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Remember, you are stronger than the dark, and you have the wings to fly.
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CHAPTER 1

SLADE

My courtyard is a hectic rush of soldiers.

I exit the castle, slightly out of breath from rushing around in preparation to leave. A couple guards come over to ask me questions, and then I turn my attention forward after they hurry away.

I count three dozen timberwings that stand between Brackhill’s castle doors and the sloshing moat. The water reflects a spoiled moon, gone yellow like cream that sat out too long.

All the soldiers are in their fighting leathers and thick winter wear, while the timberwings are paired up and being strapped into their own armor of black leather and metal breastplates to protect their vulnerable chests.

The beasts are antsy, talons digging into the cobblestone, sharp eyes on the sky. The soldiers know the risks, but the animals know the energy, and every single one of them is sensing the nerves, the suspense, the bloodlust.

They always do, when it’s time to go to war.

Beside me, chunks of black rock litter the ground like a heap of scattered coal from Queen Kaila’s earlier arrival. The black obelisk is now ruined and splintered.

Crumbling. Just like my fucking patience.

I want to leave now. I’ve hurried to ready myself, to ready my Premiers and my Wrath, and I need to get going.

My mind keeps spinning, gut twisting with this new truth that Lu brought. That the bridge of Lemuria is unbroken. Remade. Connected to the fae realm.

How the fuck did they rebuild the bridge? How does Seventh Kingdom even exist?

When I flew over Seventh years ago, all that was left was a fissured and freezing land of white and gray. No people. No animals. No cities. Just emptiness within the clefts. The only thing that seemed to remain was a lingering echo from the magic that had pierced through it like a shattered mirror.

I remember the wrongness of that echo. It reminded me of the scent that loitered after burnt food had been tossed away. A lingering unpleasantness that didn’t let up.

All that was left at the edge of the world was nothing. Nothing at all.

My father—The Breaker—broke that bridge hundreds of years ago, long before I was born. Powerful magic that made him the crown’s greatest ally. Made him famous and wealthy.

And now, someone or something took that broken bridge and fixed it.

I don’t know if my father is involved or even if he still lives. I don’t know who ordered this invasion into Orea, and I don’t know the state of the bridge itself.

But none of that matters. All that matters is her.

I now have a way to get to Auren. I’ve failed to open a rip, failed to fulfill my promise to find her, but now, there’s hope.

My rotting heart aches more incessantly. Pulsing in tune with my adrenaline, except instead of a beat, it just thrums,

go go go.

Go to the bridge. Go to Annwyn. Go to her.

My hand delves into my pocket, my fingers twisting around Auren’s scrap of ribbon.

“I will find you. I will find you in that life. I fucking promise you that. But you have to go. Please, baby.”

The memory of my cracked plea haunts me. So does the way she’d said my name. The way she’d looked at me, with pure devastation.

My heart throbs with pain that seems to emanate from two different sides. Left and right, up and down, inside and out.

I can’t wait any longer.

Releasing the ribbon, my gaze searches the dark courtyard, the surrounding torches casting off an orange glow through the night. I see Ryatt organizing his handpicked Elites, the profile of his face lit up by the torch flame.

He’s motioning toward a pair of timberwings, while a few Elites fix the straps of the harnesses. Between every pair of beasts are the reins of a carrying compartment, woven from thick leather and stiff rope. War panniers. Able to hold soldiers and weapons for the timberwings to carry between them as they fly.

Not the most comfortable way to travel. Also not the quickest since the beasts will be weighed down. But it’s a tried-and-true method used for centuries during Orean battles.

Thirty-six riders on thirty-six timberwings—that’s eighteen pairs. Per pair, that’s five elite soldiers carried in the war panniers. That’s one hundred twenty-six soldiers we can fly in with us to try to ready Ranhold for invasion.

One hundred twenty-six. Against thousands of fae.

But our plan is to head straight for Ranhold, to ready Fifth Kingdom’s army, and for me to strike the fae with my magic. Meanwhile, our Elites and King Thold’s will do everything possible to stop them from advancing.

Give Orea a chance, my brother begged me. So that’s what I’m doing.

I reach Ryatt, and when he sees me, he dismisses the soldiers he was talking to.

“How much longer?” I ask as soon as we’re alone, very aware of the impatience tingeing my tone.

Ryatt is in full commander leathers, his expression stoic and professional. “I’m still waiting on six more Elites, and the smith should be bringing up the weapons within the next hour. The kitchens are readying the ration packs as well, and King Thold is also preparing—”

A growl scrapes up my throat. “This is taking too long.”

He gives me a look of exasperation. “I’m going as fast as I can. I’m trying to get everyone ready for you to leave at first light, but preparation takes time.”

“I don’t have time,” I say, harsher than I mean to. I know my brother is working his ass off to get us everything we need, but even their quickest is too damn slow.

With an impatient glance around the courtyard again, I see how far off we still are from leaving. Some timberwings haven’t even been fitted with their saddles yet.

go go go go go

I can’t resist this push anymore.

“I’m going ahead.”

Ryatt’s brows lift in surprise, just as Lu and Judd walk up to join us.

“You’re leaving right now?” Lu asks as she stops beside me. There’s no missing the tired circles under her eyes.

“I can’t wait. I need to move. I can’t stand still a fucking second longer.”

“I’ll go with you,” she immediately offers, but I shake my head. She might be too stubborn to admit it, but she needs a few hours of rest before she gets back on a timberwing again. It’s been barely five hours since she got here and told us about the fae attacking Highbell.

“No,” I tell her. “Go get a few hours of sleep and then leave with the rest of the contingent.”

“But—”

“That’s an order, Talula.”

She scowls at me. “Don’t pull that shit with me.” Her tone is sharp, but I don’t miss the flash of relief in her eyes. She really does need some fucking sleep.

When she looks over and sees that Judd’s grinning, she slams her forearm into his stomach, making an oof escape him.

“Hey!” he complains. “I wasn’t the one to call you by your whole name! Why’d you hit me?”

“Because of that dumb smile on your face.”

“My smile’s not dumb,” he defends as he rubs his stomach.

Rolling her eyes, she looks back to me. “One of us should go with you.”

