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Mira's lungs burned with every ragged breath, smoke coiling down her throat like a living thing determined to choke her. She stumbled through the wreckage of the market square, each step sending sharp jolts of pain through her blistered feet. The heat pressed against her skin in waves—too close, too raw, like standing at the mouth of a furnace. Embers drifted past in lazy spirals, glowing orange against the smoke-choked air. They might have been beautiful if she didn't know they were fragments of someone's roof, someone's bed, someone's life reduced to floating cinders.

"Mama!" Her voice swallowed whole by the roar of flames devouring thatch and timber. The fire had its own voice—a deep, hungry growl that drowned out everything else. "Tomas!"  

Neither answered her. All she heard through the fire's roar were the distant screams from farther down the hill, sharp and desperate as animals caught in a trap.

She'd been at the well when it happened, hauling up the evening's water with hands still rough from scrubbing laundry. The sky had been clear, stars pricking through the twilight like pinpricks in dark fabric. Then—without warning—it split open. Wings blotted out the moon in a rush of leathery shadows, horns jagged against the sudden eruption of firelight below. The voices that followed weren't human—too deep, too layered, syllables curling like smoke from an unseen source.  

The bucket had slipped from her fingers, water spilling across dirt already turning to mud underfoot. She'd run before it even hit the ground, legs pumping toward home faster than she'd ever moved in her life. But by the time she reached the first house—their house—the roof was already collapsing inward with a groan of splintering wood.  

She'd clawed at the rubble of her collapsed home until her nails split and her palms bled into the debris, screaming their names until her throat felt flayed open. No answer came. No shifting of debris, no muffled cry beneath the wreckage—just stillness where there should have been breath and warmth and life.  

Her knees had given out then, sending her crashing into the soot-streaked earth. She might have stayed there forever, curled around the hollow space where her family should have been, if another scream hadn't ripped through the smoke—high and terrified—and sent her body lurching forward before her mind could catch up.

She coughed hard, eyes streaming, and wiped her face with the back of her hand. Grit clung to her skin. The shift she wore—thin linen, scorched at the hem—stuck to her back with sweat. Her right forearm throbbed where a falling beam had grazed her earlier, the old burn scar beneath it tight and angry.

The square was unrecognizable. Stalls she'd walked past every morning were piles of splintered wood. The fountain where children played had cracked down the middle, water hissing as it met fire. And everywhere—everywhere—were shadows that moved wrong.

One passed overhead, wings spread wide enough to block the flames behind it. She pressed herself against a half-collapsed wall, heart slamming against her ribs. It didn't see her. It swept lower, toward the cluster of villagers trying to flee toward the forest road.

She should run. Should move.

Her feet wouldn't obey.

Another shadow descended ahead of her—massive, slower than the others. This one landed, and the ground shuddered beneath her. She stumbled, catching herself against the stone. The creature—no, the demon—stood between her and the road, blocking the only path out. It was taller than any man she'd ever seen, broad through the chest and shoulders, horns curving back from its skull. Its skin looked wrong in the firelight, too dark, like it swallowed the glow instead of reflecting it.

Its eyes burned red.

Mira's breath stopped.

The demon turned its head, scanning the square. Another villager broke from cover—Old Gregor, the blacksmith—and the demon moved faster than anything that size should move. It caught him by the shoulder, claws sinking in, and Gregor screamed as he was lifted off his feet.

The demon laughed.

The sound scraped down Mira's spine, too deep, resonating in her chest like thunder. It said something in a language she didn't know, then hurled Gregor toward another demon waiting in the smoke. She heard the impact. Heard Gregor's cries cut off.

Her stomach twisted.

She couldn't save anyone.

The thought arrived cold and certain. She'd already lost Mama and Tomas. She couldn't fight these things or help the people still screaming. All she could do was go—slip past while the demons were distracted, make it to the river, lose herself in the reeds.

She pushed off the wall and ran.

Her legs shook, but they carried her. She kept low, darting between burning stalls, boots slipping on ash. The heat was unbearable now, air shimmering, her lungs begging for relief. She didn't look back. Didn't let herself think about what she was leaving behind.

The river was close. She could hear it—water rushing over stones, the one sound that hadn't changed.

Twenty more steps.

Ten.

The ground exploded behind her.

The impact threw her forward, hands slamming into dirt. She twisted, choking on dust, and saw the crater where she'd been standing a heartbeat before. Cracks spiderwebbed outward, glowing faintly at the edges.

