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For the parts of us we hide in shadows. For the mask. 

For the monster. 

To be loved, is to be seen.
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Trigger warnings:

As usual this novel contains scenes depicting or discussing abuse of all kinds, violence, torture, explicit content and BDSM kinks, including brat play, discipline, and restraint. In the primary relationships, consent is always present.
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Elias Ambrose

The second his kindred disappeared from Erus, Elias knew. He stormed from his merger meeting with the head of Goldtech to his car and tore out of the parking garage, taking out the security box’s metal arm. His strangling grip on the steering wheel tightened until the leather tore from the rim. 

“Fuck.” He slammed his palm against the horn when a particularly slow driver pulled in front of him. The older man swerved as Elias sped past, fury and terror rising every second his mark remained dull.

His phone rang, and he answered on the second trill.

“Kian.”

The strain in the fae’s response was palpable. “A rogue. On the borders.”

“How?” Elias’s teeth grated, wrath flooding his senses until he couldn’t repress the surge of crimson to his irises or the painful lengthening of his fangs.

“There was evidence of a skirmish, and remnant stains of a potion. Whoever it was didn’t portal like the others.”

“Fuck.” He slammed his fist into the dashboard, cracking it.

“Elias—”

“I fucking know.”

A wave of calm slithered along the call, but Elias swiped it away. It wasn’t the time, and Kian knew better than to manipulate him.

“Don’t.”

“I can’t help it.” Kian sighed. The soothing dampened, but still poked at Elias’s defences. “After she completed the marks, I can’t.”

“I know that too.” Elias dug his foot into the accelerator, hugging a precarious bend in the landscape as he finally escaped Sterling’s endless grey. His ire flared as his kindred bond warbled, then slackened completely, like she was asleep. Or unconscious. 

He had sensed the change in himself after Sylvie bonded with the shifter, too. In power and the connection tying them together. In Argyncia, it was easier to ignore. The subtle strengthening between them had been muted by whatever warding his brother had set around the city. But in Erus ... despite portal sickness needling his brain and sapping his energy, the power that had flooded them the second they burst from Granite Lake was stark. Startling. His immunity to the sun had quadrupled in its potency. It used to sap him quickly—Erus’s sun was sharper than the other realms—but now the warmth refuelled him. Just like she did. He needed to get to her. He needed to get to her now.

“I know what you’re thinking.” Kian’s voice startled him from his mind. She did that often. Consumed his every thought until nothing else mattered. Not him, not his empire. Nothing. The only reason he’d spent time away from her was to prepare his businesses to function without him. A mistake. He should never have left.

“No, you don’t,” Elias replied, running his tongue across his fangs, still sharpened to needle points.

“You’re thinking of going after her. And we can’t. I used up my energy on the wards, and Kerensa is off, Fates know where.”

“How long until you’re strong enough?” Frustration mingled with an unfamiliar cloying feeling that filled his chest. Then his throat. It was the same sensation that took over when she last stood before his monstrous brother. It sickened him even to call the vampire king that. 

“It’s not just me. Theres no lunar or solar events in Erus for a while—”

“How long, Kian?”

“Weeks.”

“Fuck!” he roared, slamming his foot on the brakes and pulling over before he totalled his car in a rage. Kian’s voice garbled as blood rushed through Elias in a violent torrent. No amount of calm could ease his vīs now. He could almost see his friend’s expression, worry and disapproval knitting his brow. Arms crossed. Head tipped back in exasperation. Kian was always the rational one. The kind one. The peacemaker.

If Elias couldn’t get to Sylvie, there would be no peace. Ever again. And if Hayes had her ... gods. Hayes loved a challenge, always did. Any female Elias ever showed an interest in, Hayes was certain to manipulate and coerce to his whims. He broke things. It was his favourite pastime when they were children, and based on what he saw on their last trip to the tower, it was the same now.

But Elias knew Sylvie. His fiancee. His queen. She was not breakable. Her stubborn strength and refusal to yield always filled him with admiration. Hayes could not break her spirit, but the challenge would only incite him until her relentless smart mouth had her tortured and killed. Hayes had done it before with his past lovers. Twice. Everything about his brother disgusted him. The fact that they shared a face irritated him daily—but never more than when Sylvie set eyes upon him. Or when he saw the expressions of the shifters who had been imprisoned by Hayes when they looked at Elias. They hated him. Feared him. 

With centuries to mature, to learn restraint, it was infuriating to know that Hayes’s only desire was to repeat history instead.

“Are you still there?”

Elias cleared his throat with a grunt. “Yes. Give me a few hours. Round up the shifters.”

“Already done. Everyone’s accounted for, except for Rowan.”

“Where is he?” 

The shifter alpha. Sylvie’s last mate, and the cause of her most recent pain. He tried to forgive him like Kian had, but he wasn’t there yet. Every time Elias looked upon him, he saw Sylvie’s suffering. That festering wound of hers was still closing slowly after his beta’s treatment.

“The lake, I believe.” 

Despite not having forgiven him yet, he appreciated having another person feel the same distress he was. His wolf would be going ballistic, unable to reach his mate. Elias pulled back onto the road and steeled his resolve. They would discuss everything once he returned home—even if that place meant nothing without her in it.

