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        Darkness lurks in everything—

        including my soul.

      

        

      
        The truth has been revealed, and now I know the wicked depths my aunt will sink to. Ismene might be in hiding, but it’s only a matter of time before she returns for revenge.

      

        

      
        With all my mates finally at my side, I’m prepared to face anything. But when one of Azrail’s rebels goes missing, a perilous search will take us to Venhaus, where monsters and evil rule, dark saints rise, and a secret kept by one of my mates will change everything.

      

        

      
        And I'll let the darkness inside me take hold.

      

        

      
        Fantasy romance readers will devour this paranormal enemies to lovers series inspired by Greek mythology, with a kickass princess and her devoted mates. Blood and Ash and Throne of Glass readers will fall in love with the sweeping world of the Fae of The Saintlands.
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        For everyone who took a chance on this series—

        and for everyone who’s still reading today
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      "This is fucked up," Maia murmured, rolling onto her back in the soft bed at the Sapphire Knight’s secret rebel compound.

      Her body ached like crazy, her iron-poisoned wing throbbed, and her mouth was dry, but she felt clear. She felt good.

      "What’s wrong?" a panic-rough voice demanded, and Maia squinted through the sunlight that blazed through a crack between curtains.

      Azrail stalked across the room, his dark gold face set in a dangerous expression. He'd clearly been in the middle of getting dressed, trousers low-slung on his hips and a shirt clenched in his fist. Maia not-so-subtly let her eyes travel from his deadly face and sleek blue-black hair, past his inked shoulders, to the tempting sight of his muscular chest and toned stomach.

      "I slept well," she replied, mostly distracted by the way his muscles moved when he stormed over to the bed. Her wings rustled without her permission, light gleaming on the silver-teal gossamer. "It's weird."

      Azrail let out a growling sigh, dragging a hand through his hair and not helping Maia’s distraction one bit. Did he not know how devastatingly hot he was? "You scared the shit out of me, Maia."

      A smile curved her lips. It had only been a week since her breakout/rescue from the palace, and things were definitely still tentative between her and her mate, but she was feeling optimistic about their relationship. Optimism—another weird thing that didn’t fit well inside Maia.

      "It's cute how ready you were to leap to my defence," she told him, batting her lashes in his direction. "Very valiant."

      "It is far too damn soon for you to be joking about being in danger," Az replied, his voice dropping an octave and sending a chill down her spine. "Have a care, sweetheart," he added, perching on the bed and reaching for her, his palm cradling her cheek.

      "I'm fine," she assured him, unable to keep the genuine smile off her face. "Better than fine, actually. I feel awake. Do people go around everyday feeling like this? Not groggy or rough, but bright and optimistic? Strange, lucky bastards."

      Az snorted, blue eyes lightening a shade. "You're asking the wrong person, Mai."

      Maia softened at the name, reaching for his arm and tugging him in for a kiss. If her hand slid up his bicep and then down his chest, lingering on the dips of his carved muscles, well ... her hand slipped.

      "You seem to have lost your shirt, Knight," she said against his lips, loving the feeling of his smile against hers.

      "Tragic," he replied, his hand travelling down her face to brush her neck. "I can only apologise for my shocking state of shirtlessness."

      "Mm," Maia murmured, her hands exploring his back now as he leaned over her, laying her back in the cushions. His scent filled her senses, the taste of honey and cloves on her tongue. "I suppose I can forgive you. But you'd better make it a pretty apology, Knight."

      Az laughed, a dimple appearing in his cheek. Maia wanted to freeze the two of them in this moment forever, to let nothing ever mar the bright amusement and contentment they were wrapped up in.

      "My gravest apologies," he said dramatically, lips finding her neck, then her collarbone. "For the insult and injury I dealt you with my bare torso."

      "A very, very deep injury," Maia agreed, biting her lip when his lips found her weak spot.

      "Saints, Maia, don't say deep, or I'll lose every bit of control I have," Az groaned against her skin, his hair brushing over her like silk.

      "What word would you prefer?" she mused, fighting a moan when his broad hand glided down her side to her thigh, nudging it wider so he could fit between her legs. "I have an impressive vocabulary, I'll have you know."

      Azrail snorted, a hot breath raising goosebumps on her chest as he kissed a line between her breasts. She was dressed in very little—usually in whatever scant underwear she had the energy to dress in after her mates were done with her at night. The past week had been very educational in fae and beastkind biology if nothing else. Maia was an incredibly learned woman .

      "Oh, I know," Az purred, teeth scraping the curve of her breast through thin cotton. "You have a very dirty mouth."

      A thrill went down her spine at his tone of voice. "My mouth is capable of many things, Azrail," she replied, carnal and soft, delighted with the quiet groan he couldn't quite bite back.

      She ran her hands from the dip of his spine, up hot, smooth flesh to grip his shoulder blades and tug him up to her, kissing him hard. She was still surprised that she got to kiss him at all, that he even wanted her, that the cruel words he'd said to her had been complete and utter shit. He hadn't felt sick when they'd kissed before; he'd wanted her, and been terrified of it.

      A roar of argument came from the courtyard outside the building, and Az groaned as they broke apart, listening for words among the voices.

      "I know your moral compass will take a hit," Maia said, sinking her fingers into his dark hair and holding tight, "but I vote we ignore that, stay here, and fuck so hard we can't hear them anymore."

      "Maia," he groaned, so deep that it raised the hairs on her arms. "Fuck, you're fatal for me."