And standing in the center—wings spread, tail coiled—was another demon.

Bigger than the others.

Mira's body locked. Every muscle seized, animal terror flooding her veins. She couldn't move. Couldn't breathe. Her vision narrowed to the figure in front of her, haloed by fire, smoke curling around its shoulders like it had walked straight out of the flames.

It was massive. Easily over seven feet, built like it had been carved from stone and then lit from within. Charcoal skin, faint lines of light pulsing beneath—embers trapped under flesh. Black hair tied back, horns ridged and curving, eyes so red they looked like wounds.

And it was looking at her.

Mira's knees threatened to give out. She forced herself upright, wobbling, hands curling into fists at her sides. Not that it mattered. Not that her fists would do anything against that.

The demon tilted its head, studying her. Its gaze dragged down, then back up—slow, deliberate. Assessing.

She felt the weight of it like a hand pressing on her chest.

Then its eyes narrowed. Something shifted in its expression—confusion, maybe. Or interest. Its nostrils flared, and the ember-lines beneath its skin flared brighter for a heartbeat before dimming again.

Mira didn't wait to figure out why.

She bolted.

Not toward the river—it was blocking that path—but sideways, toward the last gap between burning buildings. If she could just get past it, lose herself in the smoke—

The demon moved.

One second it was ten feet away. The next, it was in front of her, wings snapping closed, tail lashing once across the ground. She slammed into its chest with enough force to knock the air from her lungs.

It was like hitting a wall.

She staggered back, gasping, and swung without thinking—fist connecting with its ribs, then its stomach. Her knuckles screamed in protest. The demon didn't even flinch. It just stood there, watching her beat against it like she was swatting at stone.

"Move," she rasped, voice breaking. She hit it again, harder, nails scraping over the ridges of its armor. "Move, you—"

Its hand closed around her wrist.

The grip was effortless. She yanked back, thrashing, but it held her in place without any visible effort. Its fingers were too long, tipped with claws that pressed lightly against her pulse point. She felt the heat radiating off its palm, warmer than the fires around them.

It leaned down slightly, bringing its face level with hers.

She stopped struggling. Couldn't help it. Up close, the red of its eyes wasn't uniform—there were flecks of gold near the pupils, flickering like coals. Its breath didn't smell like sulfur the way she'd expected. It smelled like smoke and something almost metallic.

It inhaled slowly, deliberately, and the lines under its skin pulsed again.

Then it straightened, still holding her wrist, and turned its head toward a cluster of demons dragging villagers toward a shimmering tear in the air—some kind of opening, edges crackling with heat.

"This one," it said.

Its voice was low, controlled, but it carried. The other demons stopped, heads swiveling toward them. One of them—a leaner creature with jagged horns—made a sound that might have been a question.

The demon holding her didn't answer. It just shifted its grip, sliding one arm around her waist, and lifted.

Mira's stomach dropped as her feet left the ground. She kicked instinctively, twisting, trying to wrench free, but it was like fighting gravity. The demon adjusted her weight with one hand—one hand—and slung her over its shoulder.

"No—" The word came out strangled. She slammed her fists against its back, kicking at its ribs, its stomach, anywhere she could reach. "Let me go!"

It didn't respond. Didn't slow. It just walked, wings folding tight against its spine, tail swaying behind it as it strode toward the tear in the air. The tear in the world pulsed ahead, edges shimmering like heat haze over coals, widening as they approached. The portal.  

Mira's breath came in sharp, shallow bursts. She could feel the unnatural pull of it now—the way the air warped around the opening, how the light bent wrong, how the ground beneath the demon's boots seemed to tilt toward it.

Mira's throat closed. She twisted, looking back at the village—her village—flames consuming everything she'd ever known. The fountain, the market, the hill where she'd played as a child. All of it burning.

And no one was coming.

No one was left.

The demon reached the portal, heat distorting the air around it, and stepped through.

The world inverted.

Mira's vision whited out, pressure slamming into her from all sides. Her ears popped. She couldn't breathe—couldn't feel—and then the air changed, thickening, blistering against her skin. She gasped, choking, and her lungs filled with something too hot, too dry, tasting of ash and metal and something ancient.

The demon's shoulder dug into her stomach as it kept walking, boots crunching on stone. She blinked hard, eyes adjusting, and saw red.