“Find him and bring him to the house. The last thing we need is two missing bonded.”

“Rowan’s wolf is distraught.”

“Kian. Just do as I fucking say.” 

He sensed the fae male stiffen. “Careful, Elias. I’m not your pet.” With that, he hung up, and Elias worked his jaw, trying not to destroy his hundred-thousand-mark car any further.

Kian was right. As usual. Guilt rose steadily, as if to consume him, and he let it. Years of proficiency working under duress—gone. Through corporate greed, famine, war, and the Division of the realms.

Sylvie was gone. And she would be his undoing.
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First came the cold. Then a faint tingling. Sylvie blinked against the darkness, then wriggled her fingers in the restraints overhead and pivoted on her toes. 

“Hel.”

She sniffed, running her tongue along her bloodstained lip, and took in the room. Eight feet by eight feet. Stone and silver. Moss filled every crack. Wind swept through a barred window no bigger than her head, and the manacles on her wrists flaked rust with every sudden jerk. Sylvie had done well, stayed within Kian’s wards, and used her fae ability to choke the life out of Ace until his skin turned a mottled hue of pink and blue. She’d been so focused on destroying the male that tortured her, she didn’t even see the shove coming. Someone—a faceless coward—pushed her with the power of a sledgehammer at Ace’s feet, and then she was gone. Sucked into a gooey black portal potion, spat out in a cell, and walloped in the face. So, Ace wasn’t lying about a traitor. Hopefully, Rowan would catch their scent and discover them before they did any more damage. 

She yawned, cracking her neck. The cool light outside and scent of flowers filled her nose as she tried to estimate the time. Either dawn or dusk. One held far more promise.

“Alright, asshole, I’m awake. Come and play.” 

A sharp hiss made her heart leap.

“Quiet. Best to be forgotten down here.” 

She scowled towards the unfamiliar, gritty voice. It held an edge of weariness, as if the owner of the voice hadn’t spoken aloud in decades. Maybe he hadn’t. 

“I wasn’t talking to you,” she said.

“I figured.”

“Hayes!” she shouted, curling a hand around the manacle’s chain on her wrist and tugging, dodging a rain of debris from the crumbling stone ceiling. As the cloud of dust settled, a distant door slammed. Steps. Stomps. Then her door screeched open to show her fiance’s face, twisted in hate, hair limp around his head.

“Hello, Hayes.”

“I should cut your tongue out.”

“And I should’ve killed you while I had the chance.” She attempted a shrug, her shoulders pressing into her ears. “Oh well. There’s always tomorrow.”

A teeth-rattling crack across her face came without warning, and her head flew back as blood poured from her nose. She laughed—she couldn’t help it as she lifted her head again, stretching her neck out side to side. 

“So you all slap like little bitches here, huh?”

The next hit held nothing back, and she lost consciousness for a beat, maybe two. By the time she roused, Hayes stood cross-armed and smug, leaning next to the door.

“No one knows where you are, and no one will come to save you. Not even your precious master.”

“Hmm.” Her bloodied lip curled, but she swallowed the words she wanted to say. She’d just have to save herself then. 

He matched her smile and revealed lengthening fangs. “I look forward to breaking you.”

A gut punch stole her breath, and she sagged, chin to chest, wheezing. Once air flooded her lungs again, she clicked her tongue, shaking her head.

“Something on your mind?” Hayes purred, like he hadn’t tried to punch a hole through her.

Her ribs flared with a silent laugh, and she winced at the movement. Must’ve cracked one.

“Nothing,” she murmured.

“You’re learning already. This may be easier than I expected.”

She raised her head. She really shouldn’t have, but gods, it was so satisfying. 

“Knocking you out in your own tower and stealing your portal key was easier than I expected, too. You really shouldn’t underestimate your enemies, Hayes. It’s unbecoming of a king.”

He kicked her thigh; the bone broke with a disgustingly loud snap. The sound pierced her awareness a millisecond before the agony ripped up her lower half. She bit her tongue until it bled to stop the scream. 

Hayes grinned, circling as if painting her image behind his lids. “I see why they want you dead.”

“Who?”

* * *
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CONSCIOUSNESS RETURNED in waves. Sylvie lifted her head on a cricked neck and wiped her itchy nose on her bicep. 

“Shit.” She spat a glob of dried blood onto the floor. The smudges of black and red definitely added to the ambiance. She winced and put her foot down, exhaling with relief when it bore weight. Must’ve been out for a while. The manacles around her wrists chafed, and she blinked up at the ancient chains, bolts, and crumbling rock pinning them to the ceiling. 

“Hmm.” 

“You still alive, youngling?”

Sylvie scoffed at her neighbour, clasping the chains overhead and wrenching. 

“I’m no youngling.” The bolt in the rock screeched. 

“Sounds like you caused quite some damage to the blood prince’s reputation if what you rambled about was true.”

She rolled her eyes and yanked again, speaking a single word between each jerk. “Rambled? Who. Even. Are. You?” The bolt rattled in a pocket of air she’d made in the concrete. So close.

“Magnus.”