“You’d only slow me down,” I reply. “Argo is the fastest timberwing. If I can travel on my own, I can get to Ranhold quickly without having to wait on anyone. Since Ryatt is staying behind to command the army here, that means I’ll need you and Judd to lead the Elites and help King Thold with his group too. They haven’t traveled through Fifth often. You two know the quickest path and how to handle the elements. So does Digby.” When she still looks dubious, I add, “Besides, you’ll only be half a day behind me.”

“And once you reach Ranhold?” she asks.

“I’ll tell the new King Fulke about the threat and make sure he readies his army. Then I’ll drop as much magic as I can against the fae. After that, I’m heading straight for the bridge.”

I can see that Lu still doesn’t like the idea of me going alone, but she bites back whatever argument she might have. That’s how I know how exhausted she really is.

“I’ll see you at Ranhold,” I tell her. “Now get some sleep, Captain.”

“Fine,” she relents before turning to Ryatt. “Make sure someone sends for me when it’s nearly time to depart.”

Judd opens his mouth, but without even looking at him, she points at his face and tells Ryatt, “Not him.”

Judd grins again.

Ryatt smirks, shaking his head. “Don’t worry, I’ll send for you.”

Lu nods and then looks back at me. “Be careful,” she says, dark brown eyes solemn.

“I will be.”

As she walks off, I see her stop and talk to Digby before heading inside. I glance at Judd. “Go let King Thold’s guards know to alert him that I’ll be flying ahead.”

“Will do.” He gives me a salute. “See you in the shitty snow kingdom. Next time, let’s try to have a war on one of the warmer continents, yeah?”

“Sure,” I say dryly.

As I watch Judd lope away, an abrupt pain in my chest makes me grimace, and I press my fingers over my heart. Ryatt’s attention narrows on me. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I quickly reply, dropping my hand.

“Slade …”

“I just need to go, Ryatt.”

His lips press together in a hard line, but he nods. “Okay. I’ll get them moving as quickly as possible so they’re right behind you.”

“I know you will.”

My brother walks with me as I head for Argo. He’s easily spotted amongst the other beasts because he’s larger, and he currently has his bark-colored wings shoved out and his face twisted in a snarl. He’s playing a game of dominance, ensuring he has a twenty-foot radius surrounding him, and snapping at any of the other timberwings who dare set even a single talon too close. Still, he’s a lot friendlier now than he used to be before he nearly died.

“Territorial beast,” I mutter as I stroke him on the side.

He blinks at me unrepentantly. Then he turns his head, and his demeanor changes instantly. Snarl gone, tense form going lax.

I look over to see the little girl, Wynn, skipping up to him. Her sister is right behind her, both of them out of their Second Kingdom religious gray robes and instead wearing colorful dresses.

Wynn tosses her arms around Argo’s neck as soon as she reaches him. He bends his head around her in what I think is a timberwing’s rendition of a hug, nuzzling into her curly black hair.

When she pulls away, she looks up at me. “Does he have to go to war?” she asks, her big brown eyes teary.

I can’t help but feel guilt at her sad tone.

“I’ll keep him safe.”

She sniffs, and her older sister, Shea, places a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Wynn just wanted to say goodbye. She became very attached to Argo while she healed him during our trip here.”

Flicking my gaze up to Argo as he nuzzles against her, I smile. “He’s obviously become quite attached to her as well.”

When I hear Wynn’s sad sniff again, I crouch down in front of her and meet her eyes. “Argo has let me be his rider for a very long time,” I tell her. “He loves flying, and he’s very fast. He’s going to be just fine.”

“He got hurt with you before,” she reminds me, honest accusation in her young face.

Shea’s fingers tense. “Wynnie,” she reprimands.

I shake my head. “No, your sister is right. He did get hurt with me.” I glance back at Wynn. “I give you my word that if things become too dangerous, I will send Argo back.” I hold out my hand. “Deal?”

The girl takes my hand and shakes. “Deal.”

“Good,” I say. “And I also wanted to personally thank you again for healing Rissa.”

She squirms a bit, like she’s feeling shy. “You’re welcome.”

Rising back to my feet, I look to Shea. “You’ve received everything you need?”

“More than. Thank you, Your Majesty,” she tells me before looking down at her sister. “Come on, Wynnie, time to go. The king is very busy.”

Wynn looks at me. “You’ll really make sure he isn’t hurt again?”

“I promise.”

“Okay,” she says with a nod. Then she hugs Argo one more time, and the two sisters walk away, hand in hand.

I glance over at Ryatt, and my brother nods, already knowing what I’m thinking. “Don’t worry, Isalee and Warken are making sure they’re well taken care of. And don’t tell him I told you, but Osrik bought them their own house in the city. A nice one, right on the river. He doesn’t want the girl to know it was from him though.”

“Doesn’t surprise me.”

“You know him,” Ryatt says. “Os never wants people to know if he’s done something nice.”

“If he heard you say the word nice in the same sentence as his name, he’d punch you in the gut.”

Ryatt smirks. “Probably.”

Turning, I start checking over Argo’s buckles one more time, ensuring my pack is secured. Then I swing myself up onto the saddle and glance down at my brother. I can see the nervousness in his expression, even though he hides it well. Everyone is nervous. After centuries of fae being gone from this world, this isn’t a threat Orea ever expected to face again.

“Keep Argo and yourself safe,” he tells me, tone going quieter so no one else around will hear.

“I will. And I’ll take out as many of them as I can before I head for the bridge.”

“I know you will. Fight fire with fire, and fight fae with fae,” he says with a small smirk before his expression grows serious again. “Orea definitely has a chance with you on our side.”

“Not just me. Orea has a chance because of you.”

He swallows hard, and guilt hits me again, because I can see how much my words mean to him. I should’ve been saying these things sooner. Should’ve given him this position a long time ago. I was so used to being his older brother and protecting him, that I stopped him from being able to step into the role of a protector too.

“Send word as soon as you get to Ranhold.”

“I will,” I reply.

If we need to mobilize Fourth’s army, he’ll be ready.

There are so many other unsaid things between us, but there’s no time. Instead, we share a drawn-out look, and then I give him a nod. “Lead well, Commander.”

He bows at the waist. “I’ll protect Fourth with my life.”

That’s what I’m afraid of.