      "So that’s a yes...?"

      "I wish," he sighed, dropping his head on her shoulder. "Come see what's going on with me?"

      When he asked so sweetly, how could she say no?

      "Only because you're pretty," she replied, making him laugh.

      Maia stole another kiss as Azrail climbed off the bed and she got up in search of clothes. Everything in the drawer she'd been given was second hand, and none of the pieces were truly hers, but she couldn't complain no matter how badly she wanted her own wardrobe. She was free, she didn't have a cuff of iron on her wing, and she wasn't dead. She really ought to have been dead after everything she'd been through, but somehow she'd gotten lucky.

      Or rather, she had saints on her side.

      Az helped her with the awkward task of dressing with her wings on display—and one severely poisoned by iron, blackness spreading from the piercing site—and he very gallantly opened the door for her when they were both presentable.

      Within seconds, it became clear that something had happened, and something big. Maia and Az exchanged a look, tension hanging in the hall between them as they headed to the ground floor and the courtyard where his rebels congregated for training.

      "What is it?" Azrail called the second they were outside, wind blasting cold at them through the open top of the square.

      A knot unravelled in Maia's chest when Jaro jogged over, the sight of her elegant, red-headed mate instantly calming. But her peace evaporated when he said, "It's Ilysen in Venhaus."

      "What?" Maia asked, touching his freckled arm to ground herself. "Have beastkind gone missing from there, too?"

      "No." Jaro's beautiful face was pale, his jade eyes wide. "It's gone. It's been completely decimated."
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      "What do you mean decimated?" Maia demanded, running through her vague knowledge of Ilysen. It was a large, port village on the edge of the Crooked Finger, known mostly for its opal salt production. Not a massively impressive city like Crystellion Port, but big enough that they’d heard of it here in the City of Skies.

      "I mean it's gone," Jaro said, shaking his head in disbelief. "Refugees arrived in the city last night. One of our spies happened to be near when it happened—that's how we found out—but by now the whole city will know."

      "Who?" Azrail demanded, his face harsh with worry and an intensity Maia hadn’t often seen. She watched him silently, wondering if she'd see a glimpse of that dark smoke power again.

      "Nesslyn," Jaromir replied, nodding at a huddle of people across the courtyard, clearly clustered around their spy.

      Azrail stalked across the square, people moving aside as he passed but looking calmer and less worried for his presence. He was a lot of things, the Sapphire Knight, but he was a damn good leader to these people.

      "Are you alright?" Maia asked Jaro, her beastkind mate quieter than usual. The bond between them was far from still, though; it roiled with something near sickness and the knife-sharp magic she sensed in rare glimpses. Impossible magic for a beast kind to possess. Saint magic.

      "I'm fine," he replied automatically, but he allowed Maia to pull him into a hug and rested his chin on her shoulder, expelling a slow breath from his slender chest.

      "Talk to me," she coaxed, ignoring the ripple of surprised murmurs across the courtyard and giving all her attention to Jaromir even if her curiosity and dread swelled with the sound. "Jaro."

      He sighed, a rough breath lifting pale silver hair off her shoulder. "Every time we hear something like this—a city demolished, or a factory collapse, or a camp destroyed overnight—I wonder if my brother was inside it. If he's dead now."

      "Jaro," Maia breathed, her heart squeezing with grief for him. She drew back enough to look him in the eye, but didn't let go of him. "You can't torment yourself like that. You don't know he was anywhere near that village."

      Jaro shook his head, his throat bobbing and misery heavy in his eyes. "Isak could be anywhere, and I'd never know it. He's probably dead by now—"

      "Don't you dare give up," Maia ordered, giving him a stern look. "You didn't give up on me when I was in the palace being tortured by iron, and you're sure as shit not giving up on your brother now. Not when you’ve been fighting to find him for years."

      Jaro let out a mirthless laugh, his jade eyes dull with pain. "The hope hurts worse. It's hard, Maia. I don't know how long I can delude myself that he's alive after so long."

      "Don't you think he feels the same about you?" she asked, not softening her words even though she probably should have. "I bet he thinks you're lost too, but you're alive, you're here. We'll find him. No matter how long it takes, I promise, Jaro."

      His expression softened, his expression pained but edged with affection as he wrapped his arms tighter around her and tucked her into his body. "I'll try not to give up, love. But I might need you to remind me why to keep fighting again."

      "Always," she promised, leaning up to kiss him softly. "I'll always remind you, pretty kitty."

      Jaro groaned, rolling his eyes and unable to fight a smile. "You're not supposed to call me that in public."

      Maia grinned shamelessly. "No one's listening."

      "I'm a respectable member of Az's circle. I have a reputation of my own as a secret keeper and blackmailer, and I think some people are a little bit scared of me. Of all the things I could know. The second someone hears you call me pretty kitty, I’ll be ruined."

      Maia patted his face, a look of faux-sympathy on her face. "Your ego would recover, kitty."

      Now her mate was smiling, and with her worry lightened for the moment, Maia couldn't fight back the need to hear what this Nesslyn had seen. She couldn't hold back the dread winding through her stomach, either.

      "How bad is it?" she asked Jaro, taking a step across the unusually still courtyard—there was always someone training, working out, or running laps, no matter the time of day—and pleased when he immediately followed.

      "Bad," Jaro replied with a wince, his beautiful face darkening with unease at the story he'd heard from the spy.

