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[image: ]




PROLOGUE WHAT MUST BE DONE




I

THE SHADOW KING could destroy me.

I can feel it. When the ancient demon’s magic swallows us both, I sense my own ruin, but there is nothing I can do to stop it.

His swirling black wisps tighten like a fist around my rib cage, then… pain. Squeezing, crushing, breath-stealing pain.

On the grassy hill above the Northern Chapter’s Keep, his myrrh-and-sap-scented smoke turns opaque, obscuring my view of Nick running to stop us. The King’s magic billows, until all I can see is Nick’s aether armor glinting in the sun. His outstretched hand. His blue eyes burning for battle. My final memory of the Keep is Nick, fighting to keep me safe.

There have been so many fights and losses, just to keep me safe.

Volition, a haven destroyed because I took shelter on its ancestral grounds. Lu, Hazel, and Mariah’s Rootcrafter refuge, compromised because they offered me sanctuary. Alice, in a coma after I struck her down in the throes of possession. Selwyn, succumbed to demonia after consuming my power to bring me back to myself. And Nick, risking his life by returning to the very same Order that sent Merlin assassins to kill him. Too many fights. Too many losses.

The King grasps my hand.

“I’m sorry,” I say to Nick, to everyone, to myself.

I avoided Nick before I climbed the hill because if anyone could stop me from leaving, it would be him. Nick’s eyes see too much, too clearly, and always have. He would offer understanding when I don’t want to be understood.

Not for this.

I whisper, “Please know that I—”

Then, we are traveling through shadows.



Blackness surrounds us in thick, inky streams. My body knows we are moving. I feel the leaps across space. Sometimes, when slivers open wide enough in the whirling dark, I glimpse visions of terrifying places—blackened fields burning under a darkened sky, miles and miles of gravestones at night, the deepest parts of the ocean—before the cyclone closes again. My stomach lurches when the world reappears, and twists when it is gone.

This is what it means to travel through shadows, I think—before I begin to suffocate.

In this here-and-there vortex, there is no air. I wonder if I might die before I’ve even begun this new life.

No.

The thought sharpens my oxygen-deprived mind. I clench the hard hilt of Excalibur to my side.

I will not die here.

How much time has passed? Seconds? Minutes? I don’t know.

Then suddenly, without warning, we land.

My knees buckle, hitting cold white marble. My grip loosens; Excalibur clatters to the floor. The sharp scent of cleaning supplies catches in the back of my throat, and I cough. Wheeze out a curse. Gasp for air. Try to get my bearings.

We are in a long, empty, windowless corridor inside a building I don’t recognize. Coughing still, I raise my watery vision to the mass of smoke before me. Where a face might be are obsidian eyes with shining crimson centers. A demon so strong that this close, even his casual scrutiny sears my skin.

The Shadow King, inhuman.

While he observes the messy humanity of me panting and clammy on the floor, I notice a tendril of dusk has wrapped itself around the security camera mounted on the wall behind him, blocking the lens. Wherever we are, the Shadow King has already ensured that our presence will go undetected.

The black cloud draws my attention again. It churns slowly, then melts, then hardens into the familiar, solid form of Erebus Varelian, Mage Seneschal at Arms of the High Council of the Order of the Round Table.

Erebus watches me with a single brow raised and both hands clasped at his belt. His eyes are now those of a middle-aged Merlin’s: heart-blood red with human black pupils. His thick raven hair is perfectly combed back in the Mageguard undercut, and a dark overcoat lies flat on his shoulders, draping down his torso to his knees.

This is the man who fooled the world’s most powerful and ancient secret society into believing he was one of them, for who knows how long. Even now the Order believes Erebus to be their highest-ranked, most loyal Merlin soldier. Only he and I know the truth—that he is the Order’s greatest enemy. And only we know that I, the Order’s own Crown Scion and king, have left the Round Table to become his pupil.

My next inhale is a shaky one. What have I done?

“Can you walk?” When Erebus speaks, his voice is low and unimpressed. The deferential respect he showed when we first met is absent.

“Why did you,” I croak, “take me before I could—”

“And what would you have said to Nicholas Davis,” Erebus murmurs, his expression unreadable, “had I not traveled you away?”

My mind flashes to those final images again. Nick’s armor. His hand. His eyes. His fingertips straining to meet mine. Our call and response, left unfinished. I grit my teeth. “None of your business.”