Not fire-red. Rock-red. Endless jagged cliffs stretching in every direction, rivers of molten light carving through the stone, the sky—if it was a sky—bruised purple and black, lit by something that wasn't the sun.

Hell.

The demon had brought her to Hell.

Her body went limp, arms hanging, head spinning. There was no air here. No escape. No hope of running back through the portal because it was already gone, sealed behind them like it had never existed.

The demon adjusted her weight again, shifting her higher on its shoulder, and kept walking.

Mira closed her eyes.

The last thing she saw before the darkness took her was the flicker of ember-light beneath its skin, pulsing in time with the beat of her own terrified heart.
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The crossing left a metallic tang on Dragos's tongue, sharp enough to cut through the sulfur wind. He touched down hard in the fortress courtyard, basalt cracking beneath his boots, and dropped the human to her feet.

She crumpled immediately—legs folding, hands slapping stone. He'd expected that. Humans didn't handle portal travel well. Something about their fragile inner ears and the way pressure worked in their tiny skulls.

He stepped back, wings folding, and scanned the courtyard.

Soldiers lined the perimeter, heads bowed, fists pressed to their chests in salute. Beyond them, the other captives huddled near the outer wall—maybe fifteen humans total, pulled from three different villages. Most were on their knees, shaking. A few wept. One had already vomited, the stench cutting through the heat shimmer rising off the stone.

Routine.

Dragos rolled his shoulders, working out the tension from the raid. His blood still ran hot from the hunt, adrenaline simmering beneath his skin. It always took time to come down after a crossing—power humming in his veins, claws tingling with residual magic. He flexed his hands, watching the ember-lines beneath his skin fade from bright gold back to dull red.

Behind him, another portal tore open. Kavrax stepped through, dragging two humans by their wrists, grinning wide enough to show all his teeth. He tossed them toward the captive cluster and shook out his wings, scattering ash.

"Clean haul," Kavrax said, striding over. His horns were shorter than Dragos's, filed to points. "Three villages, minimal resistance. Like taking livestock."

Dragos grunted. He didn't need the summary. He'd been coordinating the raid from the air, watching his commanders execute the plan he'd drawn up weeks ago. Three villages, staggered strikes, no more than an hour on the ground. In and out before the human militias could mobilize.

Efficient.

Another portal opened. Varos emerged, wings snapping closed, tail lashing. He had four captives with him—all young, all female. He shoved them forward, laughing when one stumbled. "Marketers are going to love this batch."

Kavrax clapped him on the shoulder. "You always did have an eye for quality."

"Trade value," Varos corrected, though his grin didn't fade. He scanned the courtyard, counting heads, then looked at Dragos. "How many did you pull?"

"One."

Varos's eyebrows lifted. "One? That's not like you."

Dragos shrugged. He'd had other priorities—overseeing the retreat, ensuring no one got sloppy and lingered too long. He'd only grabbed the human because she'd been there, running toward him like prey begging to be caught.

Convenient.

Kavrax circled closer, eyeing the girl still kneeling where Dragos had dropped her. "That her?"

Dragos glanced down. She hadn't moved yet. Her hands were pressed flat against the basalt, shoulders heaving as she dragged in air. The shift she wore—torn, scorched—clung to her back, damp with sweat. Her hair had come loose from whatever tie she'd used, curls falling forward to hide her face.

Small. Breakable. Unremarkable.

Except—

He'd felt it during the raid. That flicker against his senses, like static before lightning. Her aura had pulsed faintly, visible only to him, cutting through the smoke and fear-scent like a beacon. He'd tracked it without thinking, followed it to the square, and when he'd landed in front of her—

The pulse had answered.

A shiver had run down his spine, foreign and unwelcome. His claws had tingled. The ember-lines beneath his skin had flared hot enough to sting.

He'd dismissed it as residual magic from the portal.

Probably.

Varos crouched next to the girl, head tilted, studying her like she was a puzzle. "She's nothing special. Scrawny. Probably won't last a week in the lower markets."

Kavrax snorted. "Then why'd you bring her, Dragos?"

Good question.

Dragos flexed his jaw, irritation prickling at the base of his skull. He didn't know why. Instinct, maybe. The same instinct that had made him grab her wrist instead of letting her run. The same instinct that had him holding her too carefully on the walk to the portal, adjusting her weight when she'd started kicking.

Unnecessary.