“You’ll find Auren and our mother,” he says, not an inch of doubt in his voice, because he knows I won’t settle for anything else. “Be careful,” he murmurs.

“You too, brother.”

My grip tightens on the reins, and my chest tugs with both emotion and pain.

But the pull to get to Auren tugs harder.

go go go go

With one last nod to Ryatt, I nudge Argo with my heel, and he lifts us into the night sky. The other timberwings on the ground screech at our departure, envious that we’re on the move.

My pulse jumps—leaps—because finally, I’m on my way. Finally, I’m heading toward her. And although pain throbs in my chest and I can feel my veins pulsing with poison, I ignore it. Because I’m going to her, and nothing, not even this rotting fucking heart in my chest, is going to stop me.
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CHAPTER 2

SLADE

Argo goes upward to gain altitude, the dark of the night enveloping us like a shroud. Below, my brother lifts his hand in a shadowed send-off.

I face forward again when we pass over the moat, leaving my castle behind as we fly toward the city. The capital is dotted with streetlamps and lanterns that hang inside the bobbing boats where they drift up and down the rivers. Every flickering flame reminds me of just how many people live in Brackhill alone. People that I’m responsible for.

Let it topple. That’s what I told Ryatt about Orea, and I meant every word. But that was before an outside threat broke in.

I could see it in Ryatt’s eyes. The accusation. Buried deep, but there. The army invading Orea is my species. My people. He didn’t say it aloud, but I could hear it all the same. To some degree, it’s my responsibility to protect Orea against my own.

Give Orea a chance.

Get to the bridge.

Two birds, one stone. I can pass by Ranhold, and then head straight for Seventh. It will only add a handful of hours to my travel, half a day at most as I dump power there to deter the fae. Then I can get to the bridge.

I hiss through my teeth as another twinge of pain surges in my chest. It arcs down my veins, shooting through the roots of rot in my arms. I flex and fist my right hand, trying to shake the sensation off.

It doesn’t go away.

But I grew up enduring pain, so my tolerance is high. My father didn’t allow anything less. If I can put up with what he meted out, I can push through for Auren.

As if in challenge, the rotting organ in my chest throbs harder, but I grit my teeth.

Push the fuck through.

I re-grip the reins as we pick up speed, and soon, Brackhill City and the castle disappear behind us. Argo must sense my urgency, because he’s flying like he’s racing the night.

And winning.

We’re eating up the distance, and at this rate, I know we’ll make it to Ranhold in record time. Thank fuck.

Through the night, we fly over Fourth Kingdom. My eyes stay peeled, my teeth gritted. All I can do is count the seconds between the throbs of pain. It drums in time with the incessant push to hurry.

go go go go

I can’t open a rip, no matter how hard I try, but I can get to that fucking bridge.

I have to.

Right before dawn, Argo spots a flock of birds mid-flight. He drops out of the cover of the clouds, attention locked on his prey. They don’t even see him coming until he’s swooping down, scooping two of the winged creatures up into his wide maw. The sound of their shrieks is cut off by snapping bones and a litter of feathers.

I lock in my knees, bracing as he swoops for a third. “Argo—”

Intense pain slams into me so abruptly that I jerk in the saddle. The sensation pitches brutally into my chest, stealing my words. Stealing my vision.

It clutches me as sharply as Argo’s teeth snap through those bones. Except it’s happening with my fucking heart. Lancing it through, bleeding me out.

I lurch on the saddle, body falling forward. It feels like I’m being sliced open in the middle of a sea, and a whirlpool of poisoned water is pumping into me. I jerk my gaze down to where the pain radiates, and my eyes widen.

My rotting heart has started to swell.

It’s lifting my leather jerkin. Making it distend outward with dizzying agony, and I realize what’s happening.

It’s about to burst.

No.

My heart is choosing now to give out on me? Right when I finally have a way to get to Auren? When I’m finally on my way?

I’m not dying. I fucking refuse.

But my body seems to have other ideas.

My heart is filling my body with poison. It feels like hot, acidic rain pouring in, flooding it past capacity, washing out all my blood and stinging every vein.

I look at my wrists and hands where my rot has pumped in. Every inch of visible skin is riddled with so many black lines it nearly overruns my flesh.

I lose the ability to hold on. My grip slips off the reins, body jerking as I slam against Argo’s back, unable to sit up, unable to do anything. I feel more than see Argo curl his head around to look at me, and then there’s a deafening roar as I start to slip sideways.

Fuck!

Panic pounces, limbs flailing as I start to fall.

I jerk to an abrupt stop as the straps holding me to Argo’s saddle cinch, keeping me seated, though they strain with the stretch.

The saddle starts to twist over Argo’s middle as my body tips until I’m hanging off his side. This one strip of leather is the only thing keeping me from plummeting through the air.

The pain is unimaginable.

Argo roars again and tries to twist his body to get me back where I’m supposed to be. But I can’t move. I’m paralyzed from the spasms, can feel the poison leaching up into my neck, my cheeks, my eyes …

Darkness blotches my vision just as I feel Argo dive.

My stomach hits my throat as we speed through the air. The leather strip twists, making me pitch backward as it slips, and I get torn off the saddle. The only thing still connecting me to Argo is the single strap wrapped around my waist.

If the leather were to snap … the buckle to fail …

Pain spreads out like bolts of lightning through my entire body.

Fuck fuck fuck—

I might be dead before we hit the ground.

The air whips at me, jerking my body left and right as Argo continues to roar. Continues to dive.

I’m streaming behind him like a flag caught in the wind, and then the strained strap on the saddle snaps.

Without the tether, the air whips me away like a leaf in the wind, and instead of being pulled down with intention, I start to truly fall.

I fall and fall, staring up at the dark.

I have a moment to wonder if this is what Auren felt when she fell through the rip. If this is my punishment for sending her in there alone. I gasp and flail, terror fisting me.

I’m falling.

Dying.

Heart about to burst through my chest, rot ready to rupture.

Body ready to slam into the ground.

I brace myself.

But just before my inevitable crash, Argo dives down and catches me with his feet, talons circling around my arm and leg. I wince from the pressure, but within seconds, he’s dropping me again, and I thud against solid ground, rolling and skidding across wet grass and spongy soil before coming to a stop.

I land half-slopped into a bog, my entire right side drenched in muddy water.