Erebus’s brow lifts. “Then I was right to remove you when I did.”

“What does that mean?”

“If Nicholas Davis had touched you, he would not have let you go.” Erebus’s lips purse. “He will be a nuisance enough as it is.”

Fear is a quiet, cold trickle inside my chest. The High Council of Regents wants Nick dead because they can’t control him; my absence won’t change that. I rise to my feet. “Nuisance?”

Something cruel flickers through the Seneschal’s gaze. “Once he recovers from the shock of your disappearance, whom do you think Nicholas will pursue first? You… or Selwyn?”

My stomach dips. I don’t have an answer, but I know I don’t want Nick to look for me.

Erebus chuckles at my silence. “In either case, the boy will be chasing ghosts: I will ensure that no one finds you, and Selwyn is a lost cause.”

That quiet fear doubles. I asked Erebus to take Sel to his mother in the hope that she could reverse his descent into demonia, but even the king of demons could not guarantee that Natasia Kane could save her son. Sel trusted me to control Arthur, and because I trusted myself in a moment when I shouldn’t have, he sacrificed his humanity to save me.

My breath hitches and my eyes burn. It’s done. It’s all done, and nothing can change it.

I swallow hard and meet Erebus’s gaze with a fierce one of my own. “I think Nick will pursue you. He saw you, after all. Saw Erebus take me away.”

Erebus’s facial features fade in his brown skin until they become gray mist. Until he is not Erebus, not the King, not anyone, exactly. A shadow in the shape of a man.

“Did he, now?”

My heart stutters at the reminder that Erebus is a face the King chooses.

I wasn’t looking at the Shadow King in that final moment on the hill; I was looking at Nick. The King can mimic the identity of an endless number of murdered victims. Unlike part-demon, part-human cambions, full demons like him don’t possess humanity; they steal it. They kill us, then wear us. Like clothing.

Bile rises in my throat. “If Nick saw you like this, then who does he think I left with?”

“No one, I suppose. Or anyone.” The King’s body shudders. Now in place of Erebus’s figure is a tall, narrow-faced person I don’t recognize, with pale, freckled skin and gray-and-brown-streaked hair.

Fear and horror take a back seat to the anger that roils up from my gut. “Do you even remember the name of the human whose face you’re wearing?”

“His name was not important,” he replies in this new body’s voice. Without another word, the Shadow King turns on his heel to stride down the corridor in long, swift steps. When he is not waving gloomy wisps at cameras ahead of him, his hands are shoved into deep pockets.

I scramble after him, grasping Excalibur to carefully rest it at my hip, pointing the blade down and back. I really should have found a scabbard before leaving. “Where are we?”

Erebus the Seneschal would have answered his Crown Scion’s question, but this demon is not that Erebus, and I am not his Crown Scion. Those were just the masks we wore—and his always fit better than mine.

I am the Bloodcrafted descendant of King Arthur. I am a Rootcrafter and Legendborn, or I was before I deserted both groups. Now I am the Shadow King’s bloodmarked investment. I am a power source that I’ve asked him to teach and help grow, even as he plans to use my power to eventually help him triumph over the Order we both despise. With him, I will become a weapon—one he will wield when I am strong enough.

I have a feeling the Shadow King won’t let me forget that in leaving with him, I chose this identity—that of a weapon—above all others.

The King’s demon feet make no sound, but my human ones do. The soft brown boots Greer found and left in my room at Northern create a shuffling noise as my strides lengthen to keep up with his. Greer had also left a pair of loose jeans and a band T-shirt; their clothes, I think. I wonder if I’ll be able to find more wherever we end up, or if this will be it. Perhaps I should have packed a bag and not just a sword.

Ahead, the Shadow King turns a sharp left and pushes through a door. I follow, struck mid-thought by the brightly lit room we’ve just entered—and its contents.

On either side of the King’s direct path through the room lie Egyptian sarcophagi behind large glass display cases. With a flick of his wrist, the King obscures the cameras mounted evenly along the high ceiling. I call out to him. “Where—”

The King’s new voice reaches me as he walks. “The British Museum.”

“In London?” I squeak.

When I look at the sarcophagus in front of me with fresh eyes, a quiet sense of injustice creeps through the dissipating fog of surprise. According to the white placard at the base of the case, I’m looking at a young woman who lived in Thebes in 800 BCE. The beige, yellow, and red paint illustrate her face across the wooden casket—and I’m reminded sharply of another young woman who would not wake. Alice. I breathe through the clawing memory, the guilt. Shuttle them both away.