With one last pull, the manacles came loose, falling and barely missing her head on the descent. She backed out of the dust cloud, coughing despite the tightness in her ribs, and scanned the old manacles. They were secured by a simple lock mechanism filled with rust and weathered with age. 

“And you are?” the voice, Magnus, asked.

“Busy,” she said, twisting the manacles and smashing them down on the thick chains. When that didn’t work, she picked up a chunk of concrete. This has to work. She slammed it down hard. Her wrists screamed. Come on. Blood coated her skin, but after a few tedious minutes, the lock broke off her left cuff. With the blood dribbling down her wrist and pooling in her palm, she used the slickness to pull her right hand free. 

“Got it,” she breathed. Now to escape. She walked the perimeter of the room, palming the rock and moss, her nails scratching at the tiny plants. She tuned into her fae ability and pressed her lips at the weakness of it. Argyncia’s warding prevented her from accessing her full strength, but the moss still flickered with life. Maybe she could just—

“You escaped your bonds?”

She spun at Hayes’s voice, her face flaming. He’d snuck up on her, the door swinging open without a single sound. 

“They were old.” She eyed the chalice in his hand. “My arms were tired.” The dagger on his belt.

He followed her gaze, and his responding grin was predatory. 

“What are you, mutt?”

She half-shrugged. “I’m sure you can guess.”

His tongue clicked against his teeth as he sloshed the blood-filled chalice before sipping. The residue staining his lips after a lengthy pull matched the darkness of his irises. “Fae and something definitively beast. But what beast that is remains cloaked.”

What to say? She gnawed on the inside of her cheek. Her answer would have no bearing on what he did to her. Probably. At this point, all she could do was stall.

He lifted a long, black-tipped finger.

“If you lie to me, I will know, and I will ensure the next time I touch you, you won’t heal as easily.” 

Sure, but that wasn’t nearly as frightening as he made it seem. She’d had plenty of wounds that were hard to heal. With a frown, she gestured to the dead flesh around his nails. 

“You should probably get that checked.”

He cracked the knuckles of his free hand with a thumb and grinned. 

“Can fae regrow their fingers?”

She rolled her eyes but curled her fingers instinctively. Losing digits wasn’t on her current to-do list.

“Why do you care so much? It doesn’t matter what or who I am.” Edging around the room away from him, she lowered her stance slightly, relaxing her coiled muscles and scanning the space for weapons. He had a knife, but she still had the manacles at her feet. If she swung hard enough, maybe she could lob his head off like a ball. 

“What is that strange human habit in your realm when younglings cannot listen? Counting? Shall I count?”

“Prick.”

He chuckled. “One.”

The fury that he ignited forced the prowling beast within her to wake, stretching and yawning. Its fangs glinted in the light of her turbulent fire.

“Two.”

Alright. Fine. She could lay her cards on the table. There wasn’t much else to do besides antagonise him. Maybe once she got him riled up, she could give her manacles a hearty swing.

“It doesn’t matter what species I am,” she said. “All that should matter to you is that Elias isn’t my master. He’s my kindred.”

Hayes paused, the final number seeming to hover on his tongue between his bloodstained teeth. “Lies.”

“And Kian—prince of Ilfaem. My fated one.”

He scoffed, but colour leeched from his skin until the blood he had just consumed was visible through the papery-thin flesh. It raced and churned through the dark veins.

“And the shifter alpha, obviously. Rowan Hex. My mate.”

In a blink, he slammed her into the wall, ripping the front of her shirt open to reveal the three woven marks on her chest. She twisted under his grip, but he held her steady with a hand around her throat. The chalice clanked to the ground, a tiny pool of red seeping across the dusty floor. 

She let herself smile. “I wonder what they’ll do when they get here and see what you’re doing to me?”

“Fates.” He choked and backed away, letting her go with a rough shove. His face phased through a dozen emotions before he whipped out of the room and slammed the door. 

She stared blankly at the door for a whole minute in complete silence before Magnus’s voice made her jump. 

“What species are you?” Weariness weaved through his question, but she ignored him. She turned back to the moss and dug her shaking fingers into the cracks. Telling Hayes the truth had either given her the time she needed to escape, or hastened her death.

“Youngling.”

“Quiet. I’m busy.”

“And once you escape, where do you think you’ll go? You have only eight hours to find shelter before the revenants resume their hunt. It’s safer here.”

“For you, maybe.” But Magnus’s words gave her pause. She needed to get home, and that meant portalling, but Kian said they needed lunar events to do that, and the full moon had passed days ago. Then there were the portal potions. She shuddered, remembering how she got in the cell in the first place. That was not an option. If she thought hard enough, she could feel the lingering sensation of her skin being pulled apart and restitched again from the alternative travel method. 

She straightened, glaring at the wall separating her and the other prisoner. 

“How do the vampires travel to Erus every month?”

He hesitated before saying, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Liar.”

She turned back to the moss, surging what little power she had into each tuft. They swelled and pushed against the crumbling stone until chunks tumbled at her feet. This was it. This was her salvation.

“Your name, youngling.”

She pressed her head against the stone, her fingers splaying on either side as she pushed everything she had into her fae abilities. The fissures spread from stone to stone.