He turned away from them, scanning the rest of the courtyard. The other captives were being sorted—soldiers separating them by age and build, marking the ones destined for labor camps versus trade markets. Standard procedure. He should be overseeing it, ensuring no mistakes, but his attention kept snagging on the girl behind him.

Her breathing had evened out. She was sitting up now, slowly, arms wrapped around her ribs. She didn't look at him. Didn't look at anyone. Just stared at the ground, eyes unfocused.

Shock, probably.

Varos stood, brushing ash off his leathers, and stepped closer to her. "You planning to trade her, or keep her for yourself?"

The words hit wrong.

Dragos's spine went rigid. Heat flared in his chest—sharp, sudden, utterly irrational. His wings twitched, spreading slightly before he forced them back down.

What the hell was that?

Varos didn't notice. He was still talking, gesturing lazily toward the girl. "I'll take her off your hands if you don't want the hassle. Could use another—"

"She is mine."

The words came out flat, final. Dragos didn't recognize his own voice.

Varos blinked. "What?"

"Mine," Dragos repeated, slower this time. He stepped between Varos and the girl, blocking the line of sight. His tail coiled once, tight against his leg. "Don't touch her."

Kavrax whistled low. "Territorial already? You just brought her through."

Dragos ignored him. His focus stayed locked on Varos, who had gone very still. The other commander's gaze flicked from Dragos to the girl, then back again. Understanding dawned slowly, followed by amusement.

"Oh," Varos said, grinning. "Like that, is it?"

"It's not—" Dragos bit off the denial. He didn't owe Varos an explanation. Didn't owe anyone. He was a commander of the Fifth Wing. If he wanted to keep a human, he kept a human. Simple.

Except it wasn't simple, and the tightness in his chest wasn't fading.

He turned to the nearest soldier, jerking his chin toward the captive cluster. "Take the rest to the lower pens. Standard processing."

The soldier saluted and moved immediately, barking orders. The other soldiers closed in, herding the captives toward the interior gates. One of the humans—a young man, barely grown—reached for the girl, calling something in their language.

She looked up sharply, eyes going wide. She tried to stand, stumbling, reaching back—

Dragos caught her shoulder.

His clawed hand settled against her collarbone, firm but careful. She froze, breath hitching, and he felt the flutter of her pulse beneath his palm. Too fast. Too fragile.

She twisted, trying to shake him off, and said something sharp in her language. He didn't understand the words, but the tone was clear enough.

Defiance.

Interesting.

He kept his hand where it was, holding her in place, and watched the young man being dragged away. The human was still calling to her, voice breaking. She strained forward, fingers curling into fists, but Dragos didn't let go.

When the gates closed, cutting off the sound, she sagged.

He felt the shift in her weight, the way her shoulders dropped. Her hands fell to her sides, loose and defeated. She didn't look at him. Just stared at the gates, breathing hard.

Dragos released her and stepped back.

She didn't run. Didn't move. Just stood there, swaying slightly, arms wrapped around herself.

He studied her properly this time, letting his gaze drag over her frame. Small, like he'd thought. Compact through the legs and arms, built for endurance rather than strength. Her skin was darker than most humans he'd seen, olive colored with scattered freckles across her nose and collarbones. Soot streaked her face, her hands, the torn shift clinging to her body.

Unremarkable.

Except her scent.

He inhaled slowly, sorting through the layered stench of sulfur and ash and fear. Beneath it all, faint but persistent, was her. Something clean, almost sweet, cutting through the acrid air like water through smoke.

His claws tingled again.

He flexed his hands, annoyed. This was ridiculous. She was human. Fragile. Temporary. There was no reason for his instincts to be reacting like this—no reason for the heat simmering low in his chest or the way his wings kept wanting to spread.

And yet.

Kavrax sidled closer, grinning. "You going to stare at her all night, or are you actually going to do something?"

Dragos shot him a look sharp enough to cut. Kavrax raised his hands, still grinning, and backed off.

The girl finally looked up. Her eyes met his—brown, flecked with gold that caught the ember-light from the lava rivers in the distance. For a heartbeat, neither of them moved.

Then she looked away, jaw tight.

Dragos felt something twist in his chest.

He stepped closer, slowly, and extended one wing. She flinched, shoulders hunching, but he didn't stop. He curved the wing around her, not touching, just shielding her from the stares of the soldiers still lingering in the courtyard.

The membrane was warm, warmer than his skin, and he could feel the heat reflecting off the stone rising between them. She trembled—small, involuntary shivers running through her frame. He felt every one of them.