This shouldn’t be her resting place, I think. Not stuck here behind glass in collectors’ hands. This isn’t where her people imagined she’d be. My fingertips itch to touch the sarcophagus to see if the girl’s spirit lies awake inside. It’s a Medium’s instinct. One I’m not even sure I can act on after what I’ve done to my ancestral stream—

The King clears his throat by a door at the far end of the gallery. I shift the heavy length of Excalibur to my other hip and jog to join him. The door is labeled CURATORS ONLY. When I reach his side, he holds out a hand. For a moment, I am confused.

“The sword, Briana.”

I grasp the hilt in my fist. “It’s mine.”

It’s the wrong thing to say.

He hisses, lips pulling back. “You have no authority here, girl.” His voice turns harsh and otherworldly. “No court of children to kneel for you, no Regents to scramble over your lineage. You are not the Crown Scion in my presence. And if I choose, I will take the sword Caledfwlch by force.”

A raw, primordial terror streaks through me. Every instinct inside me screams that the Shadow King is far, far more powerful than the Merlin he pretends to be. That he is far stronger even than the goruchel mimic demons the Legendborn Order most fears. That his true demonic nature is unknowable and hidden and older than the oldest mountains. He just whisked me across the planet, bending space and light and matter to his will… but I chose this. I can’t let him bend me, too.

“I need it—” I begin.

“For what reason?” he snaps.

Strength. Power. Control. They are what I need more than anything. They will make the running worth it. And now that I have reforged Excalibur, it is more my weapon than ever.

“For training.” I lift my chin, set my jaw. “As Erebus, you train Merlins and command the Mageguard. As the Shadow King, you’ve seen every Camlann, every demon uprising, and every Legendborn victory. As the Hunter, you’ve watched every woman in my family since Vera. You know what we’re capable of.”

“All true.”

“You agreed to teach me,” I say. “And I’m ready to learn. We have a bargain.”

The corners of his lips curl upward. “An unregulated bargain.”

I narrow my eyes. An unregulated bargain, made without a third-party broker, is something I am very familiar with. “It may have been unregulated, but I made my terms clear.”

“Your terms were clear.” His face shifts to Erebus’s once more. “But mine were not.”

My breath catches.

“Did Valechaz never explain the anatomy of a demon bargain to you?” He circles me slowly, expression amused, and tuts softly. “That is unfortunate.”

The furnace in my chest opens without my permission. My root, rising to meet a threat. “Valec taught me plenty,” I respond. “Unregulated bargains make it easy for demons to claim whatever they wish from a human, but I told you exactly what I’d be willing to do and what I needed from you. I agreed to go with you and stay by your side if you took Sel to his mother. Our bargain is negotiated and complete.”

He continues as if I’d never spoken.

“For each demand made in a bargain, the opposing party has the right to make a demand in return. As a broker of repute, Valechaz regulates such bargains to ensure that every demand has been addressed and accepted, thus allowing the bargainers to close on equal footing. This regulation is critical, because unless and until every demand is addressed and accepted, the bargain cannot be closed at all.”

My heart freezes in my chest. “Meaning?”

“Meaning the party who has yet to state their requirements at the time of closing walks away with an open, unfulfilled debt.” He smiles. “An ‘I owe you,’ if you will.”

“No.” Fear kicks my heart into a sprint. “I… we—”

“You said you would go with me and stay by my side if I performed a single favor, and yet you made not one but two demands of me, Briana.” He holds one finger up. “The first, that I take Selwyn to his mother. You said, ‘If you take him to her, I will go with you.’ ”

I glower at him. “I know what I said—”

“But do you remember what you said?” His voice turns derisive. “What you demanded before you asked me to transport one Kane to another?”

“What other—”

“You demanded my knowledge. You want to learn strength, power, and control. ‘Only a king may teach a king.’ ”

Blood drains from my face. Pools in my stomach in a dizzyingly cold vortex.

“Two demands, and only one fulfilled. You owe me, Briana.” His smile spreads. “We are as good as Oathbound, you and I.”

“No, I… I…” I flounder.

“Yes.”