“Tell me how they portal,” she repeated, and the walls shuddered under her palms.

“That is valuable information.”

“Yes.” She gritted her teeth and dug her nails into the wall. “As is a name.”

His low grumble travelled between cells, and she tensed.

“A trapped fae. Follow the wall to the forest and don’t stop until you reach the red caves.”

The red caves? She had no idea what he meant by that, but she nodded anyway, her power rising one last time beneath her hands. Blood spilt from her nose as the wall shattered and tumbled eight feet to the loamy, plantless soil below. She did it. She actually fucking did it.

“Appreciate it.” She flung off her torn shirt, adjusting her sports bra as she lay the scrap fabric atop the uneven edge before swinging her legs over. The cloth stopped her bare stomach from getting scraped as she turned and dropped lightly onto the crumbled brick. Her leg twinged at the sudden movement, but held steady.

Her hand fanned the plumes of dust from her face as she blinked back at the partially crumbled wall and the tiny window next to it. Red eyes watched her from the slit, and she waved. The glow of Magnus’s stare narrowed. She pressed her lips together. Weakened from using her abilities, there was no way to free him. Not if she wanted to get to the caves before nightfall. Magnus would have to stay. He was a prisoner anyway—maybe he was a murderer or something. But knowing Hayes, surely that would be rewarded, not punished with imprisonment. 

“I’m Sylvie,” she said, nodding once and turning away, but not before noting the widening of his crimson gaze. 

“Don’t go anywhere,” she muttered sarcastically. 

The wall loomed directly ahead, and she darted towards it, craning her neck in either direction. No guards, but no forest either. She needed to get on top of the wall. Shit. With a steeling breath, she ascended, digging her toes into the tiny ledges and gripping the protruding stones with clawed hands. She made it ten feet before voices sounded nearby.

“Shit.” She sped up, dragging her way up, when a cold vice latched around her foot. She kicked hard, dislodging the hold, and scrambled the last few feet to the top of the wall. Without a second’s pause, she jumped off, landing and rolling in a heap on a tangle of vines and dainty pastel flowers. She sucked in a breath, readying to bolt, when the sharp bite of metal kissed her nape.

“Stand up slowly.” The voice had a rich, ethereal quality, and she exhaled low in her throat. Three more vampires approached from her left out of the wall. She frowned. There was a gods damned door?

“I said, stand.”

Sylvie shook her head, picking flecks of rock and dirt from her fingernails, but followed the guard’s order. The sharp sting on her neck never wavered, and she glanced once more at the three vampires nearly upon them. Two males and a female, all kitted out in brown scaled protective garb, weapons strapped to their hips and thighs. Disgust marred the faces of both males. The taller one with cropped blond hair and a scar through his top lip sneered. She recognised him from somewhere, but couldn’t place him. The bronze-skinned brunette at his side fingered the hilt of his dagger while the female moved in smaller steps, her spiralling ash-coloured ringlets bouncing around her face in a halo. When she caught Sylvie staring, her lips curled, revealing two dimples. 

“Turn,” the guard behind her said. Sylvie did, raising her hands by her head and letting them tremble. Maybe if they thought she was feeble, they’d drop their guard. As she turned, though, she only just caught the dark-skinned vampire’s gaze travelling from Sylvie’s face to chest before the guard dropped to her knees. The weapon thudded on the ground beside her a moment later.

When Sylvie’s face pinched in confusion and she turned to the other three, they too fell to their knees, their expressions a mix of awe and disbelief.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Sylvie said, stepping back. Her head tilted. Were they letting her go?

The dark-skinned female spoke first. “I’m Shan, head of the royal guard.”

“Okay—”

“Mila.” The other female shared, her olive cheeks flushing at Sylvie’s scrutiny.

The men stood, thumping their chests with closed fists. Scar-face bowed his head. “Horuk.” So she did know him. Hayes had made him stay and clean up the dead vampire the morning they went to the markets.

“Bastian,” the last one said.

Sylvie nodded and glanced over her shoulder at the forest. “Well, thanks for the introductions, but I’m gonna go now.”

Shan stood, lifting the dagger off the ground and holding it, hilt facing out, towards Sylvie. “We will escort you wherever you need to go.”

“I—uh—what?”

Shan bowed her head, dropping the blade into Sylvie’s reluctantly lifting palm.

“My Queen,” she said.
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Sylvie marched four paces behind the gaggle of vampire guards. Occasionally they glanced her way as they “escorted” her through the forest. They refused to acknowledge her disgruntled denial of being queen and urged her further into the woods in case anyone else saw them. If it weren’t for the reverence on their faces, she might have guessed they were planning to kill her there.

“Are you ready to speak now, My Queen?” Shan asked, appearing at her side in a blink.

“Fuck!” Sylvie jumped, crossing her arms as they traipsed over the uneven forest floor. “Stop calling me that.”

“It is what you are. What you should be,” Mila chirped from beside them. 

Shan hummed. “I recognised you from the markets. You were disguised as the true king’s pet then, but you bear his kindred symbol.”

“I’m just Sylvie, alright? I’m not a queen.”

“But—” Mila started, but Shan raised her hand.

“Fine. Just Sylvie. Where can we take you? What is it you are looking for?”