His throat tightened.

He turned toward the fortress entrance, keeping the wing in place, and started walking. She hesitated, then followed, stumbling slightly on the uneven stone. He slowed his pace, adjusting without thinking.

Kavrax called something after him—a joke, probably—but Dragos didn't respond. He just kept moving, guiding the girl through the archway and into the cooler shadows of the interior halls.

The fortress had been carved from a single piece of volcanic rock, walls smooth and black, veined with faintly glowing channels of residual magic. Torches burned at intervals, casting flickering light across the empty corridor. His chambers were three levels up, accessible only by the commander's stair.

She didn't speak as they climbed. Didn't ask where they were going. Just followed, one hand trailing along the wall for balance, breathing hard.

By the time they reached the heavy stone door to his chambers, she was swaying.

Dragos pushed the door open and stepped inside, retracting his wing. She paused at the threshold, looking in, then back at him.

He gestured curtly. "Inside."

She didn't move.

He exhaled through his nose, patience thinning. "You can walk, or I can carry you. Choose."

Her jaw shifted. She stepped inside.

He followed and shut the door behind them. The sound echoed—heavy, final—and the air shifted.

Dragos went still.

The girl felt it too. She turned slowly, eyes wide, scanning the room like she expected something to attack.

But there was nothing. Just the hum of magic saturating the walls, pressing against his senses like a living thing. It had never done that before.

Not in three hundred years.

He looked at her, standing in the center of his chambers, small and smoke-streaked and trembling.

And for the first time since he'd grabbed her wrist in the burning village, Dragos wondered what the hell he'd just brought into his fortress.
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The door sealed behind her with a sound like stone grinding against bone.

Mira spun, chest tight, and stared at the slab of black rock that had just shut her in. No handle. No seam she could wedge her fingers into. Just smooth, cold surface and a faint pattern of runes that pulsed once, then went dark.

She pressed her palms flat against it anyway. Shoved. The stone didn't budge.

Her throat closed. She turned, scanning the chamber with the same frantic logic she'd used to map her village's alleys—exits first, cover second, weapons third.

The room was massive. Cavernous. The ceiling arched high enough that shadows pooled in the corners, and the walls were rough-cut stone that looked like it had been carved straight out of the mountain. A bed dominated the center—if it could even be called that. More like a platform draped in dark furs, wide enough to fit five people. Maybe more if they were human-sized.

Her stomach twisted.

Past the bed, a balcony opened to the hellscape beyond. No door. No railing she could see from here. Just an archway and a wash of red-orange light that pulsed like a heartbeat.

She moved toward it, steps quick and silent on the stone floor. The air thickened as she got closer, and she coughed—hard, choking on the sulfur that clung to her tongue like ash. Her eyes watered. She blinked it back and kept walking until she reached the edge.

No railing. Just a sheer drop into nothing.

She looked down. Rivers of magma churned far below, slow and molten, throwing heat that made her skin prickle. The rumble was constant, a low vibration she felt in her bones. Beyond that, towers of black stone jutted up like teeth, connected by narrow bridges that didn't look like they should hold anything, let alone the massive shapes she'd seen moving through the fortress.

Her hands curled into fists. No way down. No way out.

She turned back to the chamber, breath shallow, and searched for anything else. A window. A vent. A crack in the stone she could pry open.

Nothing.

The door was the only exit, and it was locked with magic she didn't understand.

Her chest squeezed tighter. She forced herself to breathe—slow, deliberate—and counted the beats. One. Two. Three. It didn't help. The air was too hot, too thick, and every breath tasted like burning metal.

She was trapped.

The word sat in her mind, heavy and final, and she shoved it down hard. Trapped meant giving up. Trapped meant waiting to die. She wasn't doing either.

She crossed to the far wall, running her hands along the stone, searching for seams or hidden panels. Her fingers caught on rough edges, but nothing moved. She checked the corners, the floor near the bed, the base of the balcony arch. All solid. All sealed.

By the time she circled back to the door, her palms were scraped raw and her lungs ached from the heat.

She slammed her fist against the stone. Once. Twice.

"Let me out!"

Her voice cracked on the last word. She hated the sound of it—thin, desperate—but she didn't stop.

"I said let me out! You can't just—"

The door opened.

She stumbled back, heart hammering, as the slab swung inward without a sound.

He stood in the doorway.