The pain wants to debilitate me, wants to keep me hostage, but I fight past it. Remind myself of what I’ve endured at the hands of my father.

Move.

Move move move—

A roar rips from my lips as I fight against the anguish for control of my body. Mud threatens my airway, but I command my body to obey anyway. Reaching one arm up, I grip hold of the grass, straining as I pull myself up.

The pain is all-consuming, my vision still stained with spills of ink, but somehow, I get my knees under me and manage to crawl out of the muck, grip by grip. Then I drop and roll onto my back, dripping in sweat, shaking all over, ready to fucking puke.

I move my hands down and rip open my coat and leather jerkin, exposing my chest. My heart looks like it’s ready to explode. Like a massive blister full of pus, except it’s singed brown and leaking roots of black.

Not fucking good.

I can see every vein that leads out of it pulsing, pumping more poison into my system. Instead of the rotted lines staying contained to my upper chest and arms, I’m absolutely covered in them, breaching down my stomach and hands, even blackening my fingernails.

I’m riddled with so many that it doesn’t even look real.

Argo nudges me on the arm, making distressed noises low in his throat. He lowers himself, urging me to get up, so I lift my hand and reach the strap around his neck.

But before I can attempt to pull myself onto his back, my body convulses. I lurch backward, breath stolen from me as the torment reaches a crescendo.

And I know.

This is it. I’m dying.

But my life doesn’t flash before my eyes. She does.

Auren floods into me, memories consuming me entirely. There aren’t enough, not nearly enough. But I see them. Feel them. Hear them.

The little moments. Like when I’d watch her without her even realizing it. Taking in the side of her face while she ate, watching her walk up the stairs, seeing her smile at something Judd said. It’s the sound of her voice as she told me her truths. The scent of her hair when she laid upon my chest.

It’s the big moments too, when she was entirely too magnificent for this world. When she made everyone else seem small and dull in comparison. Her vengeance and her strength and her kindness and her light.

I was always meant to find her. To see her.

This can’t be it.

This can’t be all.

A rasping breath cuts out of me, tines dragging against my ribs with a clatter. “Auren,” I gasp out. As if she can hear me. As if I can say everything I need to say.

Moisture gathers at the corners of my eyes, shedding the misery of my failure. Of everything I’ll never get to see her do. The little and big moments I’ll miss. I wanted them all. I wanted to see and experience and have all of her, forever.

And now I can’t.

Misery drenches me, while rot starts gushing into the ground. Argo whines. My heart slogs.

I stare up at the swarm of branches from the twist-root trees, slunk in this bog, while my heart pumps out a poison that’s killing me.

I choke as it reaches my lungs and infects my breath.

My heart is so distended now, it sits like a stone over my chest, rising like a hunching creature ready to tear free.

But still, I try to fucking fight.

Because I will always fight for her. For as long as I can.

My entire body shakes, limbs numb, pain encompassing, but I force movement anyway, because I will not give up. I will not give in.

If this is the moment that I end, I will end with my fight for her.

As long as there is breath in my lungs and a heart in my chest, I will fight for her with everything that I am.

I growl, my throat tearing open with the determined sound and spilling out into the air, making birds explode from the trees.

With desperate struggle, I turn. Shove my knees beneath me. Pump my arms up, and then strain to reach Argo’s strap at the back of his neck. All of it a battle between life and death.

Do not give up. Do not give in.

Fight for her.

I pull myself up, head swimming, vision bolting, legs threatening to give out. But I clench my fists around the strap, and I fucking stand.

“Auren. Need—to get—to her,” I pant through gritted teeth.

Neck twisted around, Argo blinks at me, whining low in his throat. But stubborn perseverance hooks into my voice and yanks the resolution out. “I’m going to find her. Fucking get to her …”

The pain in my chest reaches a poisoned peak, and I suck in a thin breath that has my lungs ringing with warning that it might be my last one.

I can’t take in another. I try, but I can’t.

Panic consumes. My eyes go wide and wild as black spots block my vision. The agony in my chest is about to burst my heart, and I know my fight doesn’t matter anyway because this is it—

And then, everything changes.

I’m suddenly hit. Not with pain, not with death. But with her.

Something shifts. Death pauses.

I suck in a breath, feeling her in my inhale.

It’s as if she’s standing right here next to me. No—even more than that.

It’s as if …

Her scent floods my air. I can taste her at the back of my tongue. Feel her warmth consuming me like a fire consumes a forest. It starts to eat up every toxic limb and rotten root that exists within me.

Her flame, her sun, it blazes. Delves into every crevice, burning away every pinch of polluted blood. It swarms around my near-bursting heart, and I feel her essence grab hold. Fist me in her light.

And then something deep inside of me suddenly … collides.

SLADE

I gasp.

I can scent her.

Her warmth. It consumes me.

My knees buckle.

My rotting heart suddenly swells.

Bursts.

Something shifts.

My two sides … they mend. Something else tears free.

Scales erupt over my chest, bursting from what I thought was my dying heart.

A roar sounds in my ear. Souls tether.

My aura pulses.

Changes.

I can feel her.
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I can feel him.

Changes.

My aura flares.

With a bonded song.

Two souls reach out. Clasp. My ears echo with two heartbeats.

Rot delves. Not with death, but rebirth. Life tears free.

My back heats.

Combine.

The beast and the seed surge.

I pitch backwards.

The air of Annwyn. The air of Orea.

Breathe.

I gasp.

AUREN
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CHAPTER 3

SLADE

I know what this is.

I’m not sure exactly how I know, but an innate understanding fuses with my fraying consciousness.

I’m on my knees and heaving breath, my body trembling as an age-old magic floods through me. This is magic born when existence first bled into Annwyn. Magic that is rare and coveted and revered.

This is a päyur bond fusing.

As soon as that realization enters my mind, my entire body flares. Black tendrils sift off my skin like smoke, swarmed with golden rays that shine amidst the inky black, flocking around my body in rippling streams.

I stare at my hands, my arms, watching the black and gold drift off me like steam from a hot spring.

It’s our auras. Mine and hers, mixing.

The päyur magic ripples. I feel it within me, like someone shoveling up my entire foundation and packing it in with Auren’s essence.

Our souls are now bound together. Our lives forever connected. Our magic entwined.