Sylvie paused, and the vampires did too, like an invisible string linked them to her. Her brows furrowed, and she bit the inside of her cheek, letting out a steady stream of air from her nose. 

“Erus.”

“Then you need to head to the red caves,” Bastian said. 

Sylvie glanced at him and ground her teeth. He knew exactly what she was looking for even if she didn’t. It looked like she needed the escort even if she didn’t want one.

Mila’s face fell, and a stoicism settled over Shan at Bastian’s announcement. Bastian just smiled though and clapped a hand on Mila’s drooping shoulders as he said, “We’ll take you to him, but we won’t be able to travel until Solsday.”

“That’s in two days,” Horuk said.

Two days. She could manage for two days. It was better than a month of waiting for someone to save her. 

“Him?”

Horuk hummed a short laugh, gaze flickering to her bonded marks. “You’ll see. Let’s get there before Hayes realises what we’ve done.”

Bastian and Shan nodded, while Mila looked over her shoulder, lip drawn between her teeth. 

Sylvie followed Horuk’s assured steps deeper into the forest, mind racing. 

“What exactly have you done?” she asked

“Treason.”

Shan dipped her head. “We will explain more once we’re safe. We’re too exposed out here.”

With a nod, Sylvie tuned in to the serene space around them. Pastel trees and effervescent wildlife swarmed them with every step, the trees of varying shapes and textures calling to her like a siren song. Her senses mellowed until her pace turned to a slow amble. The rogue portalling was finally taking its toll, then.

Her fingers dragged along a silky trunk, but when she touched the next tree her fingers met bubbling, wet bark. She hastily wiped the alien substance on her tights and scraped it out from under her nails. Blue sap. Nothing good would come from blue sap.

“Careful, Your Majesty. These plants are carnivorous,” Bastian said.

“Opportunists,” Horuk added.

She nodded and clenched her fists at her sides. No more touching. Her footfalls grew heavy, dragging through mud, and when she glanced down, she hissed. Tendrils curled around her shoes, ankles, and calves, saturating her in a thick, syrupy liquid.

“Move faster.” Shan cut away the vines and took her wrist lightly, pulling her along.

A tittering call echoed, and Mila cursed, gazing upwards. 

“The xoeh! We need to move.”

Shan was in her face then. “Can you run?”

She wanted to say yes, to show how far she’d come in her training with the shifters, but by gods she was fucking exhausted. 

“I’ll try.”

Bastian held his palm out to her, and she took it. “I won’t let you fall.” 

She nodded, running between Bastian and Shan in a line of three. Mila and Horuk sprinted behind them.

Overhead, every passing tree shuddered with foreign movement. As if a disembodied hand were peeling the bark, a creature resembling a mix of a wildcat and bat unfurled from the tree. It dropped to the ground with a hard thud.

“What the fuck are those things?”

Its black, beady eyes swivelled as they passed over her, and it opened its mouth in a wide yawn, revealing multiple rows of needle teeth. More soon followed it down to the ground.

Shan knocked one away as it bounded nearer. “Whatever happens, don’t stop running.”

The creatures continued waking and thudding to the ground as the group flitted past and vampiric speeds. Sylvie’s stomach lurched. She hadn’t eaten in hours, yet her stomach acid frothed and rolled, desperate to see daylight. 

“Too fast ...” Sylvie groaned, palming her belly.

“Not fast enough.” Bastian scooped her over his shoulder and dug his feet into the ground, his muscled legs moving in a blur as she tried desperately to right herself or find a horizon line to settle her vertigo. She palmed her mouth as saliva filled it. 

“Of all the creatures to wake, you pick one even revenants are frightened of.”

Bastian’s sarcastic words whipped at her skin in a violent assault as she desperately held back her vomit. He ducked, and she almost lost all control. Her groan elicited a leg pat. 

“Hold on. Almost there.”

The faint sounds of blade on bone reached her ears as Bastian stopped near a crack in an overhanging cliff face and stowed her inside, ripping death-smelling branches off a nearby tree and throwing them over her. 

“Don’t move. We’ll lead them away and return.” With that, he disappeared.

She palmed her stomach, swallowing repeatedly to ease her nausea, and rested her head back, eyes closed. What a fucking day. As soon as she returned home, they’d need to find the traitor—if Rowan hadn’t already—and get rid of them. She could only hope it wasn’t someone she trusted. Footsteps rustled outside, and she squinted through the brush. Surely the vampires would have said something if they were back. More rustles. She held her breath.

The branches ripped away, hitting a faraway tree with hard thunks, and in their place sat a creature. Black beady eyes, razor teeth, and soft, fluffy fur. If it weren’t an obvious killing machine, it might’ve been cute. 

Her inner beast tilted its head at the creature, pawing in its direction. The creature flopped on its back, clawed toes waving in the air, playing. Does ... it want a belly rub?

Gods. 

Sylvie curled into a tight ball, burying her hands in her lap to suppress any urge to fulfil the creature’s request, and bit her lip when it rolled to its feet, little pink tongue lolling out, its black nose glistening wet. It purred.

“Shoo, little guy. You don’t want to eat me.”

It purred louder. 