      Maia arrived at the huddle around the woman just in time to hear the juicy bits.

      "—completely dark, all the stars had gone out. I thought it was Ismene at first, sweeping in to conquer the place for no good reason."

      "She doesn't need a reason," a throaty female said, angry enough that Maia decided she'd befriend the woman. Clearly they had wanting to murder the queen in cold blood in common. Friendships had been built on less.

      "Exactly," Nesslyn agreed fiercely, and the people in front of Maia shifted enough that she got a glimpse of the spy. In her early thirties, with long black hair, light tan skin, and bland, forgettable clothes, she seemed completely dull at first. But then Maia caught the flash of her black eyes—alight with feeling and cleverness. Maia was willing to bet most people didn't take a second look, and Nesslyn went unnoticed.

      "But something shifted on the air," the spy went on, drawing out the suspense and clearly loving everyone hanging on her every word. "It was like magic, but not quite. Something else—something I've never felt. Like the air was twisted and warped. Noise sounded different, even my own breaths were deeper, stranger."

      "Less of the theatrics please, Nesslyn," Azrail drawled, and Maia craned her neck to see him across the crowd, his arms crossed over his chest and a heart-stopping focus on his golden face. Just lately, she'd become used to having that dangerous focus pinned on her, and she couldn't quite control her body's reaction now.

      As if he knew, as if he sensed it, his deep blue eyes flicked across the crowd and found her, glinting with amusement. Maia gave him her middle finger, delighted with the ripple of amusement through the tall, shadowy trees of her soul—his emotions whispering through the leaves along with her own.

      "More theatrics?" Nesslyn asked with a slanted grin. "You got it, boss!"

      Maia huffed a laugh, but she sobered when the spy continued to speak, her voice grave.

      "I moved as fast as I could through the village, but it was like pushing through quicksand; the air tried to push me back. People were screaming near the Healer's temple, so that's where I went. I expected to find a score of Vassalian soldiers, so I cloaked myself the closer I got, but..."

      Maia reached for Jaro's hand and entwined her fingers with his, Nesslyn's pause making her stomach knot. This wasn't for dramatic effect; the woman's whole bearing had changed, stiffer, her stance tight, and her features were strained as she remembered. Jaro tugged Maia into his side, brushing a kiss to the back of her hand.

      "It wasn't soldiers," Nesslyn said, her mouth thin. "It was monsters. Huge things as big as a carriage, covered in black scales and green, dripping pus." Her nose scrunched, her disgust clear. "Imagine a swamp terror crossed with a jaguar, and you've got a close picture, but it's double that size, triple maybe. I saw one gut a woman with its claws and then—then eat her organs."

      Maia recoiled. Saints. If something like that came here, to her home, to her mates…

      She squeezed Jaro's hand tighter and searched the crowd for the rest of her mates, a knot easing in her chest when she found Kheir standing with Zamanya and Ark stood a little to the side, listening with a serious frown on his face.

      "I was too late to help them," Nesslyn said, her hands curling into fists. Her eyes were glassy, her focus elsewhere—in the past. "But I tracked the things when they left, after gorging themselves on the dead."

      Someone was sick, their retching loud in the silence of Nesslyn's pause.

      "You found where they came from?" Kheir asked, the authority in his voice reminding her he was a prince with power and status. He was Maia's Kheir, her caring, protective mate. It was sometimes easy to forget he was a complete badass, too. He’d trained in V’haiv’s deadliest army, had seen the fall of Wylnarren, and still he’d come to Vassalaer to convince Ismene to sign a peace treaty. He was far from mild mannered.

      Azrail and Ark were always in hyper defence mode, ready to leap into action at any second, but Kheir took his armour off when he was with her. She was one lucky bitch.

      "Not exactly," Nesslyn replied, and Maia narrowed her eyes, not liking the sound of this one bit. "I couldn't get too close to the place the monsters vanished; there were so many shields and traps set around the place that it would keep out a damn saint."

      Maia exchanged a glance with Jaro. Nesslyn was merely exaggerating, but was that what the shields were designed for? Jaro's eyes narrowed, agreeing with her train of thought.

      "I got as close as the border between Venhaus and Vassal, but all traces cut out."

      "The border," Az echoed, his body brimming with tension but his expression carefully neutral. He nodded. "Nesslyn, go with Zamanya to the map room, give her an exact location of where you ended up."

      "What are you going to do?" a quiet male asked. Maia vaguely recognised the blond guy she saw most afternoons beating the shit out of a practise dummy.

      "Make sure these things aren't coming from or to the Vassal Empire," Az replied, his voice dark as he broke away from the crowd. "Make sure they aren't a new wave of Queen Ismene's plan."

      The idea was chilling. Maia held Jaro's hand tighter as she contemplated all the evil things her aunt could cook up with her dark saint bestie.

      Monsters that ate people and flattened a whole village? Sounded about right.
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      "Shit," Az growled, running a hand down his stubbled face when Nesslyn exited the map room, leaving him alone with his general, his best friend, his sister, his mate, and her mates. "What could do that? Flatten a whole city?"

      "You," a dark voice suggested, and Az narrowed his eyes as Prince Kheir sidled closer to their mate, sliding an arm along Maia’s waist. Azrail could have done without the posturing and competition. He knew damn well he'd screwed up the best thing to ever happen to him, but Maia no longer wanted to cut his balls off, so everyone else needed to respect her choice.