“It was… a bargain—”

“What is a bargain if not an oath? And what is an oath if not a promise with a price? Call these what you will. All are cut from the same cloth—a cloth woven of intention, will, and sacrifice. Your power is bound by my bloodmark. Your death is bound to my triumph. And you are bound to me by your very own words.” The Shadow King drops both hands into his pockets. “If I am not able to name my return for educating and training you, then we are out of balance, and the deal can be struck in its entirety.”

“Then don’t teach me! I’ll… I’ll learn on my own,” I say, even as I don’t mean it. Even as I know he knows I don’t mean it. That I can’t learn on my own. That I’ve already tried—and failed.

Instead of saying what we both know to be true, his voice grows quiet. A whispered threat. “You do not wish to see what happens when you break a fair bargain with a demon, Briana Matthews.”

My chest heaves as I search for the cold disconnect I’d found on the hill at Northern. The confidence. I can’t find it. “This isn’t fair—”

“It will be fair when your debt is paid. If it is not, you will be in breach, and your breach will earn my vengeance tenfold.” He steps closer, fangs glinting in the light. “First, I will see to it that Selwyn Kane dies. Next, a Mageguard will slit Alice Chen’s throat while she sleeps. And Erebus will be certain to carry out the Regents’ plan to murder Nicholas Davis.”

Each threat wraps my throat. I can’t breathe. Can’t finish a single thought, ears ringing—

He leans in to whisper the next words: “Or perhaps I will simply suggest to Aldrich that if we wish to draw you out from wherever you’ve run away to, perhaps your father, Edwin’s, life is not the too risky leverage I once thought it to be.…”

I suck in a breath. My father is innocent in all this. He knows nothing about who I really am. “What. Do. You. Want.”

All humor leaves his face. “Something that will cost you dearly to surrender. A price that I will reveal when the time is right, and not before.”

I shut my eyes. Living in unknowable debt to the Shadow King, for as long as he wishes, is worse than destruction.

“In the meantime,” he murmurs, “you will give me Excalibur of your own volition.”

There is no other choice.

Abruptly, I think of Nick again. He’d blood walked with me to the sixth-century origins of Legendborn power. Together, we’d watched the original Merlin cast the Spell of Eternity upon the original knights of the Round Table, initiating the cycle that allowed those knights’ descendants—their Scions—to inherit their ancestors’ magical gifts from one generation to the next. The core of the Spell is tied to my life as the Scion of Arthur, and being born the Scion of Arthur is what allowed me to pull Excalibur from its stone. After everything we’ve witnessed together, I wonder what Nick would say about me handing the symbol of the Order to its greatest enemy. Would he understand? Or would he want me to fight to keep it? Fight to make the blade my own?

Finally, I raise Excalibur by its hilt. An offering.

The King tugs the sword from my grip, and a high-pitched, metallic whine zips through my mind when it leaves my fingers. My eyes snap open. I have heard Excalibur’s war cry, but nothing so mournful as this.

As the King hefts the blade beneath his arm, his Erebus identity melts away until he is the freckled nameless man once more. He knocks twice on the door behind him.

After a moment, a muffled voice responds, growing louder as its speaker approaches. “When will you interns learn?” The door cracks open to reveal a narrow-shouldered white man in a pale blue button-down. “If you continue to disturb me, I’ll—”

“You’ll what, Agaraz?” the Shadow King challenges in a low, crackling voice.

The man’s eyes widen. “Sire!” He drops to one knee. “I did not recognize—I was not expecting you.”

“Rise,” the King commands. Agaraz moves to his feet in a smooth, single motion, as if his limbs are attached to strings that have been pulled all at once. Goruchel. The third I’ve met after Rhaz and Kizia. At my gasp, Agaraz’s head whips around, his gaze burning my cheeks. He tilts his head curiously before he inhales, slow and intentional, in my direction. The King releases a long-suffering sigh. “I need your assistance with a blade.”

“Yes, of course, sire.” Agaraz’s eyes are drawn to Excalibur as the King walks past him into a dim room lit by a banker’s lamp on a wooden desk. Before Agaraz moves to follow, his gaze finds me again. The open hunger on the goruchel’s face startles me. The door closes shut.

I listen for voices behind the door but hear nothing. Even if Excalibur remains here in the museum, that doesn’t mean I can get to it. Are we staying here or returning to the States? If we return, how would I travel this far on my own?

My hands begin to shake as the threats the King so quickly offered settle deeper beneath my skin. I thought we were on equal footing of a sort, but I have already been outmaneuvered. My eyes are hot with sudden, embarrassed tears. Why did I think I could outsmart an ancient demon older than the Order itself?