“You need to go before the vampires come back or you’re dead.”

It tilted its head and pattered forward, scratching the side of its face on the rock she hid within. She shrank back as far as possible, but when the creature sat on its haunches again, slowly blinking, she sighed and unravelled herself to sit cross-legged. 

She copied its movements, almost smiling as it brushed a tiny paw over its ear. It had to be a trick. But as a clean arc of metal appeared over its head, just about to slice it in half, she shouted, reaching a hand for it. Black roots wove in a tight spiral over the creature, deflecting the blade. Bastian’s shocked face appeared behind it. Then the creature pattered up a tree, melding back into the highest branches. Like it was never here. 

She stared at her hand as the roots fell away like dying serpents. She had used her ability without focus—only impulse. That was new. And with the dampener in place. Maybe she was getting stronger. Regardless, she was grateful it happened if only to save the little fluff ball.  

“What happened?” Shan said, pulling her up and stepping over the flaccid roots.

“Nothing. That was—”

“A xoeh. They can consume anything. Once it has you, you’re dead.”

She’d have to take their word for it, because all she wanted was to snuggle the fucking thing.

“Let’s just get out of here.”

They followed the cliff face to a ledge and clambered up, leaving the forest behind. After they reached a small plateau, more rocks were stacked above one another, each taller than Sylvie. Bastian hoisted her up to the closest footholds, and she pulled with the remaining strength she had. The vampires kept up with ease.

“Thought the caves would be underground,” Sylvie panted, kicking her toe into a small divot in the orange rock. It crumbled, and she dug her nails in to keep from falling. “Or at least lower down.”

“There was a more direct route we could have taken if we hadn’t disturbed the xoeh,” Mila said, grinning at Sylvie’s groan.

“Not much farther now,” Shan said, catching Sylvie’s foot when it lost traction on a sloped foothold. She found purchase again and almost cried out when the lip of the cliff appeared above. Dragging her torso over it, her legs dangled for one stomach-lurching moment, then they were over. Drenched in sweat. Shaking with exertion. 

“So,” Sylvie said, gulping a breath as the group dusted themselves down, “your other guards don’t make this trip like some heroic rite of passage before pillaging the shifters?”

Noone breathed for a beat, and she inwardly cringed. Shan’s lips pressed together, but she said softly, “Bastian and I did what we had to for the king, to survive. If you wish to assign blame, do not misplace it.” 

Mila played with the hem of her armoured vest, head tilting. “We aren’t innocent either. I never questioned where our rations came from, but I knew something was wrong.”

Sylvie shook her head and stood. The longer they spent outdoors exposed to the elements and the potential scrutiny of wandering vampire guards, the less chance she’d get home. Ahead of them stood a cave opening—a bleeding slit in the soil. The red caves appeared to be an apt name. Though it kind of looked like a ... 

She cleared her throat. Never mind. 

“Now isn’t the time,” she said. “Take me to this mysterious ‘him.’”

Horuk nodded and tilted his head towards the opening, a smile crossing his face at her lips pressing together and her shaky exhale bordering on a hysterical laugh.

“Old scholars called this the birthplace of the realm,” he said.

Sylvie sauntered past, right through the fissure. “I can’t imagine why.”

Her hands brushed along the cave walls, coming away slick with red clay. The tight entrance arced open into a globe shape filled with discarded weapons—knives, bows, nets—then narrowed once more. She squeezed through, careful not to rub against the sludge to a larger atrium, light shining through from a hole in the roof. Every wall had inset shelves with potion bottles and tinctures stacked across them, some sinking into the clay platform they rested on. Glass was embedded in the clay, as were the stains of many spilt vials.

Whoever lived here was messier than Amira, which was no easy feat. The roof oozed and dripped as if bleeding; the flow from it following channels in the ground to a stone-marked circle framing the light from the hole above. Behind the circle, on the farthest wall, a shelf of rusted relics, some with obvious uses—a chalice, books, a gold-accented box—sat delicately. And others held shapes she didn’t have names for, glowing with materials she could only guess at. One such item, a necklace, gleamed with an unmistakable iridium light, and the beast within her edged away, ears flattening on its scalp. The more she stared, the brighter the objects became. Followed by a high pitch whine. 

“Can you hear that?” she asked, rubbing her ear.

Mila stared at the wall too, unblinking, with awe widening her rose-coloured eyes. “What is it?”

Sylvie neared the circle and the objects beyond the light. The whine turned to an ear-splitting shriek, and she staggered back into a cold body. Shan steadied her as a rattling sound drew their attention to a cavity in the left of the cave. Curled within it was a male—a fae covered in rags, hair waist long and skin dark brown and ochre stained. Chains wove from his ankles to a hole in the wall with runic patterns etched all around it. She squinted at the male, her eyes adjusting to the strange light, and failed to contain her gasp.

It wasn’t him—logically, it couldn’t be. But she said it anyway, heart stilted, “Kian?”
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Time slowed in the bleeding red caves. Sylvie squinted harder at the fae unravelling to full height. The fae who had been portalling vampires every month for the last four decades. The fae who was a dead ringer for her husband.

His brows furrowed, and he shifted in the chains that bound his ankles, wrists, and neck.