It means that she and I are a match fated by the goddesses. It means that we have been given the greatest gift ever bestowed on a fae.

It means that she’s mine.

Elation fills me as much as the magic does. Stunned, all I can do is stay kneeling on the murky ground.

I feel her magic pulse through me, the warmth of it filling my limbs. My rot dumps into the land, but streaks of gold, like gleaming ribbons, run through the black roots.

This power that stretches over the land also stretches through me. I feel it swim through my depths and rush into my chest.

I feel her burn. Her light.

I jerk my eyes down to my torn shirt, gaze locked on my distended heart. My teeth grit with the growing heat of the burn as sweat pours down my face. The heat is nearly unbearable, and yet, it feels like it’s burning away all the bad, like cauterizing a wound.

The skin over the bulge starts to itch, making me flinch with its intensity. I have to scratch it. The urge is compulsory. Lifting a shaky hand, I reach down, and the moment my fingertip skims against it, the itch sizzles. Then the browned, sickly skin starts to curl and flake away like burning parchment.

The itch isn’t satisfied. Not at all.

My finger presses down further, hooking in, taking chunks of more dead layers. I dig it all out, dig it away, like molded bits of bread being ripped off and tossed onto the floor. Faster, frantically, needing this sensation to be sated, I keep going. I watch as each piece peels off, a lighter brown than the layer before, all while my chest continues to burn.

I peel away one last flake with a hiss, and it finally stops itching. The spot is no longer bloating, and I blink down at it, breathing hard.

Without any more of the dead skin, I don’t see a rotting, blistering heart. Instead, something else has grown beneath all those flaked-away layers.

Right here, over my heart, is a scale.

A golden scale.

I pull in a sharp breath, just before I reach down to feel it. Yet the moment my fingertip touches it, I explode.

Not my heart, but me.

Spikes and scales burst out of me in a violent rush that tosses me back. The spikes along my forearms, the ones down my spine, the ones above my eyebrows. I cry out as they pierce through my skin so fast that blood streaks from the punctures.

The countless rotted veins spread throughout my body start slithering wildly, like serpents racing away, just as my fae fangs drop down. My cheekbones feel scraped raw when my scales appear, and my ears pinch, the tips sharpening.

I remember what it felt like when I first tore in two. When I was forced to fight my father with raw power, and when the world ripped open. I remember what it felt like when that same power somehow ripped me in two.

But this … this feels like those two parts of me are smashing back together.

It’s euphoric. Agonizing. Like needles sticking soul-deep, thrashing a thread through my entire being, and binding me back together again.

Two halves combining into a whole.

But when I feel the last stitch merging me … something else suddenly surges up.

Argo cries and flings back when shadows suddenly lunge out of my body. And it’s not my aura. This is something else.

The vapor is as black as night, save for a ring of light around the edges that’s unmistakably gold. It billows out of me like an odorless smoke.

I try to move, but I’m caught in this surge of magic. The smoke gathers and thickens, streaming out of me and pulling all my breath with it. More scales tear across my chest like a slashed wound from predatory claws, peeling away my skin in the process.

Sweat slicks down my face as I lift my head, watching as those shadows start to gather. Coalesce.

They come streaming out of my body and land upon the ground, making Argo back up even further.

I strain to sit up, to see …

The smoke takes form.

I suck in a breath of shock at what I see. It’s as tall as I am when standing, its vapor dense and rippling. When I realize what shape it is, my mouth drops open. My eyes widen.

“What … the … fuck.”

A face looks out at me from billowing darkness. A face of power and viciousness. A face that hasn’t been seen in Annwyn for hundreds of years.

A dragon.

A fucking dragon.

The same curved black spikes that are on my body are also on the dragon’s. Four on each front forearm, six down its back, a row of stubbed ones arcing above each eye—just like mine.

The dragon is formed from the shadowy smoke that streamed out of me, but the wicked sharp teeth seem dense enough to bite. The layered black eyes clear enough to hunt for prey.

The creature has a sweep of gold scales along its silvered cheeks, with more down the chest like gilded armor. Each scale is as wide as my hand, brighter than the flare around my shadows, making the smoke creature gleam in the dark. It looks like something out of a nightmare. Something that can’t possibly be real.

Except it is.

It turns to me, iridescent eyes blinking, and its gaze makes my blood run cold. The hair on the back of my neck lifts as it opens its mouth, flashing its coal-black fangs.

Yet just as quickly as it appeared, it dissipates. Like someone blew away a plume of dust. Just like that, its form and its magic fade away.

And I fade with it.

The last thing I see is Argo taking flight high above me, sending birds to burst out of the trees and aim for the sky. I slump back on the ground, and my eyes fall closed, submitting to the dark.

But inside of that dark, I feel Auren’s fire continue to burn.
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CHAPTER 4

There is something chomping, digging, writhing in my mind.

I want it out. I want all of it out.

Sweat breaks over my skin as I feel my body slump. Feel hands catch me. My ears are ringing … but the sound feels far away. I feel far away.

What is happening?

I don’t know. There’s no clear thought, no clear memory I can cling to. I’m blowing in the wind.

“Auren!”

I blink around blearily, lost, confused. I can’t hold my body up. There’s a man yelling, looking right at me. Tan skin, black hair, brown eyes, a wound on his arm. He looks frantic. Terrified.

What’s wrong?

I’m flooded with panic, though I don’t know the source. My head is pounding. Sharp smacks that make my eyes sting.

“Leave her alone!” the man shouts before he tries to surge forward, and then he blows out a big breath that seems to glimmer …

The hilt of a sword is slammed against his temple, and he’s instantly knocked unconscious.

Another person cries out. “Wick!”

My eyes follow the sound to a woman who’s lurching toward the slumped man, her fingers scrabbling down his arm. Something flickers along his wound.

Strange. I thought there was a flash of gold there … but no, his wound is bright red with blood.

The sensation of something tunneling through my mind makes my whole body shudder.

The woman is wrenched away from the man, pushed onto her knees by someone dressed in armor.

Soldier?

Wrong … this feels wrong …

The soldier yanks her back by her orange-tipped hair, exposing her throat. I try to get up, but the hands holding me tug on my arm, and I cry out from debilitating pain.

Why am I in so much pain?