Valec would have instantly known that my bargain with the King was incomplete. Alice would have stopped us to ask questions. But Valec isn’t here right now, and Alice isn’t even conscious. And Selwyn… Sel would have physically torn me away before negotiations ever began.

What have you done? I flinch at the memory of Sel’s last words to me.

His contempt joins my own. What have I done?

My breath speeds. With each exhale, a wisp of red root flows from my mouth, floating toward the ceiling before it dissipates. I have breathed fire before, but this feels like breathing misery instead.

Abruptly, the door opens, and the King returns empty-handed. He pauses, nose raised to the air. The red root is gone, but I’m sure the scent of it remains.

“You already took one of my weapons. Will you take my root now too?” I ask. “Lock me away by keeping me weak?”

The King looks pointedly at the museum exhibits behind me before returning my gaze. “Greedy men collect what they cannot understand, and weak men destroy what they cannot control. A man who is both will attempt to recreate that which is beyond his comprehension, obliterating the original in the process.”

I remember the dead girl in the sarcophagus and eye him warily. “What do demons do?”

“I will build you into a girl whom no one can destroy. You won’t need a weapon. You’ll become one.” The King wraps his fist around my elbow, squeezing tight, cloaking us in the tendrils of his power.

“Deep breath, Briana.”

I do as I’m told, and we slip through space once more.




II

THIS TIME WHEN we travel, each leap to a new shadowy location is accompanied by a squeezing sensation. As if my very atoms are being forced into new spaces, pressing me into something too tight, too dangerous. I see ruins under a moonlit sky, the thickest underbrush of a towering forest, the arctic under never-ending night.

When we land, I collapse to my knees once more, but this time on a foyer floor laid with red brick. We are surrounded by white plastered walls. To my left, a small entryway table is tucked below a gilded mirror. Ahead is a living room where brown wingback chairs sit on a thick, expensive-looking rug set before a stone fireplace. Wherever we are, afternoon light filters in through the stained-glass window in the heavy oak front door behind me to create a collage of color. The foyer walls are bathed in deep goldens, warm blues, and burnt sienna nearing orange. It was the end of the day in London, so maybe we are back on the East Coast? And Excalibur is thousands of miles away.

The Shadow King moves around to block my view into the rest of the home—the large living space, the hallways to my left and right.

I stand, exasperated. “Now where are we?”

As if in answer, his body changes shape again, to Erebus once more. “This is Erebus’s home.”

I hate myself for finding this face, this voice, the barest hint of comfortable. I tell myself it’s because I know Erebus, but that’s not really true, is it? “What I know” feels like sand sifting through open fingers.

“Did you murder him, too?”

“Yes.”

“How long have you been impersonating this Merlin named Erebus? How long have you been living his life?” I ask.

“Long enough,” he replies.

I stare at him, gathering my thoughts. “Erebus” is the nickname that Natasia Kane gave him at the Merlin academy… but was that nickname earned by the demon who stands beside me now, or is it yet another story stolen from the Merlin boy whose life had been cut short? “How long did the academy’s instructors unknowingly teach and train humanity’s greatest threat?”

His mouth twitches in a small, appreciative smile. “You are asking good questions, Briana.”

“I don’t want your approval,” I spit back.

“Nor will you easily earn it. Wait here.” After drawing the flickering darkness toward him, Erebus disappears in a gust of smoke.

He could be across the world again for all I know. In another country, several time zones away, or even back with the Regents, pretending to be their Seneschal.

After a moment, the room’s shadows relax and melt back into place, taking the shapes of their parent objects until they are still. The only thing moving in this entire room is my chest, rising up and down with my jagged breaths.

I don’t know how long I stand there waiting for Erebus to return. Long enough that the light changes around me, making new shapes against the plastered walls. Long enough for the faint ticking of a grandfather clock standing tall in a corner to grow loud in my ears. Long enough for regret and uncertainty to make themselves known in my chest. For me to wonder if, in choosing my own fate, I have doomed myself to a worse one.

How long have I been waiting again? I check the clock. Too long.

I take a step forward, half expecting my new mentor to reappear at my elbow at the unauthorized exploratory movement. He does not. I take another step, then another, until I am standing in the center of the living room and able to examine the details of the home more thoroughly.