      He knew he deserved the distrust, but it was starting to get on his nerves.

      "You can't honestly think I did this," he bit out, casting an exasperated look at everyone else.

      Zamanya was smirking, her dark face alight with amusement at his annoyance; Jaro's eyes were fixed on the new marker on the map-covered table; Ark was impossible to read, the guard’s face like golden marble; but Az was gratified to see his sister give the prince a dirty look at his insinuation.

      "Who's to say you didn't?" Kheir challenged, his bronze features tight with distrust. Maia prodded him in the side, and hard if Kheir's sharp inhale was anything to judge by. "No," he added on a rough exhale, "I don't think you did it, but someone like you. With your kind of power."

      "And your kind of power," Jaro pointed out, arms crossed over his lithe chest. It was about as close as he got to coming to Az's defence.

      Kheir opened his mouth to retort something, but Maia gave all three of them a quelling look. Az snapped his mouth shut, his cock half hard at the dangerous look in his mate's eye. Saints, she was beautiful, especially with her silver hair unbound and falling over her shoulders, a tight shirt and pants clinging to her subtle curves.

      "If you're going to get into a pissing contest, I can save you the trouble,” she drawled. “I already know who's got the biggest cock."

      "Saints, Maia," Azrail swore, glad the table came high enough to cover the noticeable bulge in his pants.

      "Please," Evrille said loudly, cutting through whatever Jaro had been about to say, "don't talk about cocks when I'm in the same room as my brother."

      "Seconded," Zamanya agreed, her arms crossed over her powerful chest. Az rolled his eyes when her wide mouth twitched, knowing exactly what she was going to add. "Let's talk about boobs and pussies instead—"

      "Alright," Az cut her off. "No sex talk at the war table."

      "This is why you're my favourite brother," Ev said, throwing him a grateful look and fiddling with the end of her braid. Her hair was the same blue-black shade as Az’s, as their mother’s. She looked so much like her now.

      "He's your only brother," Jaro pointed out, a laugh in his voice. But it died when he noticed Maia staring at the same spot on the map that Ark was assessing.

      "Maia?" Jaro asked, a furrow between his brows as he walked around the table to her side.

      "It's the dark saint," she said, looking up with absolute certainty in her gold eyes. "She said she wanted to rule the whole Saintlands. This is her first step. How long before that bitch brings those monsters to decimate us?"

      Az was inclined to agree. "They're on the border already. It's only a matter of time. This village could be a test of their power. If the creatures do belong to the saint—or the Delakore Queen—these things could be loosed upon our rebels."

      "Worry about that later," Evrille said briskly, storming over to Maia with an intensity that hadn't been there a moment ago. Both Kheir and Jaro straightened, a base response to defend their mate.

      "Look at the state of your wing, Maia," Ev growled. "If this doesn't get treated soon, you're going to lose it. Or worse."

      "Worse?" Kheir asked, stealing the words from Az's mouth. The prince angled closer, dominance rippling from his bunched muscles and intense expression, making Evrille wince.

      But Ev gave them all a scathing look before narrowing her eyes on the top of Maia's wing, where she'd ripped the iron cuff off it, leaving a ragged edge.

      "Do none of you fae pay attention to your parents' warnings? If you get iron poisoning, it'll corrupt your soul. Maia, you've got weeks at best before you start feeling the effects, maybe even days, and nothing we've tried so far has worked."

      All the potions, salves, creams, and poultices Maia had endured this long week hadn’t worked. Az had thought her wing was healing, the edge not quite as raw as when they'd found her at the palace. But the dark veins of poison hadn't receded. If anything, they'd spread further.

      "So what do I do?" Maia asked, her voice raspy enough to make Azrail's magic churn to life. Smoke gathered in his hands, trickling to the floor. Completely beyond his control. He tried to reel it back inside and failed. Ark noted it, the guard more observant than most people, even Zamanya, but he only gave Azrail an assessing look before returning his focus to Maia.

      "You need a better healer than me," Evrille said, tugging on the end of her dark braid.

      A better healer than the woman Maia's goddess had said was the Healer—the saint reborn? Az had absolute faith in his sister; if she couldn't heal Maia, no one could.

      "I need a drink," Maia muttered, pulling away from the table and heading for the door. "Back in a bit."

      Az reached for her as she passed him, but she squeezed his hand and tugged out of his hold, wrenching the door open and slamming it behind her.
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      Ark leant against the courtyard wall in a patch of sunlight, watching his mate and princess train with a deadly rebel. He still wasn't used to the lightness of regular clothes, the heft and drag of his uniform familiar and comforting, but he couldn't deny the feeling of sun on his bare arms felt good.

      "Focus," Zamanya grunted at Maia, the warrior moving like a storm with every strike and hit. Light flashed on the leather armour she wore, glistening on the sweat along Maia's arms and neck. The second he thought she was pushing Maia too hard, too far, Ark would step in, but he was curious to see what his mate was capable of. Not just with her magic, but with her body.

      "I am focused," Maia bit out. Her temper would be her downfall, not her skill level. She'd been in a rough mood since this morning, and Ark had to admit he was every bit as unsettled by the news of a whole village disappearing overnight. Especially when the scant few people who'd fled it had arrived in the city with tales of monsters and creatures. Not beastkind but something different—with black scales and fangs and razor horns.

      At least it wasn't the golden fae who'd dealt his mate a wound. The slice on her ribs still wasn't healing, and it worried Ark more every day.