“Vulmin filth,” someone spits.

I blink through the tears in my eyes. There’s a man wearing a crown standing over the kneeling woman.

My stomach twists and twists so much it’s going to get knotted in place.

“You are a traitor to your species,” he spits venomously, and she starts to shake. “You don’t deserve to call yourself fae.”

He nods, and someone moves, blocking my sight for a second. It all happens so fast I don’t see until it’s done.

Until she’s screaming.

A soldier has a dagger in his hand that now drips with blood. The woman is sobbing, her arms still held back, but her ear … the top half is now missing, a chain left to dangle from her lobe as blood pours out.

“Emonie!” A man with blue and white hair behind her shouts her name and tries to get to her, shoving at another armored soldier.

One second, he’s trying to get to her. The next, there’s a sword poking out through his chest. He looks down at it, like he’s surprised to see it there. Bright teal eyes lift up to me, and then he falls.

Doesn’t get up.

Blood blooms. Rivulets seeping out onto the ground.

More screams.

I’m in a dream.

A nightmare?

As if the horror is contagious, I look past him. Beyond. There are more bodies. Unmoving, drenched with spilt blood.

The word comes up, floating forward.

Dead.

That’s what they are. They’re dead.

My twisted stomach swells, the knots bloating with bile.

Then the three of them are dragged away. The unconscious man, the sobbing woman, the dead one whose blue eyes are shut and red blood still flows.

Where are they taking them?

I struggle, even with the pain, because maybe I can wake up.

I need to wake up.

But hands clamp over my ears, and sharp nails dig into my skin. Though there’s a deeper digging that goes past my skin, past my skull.

Holes.

So many holes left from the hostile burrowing, making the throbbing in my temples amplify even more.

What is happening to me?

I try to shake my head, try to clear it. I can’t latch on to anything but perforated haze. The digging writhes down my ears, making me shudder.

I need it to stop.

My body jerks so violently that I manage to dislodge the hands at my ears, manage to yank away from the one holding back my arms.

A snarl tears through the air, and I realize belatedly that it’s coming from me.

Then something wet slicks from my hands, and I look down to see liquid gold pouring onto the ground. Inside of it, the thinnest black roots writhe. My gaze gets stuck to it, attention transfixed.

Either he moves very fast or my mind is moving very slow, because suddenly the crowned man is before me, and he holds something sharp against my throat.

There’s a flash of a different crowned man … a different blade … a pain at my throat as I was held back.

My head swims.

Someone is behind me. Touches the back of my neck. I hear him make a noise—maybe in surprise? I start to turn my head, but his hand pulls away as quickly as it came, and I’m distracted again by the crowned man in front of me.

“I should kill you, Turley scum, and be done with it,” he seethes at me, his eyes glaring.

More holes burrow.

Should I feel fear, as the sharpness of his blade settles against my vulnerable flesh? Should alarm bells peal at the trickle of hot drips tickling out?

I don’t know what to think. I don’t know what to feel. There should be something solid in my head that I can grasp onto, but there’s just … a sieve, letting everything trundle out. Past and present trickling.

Is this here? Then? Now? Never?

Why can’t I wake up?

Another man steps up from behind me, coming around to my side. A patch covers his right eye. There’s red cloth tucked in front of his throat, but my neck is the one bleeding.

“Look at her, Your Majesty,” he says smoothly. “A gilded Turley. Everyone who sees her will realize what she is. She is the symbol that the rebels have been squawking about.”

“So I’ll slit her throat here and now!”

The one-eyed man shakes his head, even as the sharpness digs into my throat like the stinger of a wasp. More dribbling. Landing on my collar, freezing my swallows.

“King Carrick, look at the power you could wield through her. You could ruin the rebels through her. Don’t give them a martyr. Give them a mockery.”

The sharp threat against my neck stops digging in.

Holds still.

My heavy eyes drag up to stare at the man with the blade. He’s staring back at me, his eyes hard as stone. Both in appearance and demeanor. The crown he wears is like a boulder ready to topple and crush me with its weight.

“A mockery …” he repeats.

“Yes, Majesty. Flaunt her. With your memory fae’s magic, make this Turley a spectacle. A laughing stock of this so-called symbol for rebellion. Make her kneel to you and show them all what a traitor she is, and you’ll make their insurgence fail. Without her, the Vulmin will have nothing to fight for. You’ll cut this uprising off at the knees. Don’t waste her. Use her, and you will be that much more powerful.”

Use her.

Those words echo down the hollowed-out pits in my head, not just in his voice, but in many. So many saying that very same thing.

use her use her use her use her use her use her

The sharp blade peels away from my throat. In its place, there’s a hand at my ear. A cold, slick something digging into the canal.

I sway, head drooping. Can’t hold it up.

The crowned man—King Carrick—stares down at me, and now, there’s a twisted smile curving along his taupe face. His skin looks hard enough to crack. Beneath his feet, lined gold is hardening into stiff puddles. I can see the reflection of the one-eyed man within the gleam.

“She’s much more valuable to you alive. Look at this magic alone.”

They both look down at the gold spilling off my hands and pooling on the ground.

My own reflection looks distorted. I can’t quite see me.

“She’s malleable, Your Majesty. So make her into whatever you like.”

Something wet peels from the corner of my eye. Splashes upon my shirt. I don’t know why.

The pain in my body, the hollows in my head, they win against the adrenaline and confusion.

And I?

I slump. Plunge.

Because this is what it feels like to fall into the pitted, overwhelming dark.

And yet … somewhere in these shadows, there are veins of black that don’t succumb, but that spread.
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CHAPTER 5

I blink.

Stare.

Hands curled in my lap. Bare feet against the cold stone floor. The wall feels rough against my arm where I lean against it, and I stare at the single window of green stained glass. It’s the only pretty thing here, but it’s covered with bars.

A woman’s voice speaks. “Did you hear me?”

My head lifts.

Heavy.

Did you hear me?

The question echoes—not in the room, but in my ears.

“Yes.”

The woman in the room with me—Una—cocks her head. She has hair that grows in blocks. The sections are perfectly symmetrical squares, making her scalp look like a chessboard. Her tan skin is speckled with freckles of blue. Eyebrows are two flat lines and brown—the same color as her blocky hair.