For the home of a demon king, it is all rather… innocuous: High archways lead from the main space to other halls and rooms. A partially enclosed kitchen sits to the left. Brown built-in shelves on either side of the fireplace hold five rows of leather-bound books that remind me of the rare book collection at the Lodge library, except these look like they are better cared for. There are no picture frames of people, but the home does not feel abandoned. The mantel is spotless, without a speck of dust, and the lampshades are equally clean.

Is this where Erebus will leave me until he decides I am ready to be trained? For how long, I wonder? Days? Weeks? Months? Mild panic sets in, enough that I mistake the tingling sensation at the nape of my neck for nerves instead of what it truly is.

When the sensation doubles, any doubt is erased.

I am being watched by a demon.

I inhale silently. Shove the panic aside and prepare for a fight. Rather than allowing my breath to become shallow, I take in steady, long draws of oxygen to fuel my muscles and brain. Feel the familiar heat of my root deep behind my sternum. Feel Arthur’s strength in my body and remember that it’s mine, not his.

My eyes dart to the hearth near my left foot. That wrought iron fireplace poker will do.

Slowly, I pivot on my heel to face the room—and come face-to-face with a Black girl my age with long, thick twists down her back. She wears a thin-strapped black tank top, tight black jeans, elbow-length fingerless fishnet gloves, and a Cheshire smile. Her makeup looks fresh. Dark, smoky eye shadow and liner, deep eggplant lipstick, a soft pink blush on high, warm brown cheekbones. She could be equally at home at a coffee shop or a concert. Hers is the dynamic type of beauty that’s equally as powerful at rest as it is in motion.

And everything about her posture—her flexed fingers, her eager grin—feels poised for a fight.

Her eyes are a deep human brown, so at first, I question my own senses, my own paranoia. Then that smile widens, and her irises flash red before flickering back to brown. Then I know—she is not a goruchel demon, whose eyes are either deep red or the eye color of the human body they’ve taken. Not a mostly human Merlin with a golden or ochre gaze, but a balanced cambion with human and demon parentage like Valechaz. Which means she could be my age… or she could be hundreds of years old.

Perhaps traveling with the king of demons himself has made me immune to regular fear, because a balanced cambion should terrify me. Instead, I feel cold, like when I left Alice. Like when I stood on the hill at the Keep. Like there is nothing this moment can take from me that I have not already given up.

The cold is what I need right now.

“Who are you?” I ask as I edge closer to the fireplace.

“I’m Zoelle,” she purrs. “Who are you?”

The iron poker is at my hip. Blood walking through left-handed Arthur’s memories has made my left hand more adept than it used to be, enough that I’ll be able to grab the iron with confidence. Which means my right will be for wielding root. That will have to work, because I don’t plan on letting Zoelle get close. If she gets her hands on me, I won’t beat her by grappling; cambions are too strong.

I try one more maneuver before this gets ugly. “Erebus brought me here. He won’t want me harmed.”

“He did, did he?” Zoelle looks me over once, up and down, eyes landing on my sternum. “Brought you here with all that power?” She grins. “I bet it’s delicious.”

“You really didn’t have to say that,” I reply with a grimace.

“Why not?” Her eyes sparkle. “Is it true?”

Instead of answering, I fling my palm outward, firing root flame in a short blast.

She flattens to the ground. “Hey!”

I use the distraction to grab the iron—but before I can swing it, a green fireball appears, cracking open in front of my face, startling me back.

That was an aether bomb. I never even saw her forge it.

I need more room.

I dash in front of the fireplace—and Zoelle’s hand shoots out to wrap around my ankle. She yanks me down. When I hit the ground, the pointy end of the fallen iron poker grazes my cheek.

A few inches over, and it’d have punctured my right eye.

I growl, twist, then thrust my flaming palm in her face. She screams.

While she writhes, I pop up. I need to get outside. Now.

I sprint across the floor. Aim for the back doors. Abruptly, a body blurs between me and the exit, stopping me short.

“Where you goin’?” a deep voice asks.

I blink, certain I’m seeing things. The cambion in front of me looks just like Zoelle—no, not just like, almost like. In place of long twists, he has black hair shorn close to his scalp. Same eyes. Same slim, tall figure, but he’s wearing a long-sleeved navy T-shirt rolled up at the elbows and a pair of dark pants over red Chucks. If Zoelle is coffee shop or concert, this newcomer is mostly coffee shop, with a crooked grin and eager, searching eyes. Where Zoelle is kinetic, this person is measured energy. A steady, hot drip of power, rather than the bright spark of Zoelle’s attention, lashes my skin as he examines me. But that doesn’t mean he’s not dangerous.