      "You're leaning too far to the left," Ark commented as Maia lunged—unsuccessfully.

      Zamanya landed a hit on Maia's shoulder, but softened the impact.

      "Thank you," Maia bit out without turning, pale strands of hair stuck to her panting face. "Great commentary."

      "If I wanted an assistant, I'd have recruited one," Zamanya added, throwing an arch look in his direction.

      Ark held up his hands, saying nothing else.

      "But he's right," Zamanya begrudgingly admitted, flicking long black braids over her shoulder. "You are leaning to your left."

      "I'll lean to your left in a minute," Maia muttered irately.

      Ark felt for the bond in his chest, and her tangle of frustration and resentment made him wince. He wanted to tell Zamanya to back off, but he'd only make it worse by suggesting Maia couldn't take any more.

      "Again," Zamanya commanded, resuming her ready stance and watching Maia's every move. Who had trained her to fight like this? Had she been part of the Vassalian army before she joined the Sapphire Knight's rebels? Or had she trained with the city guard? Chasm, she could have been part of the palace guard. Ark didn't recognise her, and he made a point to memorise every face he met, but if their schedules had never overlapped, it was possible. She certainly moved like someone who'd trained under his uncle.

      Maia didn't move with the same control and efficiency, but she'd clearly trained in a number of disciplines for years. Ark's admiration grew the longer he watched her, even if her temper threatened to ruin all her ability. He made mental notes of things to work on with her, wanting his mate as deadly as physically possible. The sheer amount of enemies she had...

      Protectiveness encouraged him to grab Zamanya and throw the woman away from his mate, but Ark ground his teeth and endured it without moving from the wall. Still, the mate bond was so new and so powerful; he couldn't quite contain his low growl.

      "You're getting sloppy," Zamanya said, easily knocking aside Maia's hand. "Stop."

      "You stop," Maia growled, clearly reaching the end of her tether.

      Sweat shone on her face and frustration was clear in her bared teeth and the jittery energy Ark sensed down their bond. It wasn't the only thing he felt—magic shot through her like a burning star, and Ark moved before he could consider it too thoroughly.

      Zamanya had frozen in the act of lowering her hand, her feet braced apart and mouth open on a half-spoken word. She was a statue, caught in time. Trapped by Maia's snaresong power.

      "I..." Maia choked out, her eyes growing wider with every second. She took an unsteady step back.

      Ark reached her just as she hyperventilated, choking on a sound halfway between a sob and a hysterical laugh. Her whole body was trembling when he pulled her against him. Ark’s heart beat faster, sharper. She hadn't meant to use her power, that much was clear.

      "Take a breath, Maia," he said calmly, stroking up and down her back and giving stern glares over her shoulder to the people who'd paused their own training to gawp. At his threatening glare, they immediately went back to work. He gave Zamanya a fleeting look, but the woman was still frozen.

      "I didn't mean—"

      "I know," he assured her, angling his body to shield her from the worst of the stares. "You can undo it, just take a breath."

      Maia dragged in a shaky breath, as tense as a bow in his arms and trembling all over. He knew she was angry at herself as well as freaked out, and neither emotion was helping her.

      "Good," he murmured. "Eyes on me, my highness."

      Her mouth flickered with a hint of a smile at the name, and she scraped another gasp down her throat.

      "It was an accident," he said, in case she needed to hear it. "We're all wound tight these days, and our magic is on edge every minute of the day. You made a mistake, but you can correct it."

      Maia fisted her hands in his shirt, twisting the soft material as she dragged down another breath, each inhale like an act of war.

      "Better," he praised when her next breath only shuddered a little. He pressed a kiss to her temple, his protectiveness making him every bit as tense as his mate. He pulled her into his arms and held her tightly, but choked down the useless fae growl that tried to form this time.

      Faint threads of power hung in her voice when she buried her face in his chest and rasped, "Zamanya, you can move. I'm so—so sorry."

      Ark watched as Zamanya resumed movement all at once, her brows slamming down over her eyes and her hands curling into fists. She looked absolutely furious, but Ark shot her a quelling look. He knew Zamanya was the victim, but Maia was traumatised from her time at the palace and she was nowhere near recovered. Not to mention the iron in her blood was poisoning her soul if Evrille was right.

      Zamanya raked a hand down her braids, growling a sigh as she seemed to remember everything that had happened last week. Her eyes went to the ragged black edge of Maia's wing and she cast a frustrated look skyward.

      "It's fine," she ground out. "Just don't do it again."

      "I didn't mean to do it this time," Maia growled into Ark’s chest, breathless but furious. "I shouldn't have lost control—"

      "Enough of that," Ark cut her off, kissing the top of her head to soothe his raging instincts. "It was an accident. No one's to blame except your aunt for making us all so on edge."

      Zamanya let out another rough sigh and Maia pulled away from Ark just in time to catch the flash of dark emotion across her friend’s face. Helplessness, Ark suspected, and complete and utter hatred of the emotion.

      "Maia," Ark began, but she tore out of his arms, a shutter slamming down over her emotions.

      "It was an accident, it's not my fault," she snapped. "Yeah, I heard you the first time."

      Ark straightened at the harshness of her voice, a prickly feeling in his stomach. He stood as still and stiffly as if he was on guard duty, and watched Maia race across the courtyard like a tornado, people parting to let her through.