Square hair, circle freckles, lines for brows. The shapes on her are over-whelming.

But it’s her eyes that are the most unnerving. Blue stripes cut down through the irises. Just like the bars on my window.

I don’t like her.

When she comes, she says she’s healing me. But I think she might be lying.

“What did I say?”

With great effort, I fix my attention on her. She sits on a stool right in front of my pallet bed, leaning in close.

Always so close.

“You said I am loyal to King Carrick.”

She nods. “That’s right.”

An echo of pain thuds through my arm, my ribs. As if it’s remembering broken bones and bruises. Lingering trauma. Every time I breathe or move, I expect it to hurt, but it doesn’t.

“You were a traitor, but you have changed your ways. You owe the king your life. You are loyal to him, aren’t you? Ready to prove yourself?”

I nearly flinch from the hard nudge in her voice.

“Yes.”

My voice is clustered. Caught. Like every word is getting stuffed into this already small dungeon cell.

“Do you remember being a traitor? Do you remember turning yourself in so you could beg for mercy from your king?”

Beg?

I feel my brows pull together as I try to pick my way through my mind, but there are too many holes. I keep stumbling. Keep tripping over them.

My eyes drop to the cuff around my ankle where its cinched over the leg of my pants. My feet are bare and dirty, but the cuff is a smooth, drab gray. It looks almost like colorless dirt packed beneath glass. It makes my skin itch and drags me down with a burdensome weight.

I begged for mercy?

Una’s lips purse with impatience at the question I’ve muttered aloud. “Of course you did. You’re a traitor, and if you want to live, you must do better.”

“Yes.”

I must do better.

“Focus on how merciful King Carrick is. How much you want to please him,” she orders.

How much I want to please him …

There’s an echo, like a bell after it’s been rung. The impact of the clang just out of reach.

My eyes drift to the window. The color drawing me in.

Deep green. The color soothes me.

Una makes a noise. “We must try harder, mustn’t we?”

My head is so very heavy with the nod. My tongue the weight of a brick, though it still drops out a word. “Yes.”

“Yes,” she repeats. “Never fear. I am very good at what I do. I will get you there.”

She scoots her stool even closer and lifts her hands. I tense. “No, please—”

Ignoring me, her palms clasp over my ears, making me shudder, while something inside of me shudders too. My back stiffens, muscles locked up. Nearly paralyzed.

“Repeat after me.”

My eyes get caught in the net of her gazing stripes.

“I was a traitor.”

My lips follow hers.

The digging goes deeper, and in those holes, I see myself. See myself falling at the king’s feet, begging for mercy, telling him I was wrong as lightning streaked across the lavender sky.

No … not lightning. It was a crack. In a ceiling. In a wall. A house breaking …

There was thunder, but it ripped out like a scream.

I close my eyes, feeling something squirming within the dark, emptied depths of my mind, trying to shove up through the hollows.

“Focus,” Una snaps.

Her voice pulls me in, while something else oozes out.

“Repeat after me,” she commands again, her voice droning.

My mind flashes, the squirming stops, and I see myself bowing for the king. The memory shoves in, presses down, trying to fit into the gaps.

“I was a traitor.”

My voice melts with hers, eyes opening.

“I turned myself in.”

Her fingernails dig deeper against the sides of my head.

“King Carrick is merciful. He will let me live if I atone.”

My lips lash out every word. Monotone. Filling up every available space, gorging on it, near-bursting. Stuffing into my pitted mind with forceful shoves.

“I am loyal.”

Loyal.

“I am beholden to his benevolence.”

Beholden.

Her striped eyes bore into me, fingers digging into my ear, caterpillars munching through my forgetfulness. Filling up the holes with dirt that doesn’t seem to fit.

“I am lucky to be here.”

Lucky.

That word gets caught in the dripping ceiling. Swells and sticks.

Lucky?

“Yes, very lucky. Most traitors are killed. You have agreed to make yourself useful to the king and do whatever he asks.”

I nod again, though I can’t blink past the murk.

Una’s hand drops from my ear. The digging stops. The shudders subside. My muscles slowly relax.

“Do you remember?”

I open my mouth but shut it again. That frown digs in deeper.

“Do you remember?” she presses.

I’m staring through that green window again. Binding to the color. It reminds me of summer grass. Of a shadowed forest. Of—

Overwhelming grief suddenly crashes over me, with waves too big to withstand. Grief and an undertow of panic rise up. My frantic eyes fly back to Una as I lurch forward and grip her arm. “I’m supposed to do something.” My fingers dig in. Squeezing. Desperate. “I was supposed to do something!”

When she just stares at me, I try to jump off the pallet bed, but Una’s hand stills me. “Yes. What you need to do is prove yourself. You need to serve your king.”

“But …”

Her striped eyes narrow. Making another line that digs between her eyebrows. “That’s all you have to do,” she says sternly. “Please the king.”

I frantically shake my head, my heart racing. “No, no, no. I was supposed to do something else. Someone … there’s someone … I … I can’t …”

Una slaps me.

Hard.

The strike across my cheek flushes with a throbbing sting, freezing me in place.

“Stop this fighting! Give in,” she shouts through her teeth, her gaze livid.

I stare in shock, mind reeling, confusion boiling over.

There was something …

Her palms clamp viciously over my ears, squeezing so hard I panic that she’ll crack my skull. I try to scrabble away, but she won’t let go.

There isn’t just digging that I feel this time. There’s a swarm. Things squirming, slithering, eating their way through. I go slack. Droop like a dying vine as I’m inundated.

Infested.

I don’t know when I shut them, but my eyelids peel open again when Una’s hands leave my ears to cup my face as she forces me to look at her. Her touch is cold. Like she stowed her hands in a patch of snow and rooted through the frozen grains.

I’m floating. I wonder if I can float right past the bars of her eyes. Right through the ones on the window too.

Bars? Why are there bars?

“You’re Auren Turley.”

Yes. That feels right.

That’s the only thing that feels right.

“I am Auren Turley.”

“You will serve the king.”

That must be right too.

“I will serve the king.”

Her hands drop. A sigh does too.

She gives me a look of irritated pity, but with all the shapes on her, I can’t help but notice the dark circles now under her eyes. “Sleep, Auren.”

Rest is best when sleep is deep …

The holes in my head shake.