Behind me, a burst of laughter. I whip around to see Zoelle grinning with her arms crossed in front of her chest. Her left cheek is already healing, the raw red of the burn turning deep pink.

“I’m Elijah. Who are you?” I jump at the deep voice too close to my ear.

I backtrack, keeping both of them in my sights. “You’re—”

“Twins,” Zoelle calls. “He’s my annoying-ass brother.”

“And she’s my stubborn, devious sister,” Elijah says. “And you are…?”

“Not interested,” I hiss, dashing around Elijah toward the door.

Elijah laughs and grasps my arm, squeezing. “Don’t run! It only makes us wanna chase you!” I jerk back from his grip instinctively, and having seen Valec’s strength, I half expect to hear and feel my bone breaking in his hold. Neither happens, and not for Elijah’s lack of trying.

So they’re balanced cambions, but they’re not as strong as Valec? Are they as strong as Sel? I tug again, and Elijah’s fingers slip an inch.

“We just want a taste.” When Elijah releases me to sling an arm over my shoulder as if we’re friends, I realize something critical: no matter how they compare to a Merlin, they aren’t as well trained as Merlins.

A Merlin would never make the mistake of letting me go.

“Not gonna happen.” I grab Elijah’s forearm with both hands and yank down and in—fast, before he can react—curling my spine and pushing both hips back into his torso as I pull. He flips over my shoulder in a perfect arc, crashing into the glass coffee table and sending shards everywhere.

For a second, we all freeze. Zoelle’s mouth falls open. Then, Elijah’s shocked expression melts into one of fury. Before he can push to standing amid the sea of broken glass, his sister’s laughter reaches us.

Our heads jerk in her direction, where she’s holding her sides, eyes sparkling red and black.

“Jah!” Zoelle gasps. “Your ass went flying!”

“Zoeeee…,” Elijah growls. In a blink, he’s up on his feet and in front of me, a snarl marring his brown face as he stands in the epicenter of the exploded glass table.

He extends a hand to call aether, and a green cloud swarms around his fist—only for Zoelle to command it to her outstretched palm, turning it into a solid, shining bat—

“What is going on?” Erebus’s voice booms from the foyer, cracking against my ears.

In a blink, Zoelle and Elijah are kneeling with their heads bowed. Erebus stands over them, his eyes blazing red.

Elijah’s voice is a furious mutter from his sister’s side. “We didn’t—”

“You did,” Erebus corrects. Elijah goes silent. “Because when I left Briana here, she was alone. Explain yourselves.”

“She—” Zoelle begins.

“Explain yourselves, not her. Now.”

The twins flinch at Erebus’s tone as the room darkens around us. Even light flees in the Shadow King’s presence. The shadows themselves grow bolder.

“We thought she was an offering.” Zoelle’s voice comes through a pair of clenched teeth. “Tribute.”

The midnight gloom behind Erebus clings to his back, then flares out like wings, painting the room in shades of gray and black. “If she was tribute, her power would be mine to consume. Not yours.”

“Yes, sire,” Elijah mutters. “We apologize.”

“Zoelle?” Erebus’s voice takes on the echoing, otherworldly quality from before. A voice that invades your mind from the inside out.

Zoelle’s eyes squeeze shut in a pained grimace, as if she’s resisting the impulse to reply.

“Zoe!” Elijah chastises.

In the end, his sister’s voice is curt and sharp. “I apologize.”

Appeased, Erebus draws his power inward until he is shaped like a man once more.

“To your feet,” he orders. The twins rise, their heads still bowed.

Erebus doesn’t seem surprised at their behavior; in fact, he seems bored of it.

“Who are they?” I ask Erebus.

He looks at the pair for a long moment, considering. “My wards.”

I sputter, “Your wards? Like your kids?”

Elijah opens his mouth—to protest or correct me—but one look from Erebus silences him. Zoelle—Zoe—shoots me a brief death glare before bowing her head again too.

Erebus notices it all. “I had hoped to return before the twins did so I could make proper introductions, but I was waylaid by the Regents. However, this unanticipated moment provides us with a reminder of the work we need to do, Briana.”