      She’s been manipulated, used, and tortured he wanted to scream at them. But Maia would hate their pity every bit as much as their distrust. Zamanya was their general—one of them. Maia was a newcomer, a stranger. Nothing she did would make them trust her, but using her magic against their general, accident or not, would certainly turn them against her.

      And if they took so much as a single step in her direction, Ark would take up his sword to protect her. Against the people who'd taken him in, and promised to house his family so they wouldn't suffer for his desertion. Against men he’d trained alongside this morning, keeping his body sharp in preparation for whatever hell found them next. He groaned, pulling at his hair, and set off across the courtyard after his mate.

      She wasn't angry with him; she was absolutely fucking terrified, and he'd be damned if he let her endure that alone.
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      A storm had rolled across the sky, blotting out any light with dark clouds. Maia sat on the bed in her room and watched them chase across the City of Skies, deeming the weather appropriate for her piss poor mood.

      What the hell had she done to Zamanya? She'd snared the minds of hundreds, but never like that, without her command—or her permission. Like her magic had a mind of its own.

      It could never happen again. The amount of power she had, all the awful things it could do—all the awful things she had already done with it ... she couldn't let it be a knife used to cut her friends.

      "I'm no better than Ismene," she whispered into the silence, dragging her hands through her hair and wincing when she tore a few strands out.

      The look on Zamanya's face, that fear and disgust—it was the same look she'd seen on countless faces. All the palace staff had watched her like a bomb about to explode, or seen her as a freak. She'd seen those exact looks on Azrail's rebels when she shoved past them. She’d seen it on the Sapphire Knight's face the night she was captured.

      It would never stop hurting. Monster, he'd called her, and she was starting to wonder if he was right.

      The door creaked open, and Maia twisted on the bed with a glare, exhaling a hard sigh when Ark let himself in and shut the door behind himself. The expression on his rugged face was carefully neutral, like he was braced for her to snap at him. Again.

      Maia's heart stuttered as he crossed the room, looking every bit the stoic guard even in a soft cotton shirt and casual trousers.

      "I'm sorry for snapping," she said, not brave enough to look at him while she spoke. "And for everything else."

      "I appreciate the apology," he said, and Maia waited for the 'but.' "Talk to me, Maia," he said instead, sinking onto the mattress next to her, a solid wall of heat seeping into her side and making her weak.

      "I don't know how it happened," she admitted, looking at her hands in her lap. "I didn’t reach for my magic; normally, I have to wind a thread through my voice to use my snaresong. But it just—rushed out."

      Her stomach clenched. She couldn’t lose control of her power—she couldn’t.

      Her heart pulled so tight it hurt when soft fingers ran through her hair. The compassion grated against the dark parts of her mind that said she deserved punishment and hatred, not care.

      "What if it happens again?" she asked, twisting her fingers together until they turned white. "What if I lose control and kill someone? I could rip their mind apart, I could hurt someone, hurt you—"

      She choked on the words, sick at just the thought, and her eyes threatened to stream uncontrollably when Ark pulled her onto his lap, binding her in his arms. He wouldn't let her hurt anyone; his conscience would never allow it. It was a relief to be caged, controlled.

      "It's as much my fault as it is yours," he said, making her jerk in surprise. He soothed her with a kiss to her tremulous bottom lip. "I could see you getting more frustrated with every hit; I didn't know it would end the way it did, but I knew there was a chance your temper would snap."

      Maia shrank in on herself, ashamed.

      "I saw the signs this time, and now I know you could lose control of your magic, I'll watch for signs next time, too." He cut off her horrified reply with a more forceful kiss. "I'm your mate, Maia, let me take care of you."

      "Babysit me, you mean," she muttered against his mouth, even if the idea of having Ark stop her before she could hurt anyone was soothing.

      Ark drew back enough to give her a stern look, his hazel eyes sharp and unyielding. "You'd do the same for me if my magic misbehaved."

      Maia groaned at the word choice, letting her head thump against his chest. "You really are babysitting me. Don't make me call you Arkie," she threatened.

      Ark laughed, the sound warming her from the inside out. "If that's what it takes for you to let me take care of you, you can call me Arkie."

      "Wow," she drawled. "You really are worried about me."

      Ark's arms tightened around her, and Maia's eyes fluttered at the reassurance that slammed into her soul. She swore a warm wind moved through the frozen glade of her soul, thawing the dark branches.

      "Maia, you're traumatised. You're recovering from an ordeal, not to mention fighting a chaotic battle for your life and freedom, and then finding out you have the power of a saint inside you. Of course I'm worried about you; I love you."

      Maia's heart skipped. Her eyes burned. She didn’t hesitate to reply, "I love you, Ark."

      His fingers skimmed through her hair. "Don't beat yourself up over today—understood? After everything you've been through, of course you'd be affected. You need time to heal."

      Easier said than done. "I don't want to be weak or afraid or out of control."

      His arms flexed around her, another kiss finding her forehead. "You won't be this way forever. But pushing yourself to get back to normal isn't working."

      "No," Maia agreed, Zamanya's face flashing behind her eyes. The hate she hadn't been able to hide would stay with Maia for a long time. "So what do I do?"

      "What do you enjoy doing if you're not using your power or training to fight?"

      Maia snorted. "Drinking myself to darkness."

      "Mm," Ark replied, nudging her with a smile. "I've heard of your escapades, my highness. What else?"

      "Right now, sex is pretty great."