Dragos. The name she’d heard others call him felt wrong in her head, too human for the thing in front of her. He was bigger up close, broader, and the armor he'd worn before was gone. Just dark leather pants and boots, his chest bare except for the faint glow of ember-lit lines that traced over his skin like veins. His wings were half-folded, membranes darker than the stone around him, and his tail curled low behind his legs.

His eyes locked on hers. Deep red, pupils narrowed to slits, and bright enough that she could see them even in the dim light.

She didn't move. Her breath caught somewhere between her ribs and her throat, and she waited for him to step forward, to grab her, to do whatever it was he'd brought her here for.

He didn't.

He stayed in the doorway, one hand braced against the frame, and watched her with the kind of stillness that made her skin crawl.

She forced herself to speak. "Let me go."

"No."

Flat. No inflection. Like she'd asked him to pass her water.

Her jaw locked. "Why not?"

"Because the air outside this chamber will kill you in minutes. Because the warlords who saw you dragged here will hunt you for sport. Because you glowed, and that makes you valuable."

The last word hit like a slap.

"Valuable," she repeated. Her voice shook. "To who?"

"To me."

She stared at him, heart pounding so hard it hurt. "What does that mean?"

He stepped inside. The door stayed open behind him, but it didn't matter—he filled the space, massive and silent, and she backed up without thinking. Her shoulders hit the wall.

He stopped. Three paces away. Close enough that she could see the faint scars on his chest, the way his jaw shifted when he breathed, the ridge of his horns catching the light from the balcony.

Close enough that she could smell him—smoke and something sweet, like burnt honey.

She pressed her spine harder against the stone. "Stay back."

"I am."

"Then what do you want?"

His gaze didn't waver. "To make the rules clear."

She laughed. It came out sharp and bitter, more air than sound. "Rules. Right. Because monsters follow rules."

Something flickered in his expression. Not anger. Something colder.

He knelt.

The movement was smooth, deliberate, and she froze as he dropped to one knee in front of her. His wings shifted, folding tighter against his back, and he held out his right arm.

"Look."

She didn't want to. Every instinct screamed at her to run, to shove past him and bolt for the door, but her eyes dropped anyway.

His forearm was a mess of scar tissue. Thick, twisted lines that looked like they'd been burned into the skin and left to heal wrong. Runes, maybe—she couldn't tell. The pattern was uneven, jagged, and it ran from his wrist to his elbow in a band that looked like it had been carved with a dull blade.

Her stomach turned.

"What is that?"

"An oath-scar." His voice was flat. Empty. "I swore an oath once and broke it. This is the price."

She stared at the scar, then at his face. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes were too bright, too focused, and she could see the faint tension in his jaw.

"What oath?"

"It doesn't matter." He lowered his arm. "What matters is this: I cannot lie to you. I cannot break an oath I make to you. The realm itself will punish me if I try."

She didn't believe him. Couldn't. But the scar was real, and the way he looked at it—like it still hurt—made her throat tighten.

"Why are you telling me this?"

He stood. Slow, careful, and she tracked the movement with her whole body, muscles coiled tight.

"Because you are not prey," he said. "You are not for use. And I will not touch you—not for comfort, not for harm, not for anything—unless you give permission. Freely. Without fear."

The words hung in the air between them, heavy and strange, and she didn't know what to do with them.

She pushed off the wall, chin up, and crossed the space between them in three quick steps. Her hand shot out and jabbed his chest—hard, right over the jagged scar she'd seen there.

He didn't flinch.

She jabbed again. Harder. Her knuckles stung, but he didn't move, didn't react, didn't even blink.

His arms stayed loose at his sides. His wings didn't twitch. His tail curled inward, coiled tight against his leg, but he didn't touch her.

She stepped back, breathing hard. "You could be lying."

"I could." He held out his arm again, the scarred one, and moved toward the wall. His fingers brushed the runes near the door—faint lines she hadn't noticed before—and they flickered. Pale blue at first, then red, then back to blue.

He turned to face her. "The runes burn red if I speak a false oath. Watch."

He pressed his palm flat against the stone. "I swear we are in your village."

The runes flared red. Bright, angry, and hot enough that she could feel the heat from where she stood.

He pulled his hand back. The light faded.

"I swear I will not touch you without your permission."

The runes stayed blue.

Her chest tightened. She wanted to argue, to call him a liar anyway, but the evidence was right there, glowing faintly on the wall.

"Why?" The word came out rougher than she meant. "Why go
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