She leaves, and I watch the solid stone door scrape shut. Hear a lock click.

Bleary-eyed and hollow-headed, I scoot back on the pallet bed, tucking my knees in front of me and clasping them with my curled arms. I rest my pounding skull against the wall and let out a shaken breath.

My gaze drags back to the window.

I feel like the color is something from a dream. Or maybe I’m in a dream, and that’s why it all feels so strange. So … flat. Missing something.

Missing everything.

Through the tinted glass, I see the faintest trace of a star glittering in the void. One speck of light within all that dark.

“There was something I was supposed to do,” I whisper to it.

It doesn’t say anything back.

“There was something …”

I wish I could remember.

“Maybe this is all a dream.”

Yes. This is a dream, so I just need to make myself wake up.

A voice from somewhere whispers to me. You have your own light, little sun. So you must carry it with you when it grows dark.

I want to cry, because it’s grown so very, very dark.

Sadness waters my lids, so I let a single drop fall down my cheek. And that star that I’ve been watching falls down the face of the night, matching the descent of my tear. Leaving nothing but darkness behind.

I close my eyes, and my lips move in a voiceless whisper that only the sky can hear, with words that somehow materialize on my tongue.

When tears are like starfall, when bleak is like night,

We remember the dawn that will bring back the light.

When my eyes open again, my gaze becomes steady. Strong. A breath pulls in and blows out. That green view grounds me.

I blink away every bit of moisture as I stare at the empty spot where the star fell, and something in me pulls taut.

My face sets with determination. Something down my spine hardens.

This void in the sky, this void in my head … it won’t defeat me. I won’t let it.

I might not know anything else yet, but I do know this truth with innate certainty.

My name is Auren Turley.

And I am stronger than the dark.
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CHAPTER 6

RISSA

Dragging the comb through my hair, I scrape out the knots, tangle by tangle. It’s taken a very long time to brush it out, all of it already dried from my bath. My arm aches, but when I finally get the last snarl loosened, I sigh in relief.

I check myself in the mirror on the vanity table before me, shifting my head left and right as I peer into the glass. Both mirror and table are quite plain, the wood painted black like all the rest of the furniture in this room. It makes it look as if everything is always in shadow.

Speaking of a shadow …

My eyes snap to the darkened bulk that suddenly walks into my room. My heart leaps, but I can’t fool myself and say it’s because he startled me. It’s because ever since I woke up, my heart has been doing those leaps every time I look at him.

It’s very aggravating.

Setting the comb down, I send him a look of accusation as I eye his reflection in the mirror. “Don’t you knock?”

“No,” he grunts out.

The big oaf of a man blunders in, letting the door slam shut behind him.

My nose wrinkles as I watch him stomp toward me. “Great Divine, have you always stepped that loudly?”

Osrik stops and glances down at his booted feet, as if he might stop and ask them. “I’m walking normal,” he says with a shrug.

“You practically stampeded,” I say snappishly.

He looks up at me then, and though I try not to, I get stuck in his brown gaze. Stuck, like an insect to sap, with no hope of escaping.

Am I going to be trapped forever?

There’s been an intensity to him since the moment I woke. It’s obvious something has changed. It’s like we were both reading the same book, but he went ahead and finished it before me. It feels like he’s just waiting for me to catch up, watching me flip every page, staring at me as I go word by word.

“Didn’t take you for a reader,” I mumble.

“What?”

“Nothing.” I clear my throat. “Like I said, you need to knock. You can’t just come and go into my private room as you please.”

Especially looking like that. He looks masculine and broody, as if he’s just finished training some soldiers before riding a horse and then chopping down a tree.

Every single one of those images of Osrik flits through my mind, making butterflies skitter through my stomach.

I wonder if he does chop wood? Maybe I could be near a window to watch …

“Yes, I can,” he retorts before setting down a trunk I hadn’t even noticed he was carrying. It lands with a thump at his feet, the brass handles clinking. “Clothes for you.”

I try very hard not to watch the way his arms flex, bare and on display from where his sleeves are cut at the shoulders. “Thanks, but no, you can’t—”

Before I can finish, he leans over and spins my stool around so we’re face to face. My breath pauses, and I’m caught in those eyes again.

“Yes, I can.” We’re inches apart, but he watches me like he’s closer. Like he’s all the way under my skin.

And he is.

Not that I’m going to admit it.

But I was told he stayed by my bedside every single day—nearly every single minute. That he was so devoted to me he barely ate or slept. That sort of bedside vigilance goes way past simple attraction.

Doesn’t it?

His voice drops down and scrapes out with the grim look on his face. “You were almost dead, Yellow Bell. Hours ago, I was fucking saying goodbye to you.”

There’s a lump in my throat the size of his fist, with emotion I haven’t been able to unstopper. Haven’t been able to clear away.

When I opened my eyes from my deathbed, Osrik was staring at me like I was a ghost. Like I was a gift. Then he buried his face into my hair and wrapped his arms around me and made me feel something I haven’t ever felt before.

Safe.

Which is funny, considering I was dying, until, suddenly, I wasn’t.

My thoughts keep veering back to Auren, because unlike me, I don’t know if she’s safe. Osrik told me what happened after I was stabbed. How she was taken, how King Rot went to save her. Now she’s a realm away, apparently.

And a fae.

Admittedly, I’m not sure I truly believe him. Then again … I saw her use that gold magic. It certainly seemed otherworldly.

Being awake feels more like a dream. Like all of this isn’t real. I’m still trying to make sense of everything, trying to settle into this new normal. It’s as if the entire world changed that night I was attacked.

The flashback of that blade stabbing into me flickers through my mind, and I shudder unintentionally from the phantom pain.

Osrik’s eyes drop down to my chest, but not for the usual reason that men look there. He’s staring at the edge of the scar that’s visible over the top of my nightdress. I follow his gaze, my finger grazing the healed slice. It’s tender, and my chest twinges a bit, but other than some overall achiness, I feel fine.

Physically, at least.

It’s emotionally and mentally that has me all mixed up. The reason for which is right in front of me. I need to stop this now before he scrambles my mind even more.

“I didn’t die,” I tell him, my tone defensive. “So you can stop this.”

His gaze lifts to mine and he cocks his head
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