      Ark groaned, and certain parts of Maia tightened and paid extremely close attention to where his hands rested on her body. "Other than that."

      Maia forced herself to put down her defence mechanism and be serious for a second. "I loved the library before my aunt burned it down. Not just reading, but being around the librarians, spending time in a place like that—old, peaceful, full of history."

      Now it was nothing but a skeleton and ash. All her beloved rooms blackened, her favourite books turned to cinders, her attic room razed to nothing. But not before Ismene had plundered her research.

      The queen wouldn't give up—in her pursuit of Az or her hunt of Maia. Etziel would be sent after them, and Maia had no doubt he'd find them. She shuddered, and Ark growled low in his throat, a sound of pure fae instinct that made Maia limp.

      The dominance in it wrapped around her, and for once she wasn't resentful of her submissive fae nature; not if it made her feel this safe. Ark might have been a civilised guard with twenty years of training, but she knew he'd rip out the throats of her enemies with his teeth if she was in danger, and it was a heady thing.

      The darkness that had clung to Maia for the past half hour lifted, and she could breathe again.

      "You'll make sure I don't hurt anyone?"

      "I will," he vowed, as serious as a fire storm. "And I'll find you a new sanctuary, my highness."

      Maia wasn't sure she deserved someone as good as Ark, but she was so fucking glad she had him in her life.

      "Thank you, Arkie," she said with absolute sincerity, rewarded with a huff of laughter.

      He squeezed her waist. "Talk to your other mates, too. You're not alone in this, Maia; don't keep your struggles to yourself."

      "Can't I just drown them in booze and sex like any other well adjusted person?" she asked, blinking owlishly at her overprotective mate.

      "No," he replied firmly, laying a kiss on her cheek before pushing her off his lap and standing.

      "Spoil sport," she teased, sticking her tongue out at him.

      "Don't tempt me to put that tongue to use," he warned, and a thrill lanced through Maia's body.

      She shot him a thoroughly delighted look, drawing a groan from her mate as he stood. But he resisted the dark, smoky look she trailed down his body and squeezed her shoulder, leaving to find her a substitute for her library.

      Maia didn't hold out much hope; nothing could ever replace the Library of Vennh. But she'd take any scrap of solace right now. She could never lose control of her snaresong again. She didn't know who she'd hurt next if she did.
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      Azrail watched Maia closely as she grunted at the weight of a cardboard box, dumping it on the floorboards and wrapping her injured wing carefully around herself. He'd warned her to be careful, but his stubborn mate had refused to listen. Not that Az had any high ground when it came to stubbornness.

      "Let me see it," he gently ordered, crossing the cluttered storage room to inspect the dark veins of iron poisoning in her wing. She might have ripped out the cuff they'd used to crucify her, but the damage had already got into her flesh and blood, turning the luminous silver-teal membrane to a dark ink at the top of her injured wing.

      "I'm fine," Maia snapped, but she shot him an apologetic look the next second. He let her biting words flow over him; Ev had warned the deeper the poison spread, the more corrupt it would make Maia’s soul.

      "What she did to Zamanya is just the beginning," Ev had sighed, raking a hand down her dark braid. "The further it gets into her soul, the more she's going to be affected. Iron poisoning is no joke, Az, it rots a person from the inside out. Makes them do things they'd never normally do. If we're lucky, Maia's magic sparking every now and then will be all that happens."

      "And if we're not?" he'd asked, his stomach like the twisted roots of an ancient tree.

      Ev shook her head, worry darkening her eyes to blue-black. "Not even her mates will be able to bring her back from that edge."

      Now, Azrail carefully brushed Maia's wing with his fingertips, making sure to avoid the places dark veins spread. She shuddered, grabbing his bicep and squeezing punishingly hard. He knew very well how sensitive her wings were, and watched her cheeks turn pink, her eyes dilated.

      "I'm fine," she repeated. "Stop making such a fuss."

      Az caught her chin with his other hand, his brows lowering over his eyes. "You are definitely not fine, sweetheart, so stop deluding yourself."

      Maia rolled her eyes.

      "And don't lie to me when you're in pain," he went on seriously.

      She made a sound in her throat. "All you overprotective mother hens. You're going to drive me crazy."

      Az ducked his head to kiss an undamaged part of her wing, lips lingering. Maia made a quiet, sinful sound, and Azrail's power surged in response, smoke dancing over her wing and down her body.

      "Speaking of not being fine and deluding yourself," Maia said with a crooked grin that turned Az all the way on. Heat boiled inside him, and he tightened his fingers on her chin. "How's your smoke control, Knight?"

      "Better than your control," he retorted, voice sinking lower as Maia pressed against him, lining up her body with his. His eyes dropped to half-mast when she tangled fingers in his hair. "Stop trying to distract me, Mai."

      She smirked, and a groan formed in his throat when she tightened her fingers in his hair, sending a delicious rush of sensation down his spine. "Nope."

      Azrail let out a helpless sound and ducked to catch her behind her thighs, lifting her and fucking delighted when her legs instantly wrapped around his waist. Azrail shoved a tower of paper-filled boxes aside and carried his mate to the battered mahogany desk, setting her down gently and already calculating how to give her so much pleasure that all her brain function shut down—

      A quiet but determined knock came from the door across the room, followed by Siofra's high voice. "Can you stop whatever you're doing so I can come inside, please? Zamanya's trying to make me do drills again."

