”

      Roan and Kael walked to Cedric’s room, only fifty feet from Aislinn’s. “Proximity is the problem. He needs to be closer to her. She needs to be physically touching him.”

      “No way, Kael! He could kill her. Do you remember what I almost did to Marin? If he killed or severely harmed her, Marin would hate him.”

      “We will restrain him and separate her from him before he’s fully healed. That is where we went wrong with you.”

      “What about her? She will never go for it. If she screams and freaks, Baskovio will find out, and he will… I don’t know what he will do. He’s not as weak as he pretends.”

      Kael held his chin in thought and then looked at Roan. “You are going to talk to her. Take her to the washroom, and when she tries talking to you, talk! Tell her you’ll bring her some books.

      “Tell her we need her help; tell her anything you want, but you must convince her. I get the vibe she doesn’t like the old man any more than we do, so use that if you have to.”

      “Why me?” Roan leaned away. The last thing he wanted to do was spend more time with Aislinn than he had to. He had not expressed how much she tempted him and was embarrassed to admit it.

      “Because you are a lot nicer and more sincere than I am. I’m an asshole. We all know that, and I don’t want to screw this up. Cedric doesn’t deserve this. That guy has been suffering for weeks, and Baskovio knows how he could end it and won’t do it.”

      Roan’s shoulders slumped, and he sighed, agreeing, “Okay, I’ll do it.”
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        SNOW FAULT

      

      

      
      After Stole and his partner had discovered them, Kieron steered clear of Marin’s room for a few days. He was distant—not physically; he was around just enough to prevent returning to his Stryx form, but she could not feel him. He was still around, doing annoying things, but it was different. Marin suspected he might be avoiding her like he was before the incident, but she could not figure out why.

      Certain things had become routine over the past couple of weeks, and now he had disrupted her normal again. His absence was more irritating than his lurking in the shadows of the hall. When he finally took up skulking about her side of the mansion, the vibes he put off were different. There was anger and hostility toward him.

      Uneasiness hung in the air of the home. It was tense and threatening. Marin struggled to decide if it was because the security and isolation of the house no longer made her feel safe or if it was the unrest within Kieron she was sensing and making her anxious.

      Undeniably, they were both miserable. Marin sometimes wished that the Stryx in the red sash had killed her. She did not want to die, but she never imagined things becoming worse. Marin was tired of all of it.

      From the corner of her eye, the gray, dismal day gave her an unexpected gift, so fleeting she thought she might have imagined it. She rose and padded her bare feet over the cold floor toward the window.

      Pressing her nose to the glass, she waited, and then she saw it, a flake. Within minutes, the solitary snowflakes were joined by a flurry of crystals and fat slushy clusters. A genuine smile cracked Marin’s dower expression and brought joy to her face.

      Marin pulled the bench before the window and tucked her crossed feet beneath her skirts to watch the snow. She wrapped her hair around the left side of her body, twisting the long chestnut ringlets into a solitary curl around her fingers. For the moment, she did not feel so miserable and lost.

      When Kieron wandered into her room, she initially dismissed his presence and continued to watch the snowflakes drift to the earth. Some of the snow started sticking and no longer melted on direct contact. She caught herself from sharing her excitement with him and disregarded that he remained behind her.

      Watching the snow was one of the few pleasant moments she had experienced since arriving at the abandoned mansion. She had always loved watching the first snowfall and had no intention of letting Kieron ruin it.

      His heavy boots scuffed over the smooth floor, and her hackles rose, knowing he was deliberately trying to irritate her. Days before, he was in the hall tapping his fingers to childish tunes until she screamed for him to leave, but he never attempted to speak with her. This evening was different.

      Marin caught a glimpse of
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contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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