“You know my son.” A flash of razor teeth crested his lips. Just like Kerensa.

“Your son,” she echoed. Of course. Only Kian’s familial line could portal. Perhaps he was the one who had warded the city from magic and her marks. But why? She knew nothing of him beyond him owing a life debt to Rheikar and swearing Kian’s hand to a female in his line. Maybe it wasn’t out of character for him to be a fucking idiot.

His gaze cut from her face to her chest and stalled there, the previously impassive stare turning hard. Malice lined the faint wrinkles around his mouth and eyes. 

“Fated.”

“Yes.”

He glared for a few moments longer in silence, his eyes flickering across each of her marks as her beast shied away from the screaming trinkets. 

“Not possible,” he said.

Shan cleared her throat and stepped closer before Sylvie could speak, the vampire smothering her rising ire with a faint touch to the back of her hand.

“She is his kindred. Marks cannot lie.”

“Not with my son. Not some,” he gestured to her body, “mixed-blooded whore.”

Sylvie swallowed her rage. How could he even know that? She didn’t look too different from the dryads she had seen at Stone Court. Whatever. She could kill him later, after he portalled her home. 

“You’ve been locked up a while. Whoring is all the rage.”

His face twisted as he turned away, fiddling with a mess of vials in a bag around his waist. Like father, like daughter. Sylvie didn’t know much of Kerensa’s relationship with the male but at least they had something in common. She was yet to see how Kian came from the bigoted male beyond his looks.

“Send me back to Erus and I’ll tell him you’re here. You can see him again. Make up for lost time.” 

“He doesn’t wish to see me.”

“You don’t know that.” She didn’t know either. They’d never talked about his father beyond him being gone. She’d thought that meant dead.

He sniffed deeply and eyed her over his shoulder. 

“Your name?”

Her beast’s attention snapped to the fae, and Sylvie sent soothing waves towards it. She wasn’t that stupid. Once upon a time she wouldn’t have thought twice about the question, but thanks to the constant drilling of her fae husband, she’d never forget that rule.

“Nice try.” A memory flitted into her consciousness in that same moment—one with Kian’s mother. A name. “But you ...” she said. “Kol, isn’t it?”

A crack sounded from his hands, where he shattered a sludge-filled vial. Grey goo and blood slid through his fingers.

Mila clicked her tongue and edged closer saying, “You don’t want to go home? See your family?”

He sneered at her, then spun away, his billowing shawl dragging through red mud. 

“This is my home. Time makes it so. Choices have consequences, and this is mine.” 

His tone held an ominous note that sent a trill of ice down her back, and no one moved. Hidden objects rattled as he fiddled with something in the nook. 

Choices have consequences. Sylvie dipped her head to her chest. Indeed, they did. She had heard that somewhere else once. 

“What if I promised to bring you back a fae treasure? Like the ones you have over there. Would you send us to Erus then?”

His expression pinched as he half faced her, the rest of his visage hidden in shadow. 

“Swear it.”

She fought a smile. A fae treasure. There was nothing more she treasured than the fae she married, or his sister. Specificity was the crux of the fae. Along with the wonderful manipulation of the truth. She was once again grateful she had no issue lying with her mixed heritage.

“I swear.”

He grunted low in his chest and hunched. “On Solsday, at the height of the sun, you will return to Erus. Not a moment before.”

“Safe,” Shan amended. “We will return safe to Erus.”

Kol grunted again and waved his hand their way. Shan took Sylvie and Mila by the crook of their arms, pulling them from the cave and back into unfettered light. Once the dusky night air hit them, Sylvie could breathe easy again, the gloom of the cave ebbing away as if the darkness were a living entity reaching out, hoping to tether her but unable to cross the cave entrance.

“There’s a sheltered spot around the corner where we usually wait. It should be safe since the last group just left on the full moon.”

Sylvie’s feet turned to lead. “They’re still travelling through? Why? Are they trying to take more shifters?” The wards were solid, but with a traitor in their midst ... gods. Her pulse rocketed, and she clutched her chest. She needed to get back right now. She almost went to tell Kol as much when Bastian blocked her motion.

“They’re not looking for more shifters,” he said. “Hayes’s last order was to find the king. Elias.”

She shuddered despite the warmth of the day. They wouldn’t find him. As long as he stayed inside the wards, they couldn’t. The traitor wouldn’t dare cross him. She knew most of the shifters, and none of them could take Elias on. But he’d been travelling a lot for work. What if he’s already here?

“Are you alright, Your Majesty?”

She sucked in a breath through her nose and faced Horuk, nodding once. She needed to calm down. Surely, if Elias were here, she would feel it. Somehow.

“Just Sylvie,” she breathed.

Bastian bowed his head, her attention snagging on him. “Don’t fear. It won’t be long before you’re back with them. I imagine you miss them fiercely. I’ve heard kindred bonds offer unbearable longing and potent shagging.”

Mila slapped his arm. “Fates, Bastian.”

Sylvie hadn’t let herself miss them, her only thoughts on returning home to them. But at Bastian’s words, a lingering ache filled her chest, and the numbness of her marks drew shallow breaths out of her. “I guess I do.” 