      Az snorted, but Maia let out a long groan of frustration.

      "Can I get laid today, for saints' sakes?" she said under her breath.

      Az kissed her neck, giving her a look heavy with promise. Later. They'd resume this, and he'd make sure his mate was satisfied.

      A tendril of smoke brushed her cheek as he stepped out of the cradle of her thighs and opened the door. Her disgruntlement sat in his chest, and he swore he felt a flicker of unruly magic cross the bond between them as Azrail opened the door and smiled at Sio.

      She'd been distrustful and angry since his and Maia's argument, rightly blaming him for the princess's capture. Az liked to think he was earning Siofra’s trust back, but he knew it would be a long, long road, and that damn near killed him.

      "Hey, you," he said, as gently as he could. "Fancy helping us go through these boxes?"

      Sio's purple eyes swept over the mess of cardboard boxes, the junk and furniture crammed into the room, and the pale-haired princess sitting primly on the big desk in front of the warped window. She shrugged and entered the room.

      "What is all this stuff?" she asked, edging around a precarious tower and squinting at the scrawled words on its side. "Trade, 1200-1350."

      "My parents' files," he explained, shutting the door and following her meandering path through what used to be the contents of a personal office. He wouldn't have had any of this if his mum hadn't sensed something bad coming and shipped everything to Mida, her best friend. "Everything that's left of their belongings, actually."

      Maia's gaze landed on him, softer than he'd seen it in a long time. He ignored the way his heart tightened, and grabbed a box at random. Ongoing Contracts was scribbled on the side in his dad's messy handwriting, and the sight of it compacted the hurt in Azrail’s chest until every breath was like a shard of glass in his lungs.

      When Maia's palace guard had come to him asking for a library, this was the closest Az had been able to conjure on short notice. It would hurt, going through their files, but he'd been meaning to do it for years anyway, and if it soothed Maia to have something to set her mind to, he'd endure the ache.

      "You still have a family," Siofra said gently, and he startled to find her and Maia watching him. They'd both suffered loss, both knew grief although different kinds. If anyone could understand his pain, it was them.

      "Don't worry about me," he replied to Sio, ruffling her hair as he moved past her. "Worrying's my job."

      Maia raised an eyebrow, but he averted his gaze. She might have a point about him being an overprotective mother hen, but after years of worrying about Evrille, he couldn't switch it off. Plus, he'd been doing whatever he could to take care of the last free beastkind in the city, and ensuring his rebels were safe, for years.

      "What does trade mean, anyway?" Sio asked, flopping onto the floor with her box, the pale green skirt of her dress a poofy cloud around her legs.

      "Shopping," Maia answered, sliding off the desk and giving Az a quick glance to make sure he was okay. "Only it’s as dull as ditch water. It's mostly paperwork and underhand deals."

      "Underhand?" Sio frowned, looking at her own hand, and Az's heart went all soft and mushy the way it did when he looked at Evrille sometimes.

      "It means dodgy as all hell," Maia explained with a grin, sitting cross-legged beside Sio and tentatively tucking her wings in around her.

      Az found a spot across from them, not questioning why they were sitting on the floor. If Maia was comfortable here, that's where he'd stay. He pulled the top off the box of ongoing contracts—although the box was so old he doubted they were still ongoing—and removed a stack of papers. There was a vast difference between reading a book and reading dull paperwork, and he knew he'd find no joy in it, but at least it gave him an excuse to keep a close eye on his mate.

      "I know you're watching me, Knight," Maia purred, nudging his leg with her foot.

      A smirk curved his mouth, but he only shot her a quelling look—and was momentarily stunned by her beauty. Her gold eyes were still full of fire and life even after what those bastards had done to her, and none of the scrapes and cuts on her body and face distracted from her silver-gold beauty, her hair like a stream of moonlight.

      "Now you're staring," Siofra pointed out with a laugh. "It's because you're so pretty, Maia."

      Maia grinned cockily, but the tips of her ears turned adorably pink. She busied herself with the contents of her box—another fascinating collection of trade deals. Az felt for the ripple of life and emotion of their bond, and sent what he hoped was a rush of affection down it.

      It must have worked, because his chest fluttered with a flood of warmth and softness a moment later. He flashed Maia a smile and felt like a schoolboy with a crush. This was his soul mate, and she genuinely wanted him—how the hell did he get this lucky?

      "I don't know what this even means," Sio murmured, frowning at the page in her hand and casting it aside for another. Her long, white-blond hair sifted in front of her face as she bowed over the sheet. "Can I make this one into a bird?"

      Az snorted. "It might be important."

      He hadn't truly relaxed since Maia had been captured. Hell, since long before that. But sitting with her and Sio now, he felt some weight slide off his shoulders. Outside the door, his rebels waited for him to make a plan to take down Ismene once and for all, and a way to spare their beastkind families from more subjugation and prejudice. Outside, everyone looked to him for answers and stability, but here, he could just be Az. He could let his guard down a little.

      He blinked as a warm weight snuggled into his side, and smiled in surprise at the sight of Maia cosying up to him.

      "Couldn't stay away, sweetheart?"

      "You looked so sad and pitiful," she returned quickly. "I never could resist a sad puppy."

      "Sad wolf," he corrected without thinking too hard about it.

      They both startled a little at the open acknowledgement of the saint who'd made his home within Azrail. The Wolven Lord, saint of royalty and the dead. He'd been silent for days, but Az was acutely aware that
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