“Come under this overhang. We’ll find you something to eat,” Mila said gently.

She followed the vampire’s light guidance and nestled into a nook barely large enough for three people. Fatigue settled her onto the rock, and she closed her eyes for a moment to rest.

* * *
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Elias

THE SHIFTER TOOK THE bed. He slept atop the duvet virtually naked, in case his rabid wolf decided it could wait no longer for their AWOL kindred and needed to destroy things in the middle of the night. Just what they needed. An uncontrollable mutt. 

Kian slept on the edge of the bed, the dark and sunken bags beneath his usually vibrant eyes a signal that the sleep was far from restful. His cotton shirt clung to the raised scars his former betrothed had inflicted upon him. When Kian first showed Elias the marks, his vīs flared almost as strongly as the moment Sylvie disappeared from Erus. Lazuli would not go unpunished, and once Sylvie was safe again, finding the evil half breed would rise high on his list of executions. Along with the rogue responsible for Sylvie’s kidnapping. 

Elias exhaled a level breath from a chair in the corner of their bedroom. He watched over the bonded of his kindred with barely bridled rage, his nails splintering the wood of the chair arms. Every few minutes, his fingers traced her mark. The weaving pattern of indigo and emerald held a perfect mix of her parents’ crests. Sylvie’s vampire insignia held a familiarity he could not place. Her father’s identity floated precariously on the fringes of his mind, like the bastard didn’t want to be found, much to Elias’s irritation. Centuries ago, he had been forced under vigorous tutelage to memorise every crest of the highborn vampires, but the mixed-in whorls of her dryad heritage were enough to stump him. 

A sting pierced the mark, and his fury skyrocketed. Was she hurt? If she were, no amount of blood could quell his bloodlust. He pulled back his thoughts. He couldn’t know for certain, and no good could come from his musings. If he let his vīs control him, he would be of no use to her. What if she returned to an empty home because her males had gone on a murderous rampage? A distant owl call drew his gaze to the gauzy curtains, and a wave of fatigue tugged on his eyes. With chagrin, he let them drift closed.

* * *
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Sylvie

ALL LIMBS, LIPS AND wandering hands, Sylvie slinked across her males’ naked bodies, taking them into her mouth or stroking the parts of them curled in her palms. In return, they traced fire across her glittering skin with their heated fingers, too far to plunge anywhere meaningful.

Her body ached, calling for her males as they drew her across their rigid, muscled torsos. They pulled her lips into needy kisses. With each passing moment, the intensity shifted. Soft, tender, searching. She opened her mouth wider to let her tongue dance with theirs. Then hard, controlling pressure came across her lips and jaw, accompanied by a firm grip on her ass.

A kiss of tentative questioning followed, which she answered with a flare of passion. The dance of taking control and relinquishing it was a familiar game, and she sighed deliriously as her males took her through bliss and relief. She was home, safe once more within the wards, and in their arms. Her skin grew warm, eyelids heavy as she tried to see better in the den of sex that she’d entered—that she had created—but it was no use. Instead, she used touch and sound to draw nearer to them. Elias. Kian. Rowan. The dark timbre of their voices whispered commands and sweet nothings as she let sensations wash over her.

“Open your legs, Princess.”

“Open your mouth, love.”

“Sylvie? Open your eyes—”

A weight slammed into Sylvie’s shoulder and she startled upright with a sharp inhale. “Fuck—” She cleared her throat and squeezed her legs together, cheeks flushing crimson at the sight of Bastian staring at her, his hand poised above her shoulder from where he had pushed. 

She gripped her throat as swallowing stalled. “Did I—”

He only shook his head though and turned away. Yikes. Based on the wetness down her chin, she’d at least been drooling. Bad time for sex dreams. How desperate could she be? But her neck ... she probed the spot Rowan had nipped as she’d curled around his body, and it ached. Weird.

The day broke with a distant cry. She eyed the horizon with a shudder and started counting the minutes until the promise of home.
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“You said earlier you were committing treason.” Sylvie chewed on a fire-roasted fiorn fungi as the crisp night air whipped at her tangled hair. “Does that mean you can’t go back?” 

“Yes,” Shan said from her position opposite the fire built within a rock column that stopped light and most of the warmth from escaping. 

Hopefully, that meant the revenants would remain elsewhere that night and the next. She had little trust that the red caves would offer much protection. 

“I figured you would get me this far and leave.” At Mila’s falling expression, Sylvie swallowed. She wasn’t stupid enough to trust them completely, but they had helped her and kept her alive thus far. They wouldn’t get through the wards if they had ulterior motives to joining her. “But I don’t mind if you come. At least until we get to the wards.” 

Shan looked at Horuk, then Bastian, with an undecipherable expression crossing her face. 

“You are wise not to trust us. We will follow you as far as required to ensure your safety, and then we will find lodging elsewhere in your realm. We don’t wish to overstay our welcome.”

Sylvie dipped her head. “Let’s just get to Erus. That stuff comes later.” She ate another fiorn. “Why aren’t you guys compelled? When Elias first came here, he said the royal guards were compelled.”

“We were,” Mila said. “Horuk and I. But a few weeks ago, Hayes undid it
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