“What work?” Zoelle spits. “Who is this girl if not an offering?”

“The two of you say that you do not want to be treated like children. That you wish to earn my trust.” The twins’ heads jerk up. Erebus has their full attention now. “You claim that you are ready for more responsibility. Perhaps Briana here presents a solution.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” I mutter. The three of them turn to me as one.

Erebus crosses his arms. “Your first lesson begins now, Briana Matthews.”

“And that is?”

“Calling on your power is not enough; you must also learn how to seal it.” He points at my chest. “It appears that both Zoe and Elijah here sensed it right away. Just as Agaraz did earlier at the museum. This is unacceptable. You must be able to close it so tightly that no demon or cambion can detect it. So that no magical being who meets you thinks of you as anything other than a human girl.”

I look at the twins, then remember Agaraz’s lingering gaze. His hunger. “Why?”

“Because if you don’t, you’ll be devoured or destroyed before your real training can begin. I cannot and will not be with you every moment of every day. Nor do I control every demon and cambion on this plane.”

Now that’s curious. Even the king of demons has his limits? I search Erebus’s face for any sign of his feelings about this fact, but his expression gives me nothing.

“Fine.” I nod, conceding the point. “How do I learn how to seal my power?”

He strides across the room to the back doors and slides one open, gesturing through it to the forest beyond the yard. To the trees and bushes in the distance and the rolling hills that seem to go for miles. A gust of winter wind blasts through the opening—and I am the only one in the room who shivers. “With a ten-minute head start.”

“A game?” Elijah cracks his knuckles. “Hide-and-seek?”

“Indeed.”

“Do we get to eat her if we catch her?” Zoelle asks, eyes steady on me.

Erebus hums. “Catch her using only your aether sense, and I’ll consider it.”

“What?” My heart leaps into my throat. No way he’d let another demon consume my root.

But the vengeful glint in Elijah’s eyes says that he can’t wait to take me down a notch. Beside him, Zoelle bares her fangs as she pulls her twists up in a ponytail. “Let’s go,” she says with a smirk.

Erebus points toward the grandfather clock. “Ten minutes, Briana—”

I’m sprinting before he finishes his sentence.

Out the doors, down the steps, across the patio, and into the trees as fast as my legs will take me. My arms pump at my sides; my thighs burn as I dash over the ground, kicking up pine needles as I go.

If this is the first lesson, then I have no choice but to master it. And the next one. And the one after that. I have no choice, because there is no choice.

I will learn everything I can from the Shadow King, because only he can teach me what I need to know.

Once I am strong enough, once I am powerful enough, and once I have total control, it won’t matter what I face next. It won’t matter whether my opponent is human or demon, cambion or spirit, Morgaine or Regent… because no matter who they are, I will never let them hurt me again.




III

TEN MINUTES. TEN minutes.

My eyes bounce around the terrain, seeking a hiding place, while my mind debates whether I can hide at all.

Zoelle and Elijah don’t appear to be trained for combat, but that doesn’t mean they’ll be easily outwitted or outfought. I’ve faced demons made of stone and demons made of decaying moss and fully corporeal hellfoxes. I’ve fought against a goruchel ranked higher than his elemental and animal isel brethren—and won. But if there’s one thing I know about the world of demons, it’s that they are all unpredictable chaos creatures.

As I trot, my feet crunch over leaves until I slip on a rocky patch, twisting into the fall at the last second so that I don’t break an ankle. I land in a huff, pop back to my feet. Turn to scan the ground back the way I came.

How many minutes have passed? Three? Maybe four?

And I still don’t have a plan.

The wind slices through my thin shirt and pants, whipping my curls around my face. Wherever we are, it’s bitterly cold. Colder here in November than in Chapel Hill or back home in Bentonville. The mountains, maybe? I glance up. Beneath these skeletal trees, that cold will set into my limbs quickly, making my joints too stiff to run or fight. Can’t stay here. Can’t stay put. I pick up the pace and settle into a quick jog.

What do I know? I think. And, more importantly, how can I use what I know about my opponents?

I tick off the details: The twins are cambions. They are preternaturally fast and strong. They possess fast metabolisms; they heal quick. Their senses of smell and hearing are heightened, but Erebus restricted the twins to using only their aether sense to find me. Don’t know how they’ll avoid using their other supernatural senses… unless he mesmers them, blanketing their eyes and ears. The same was done to me months ago in the forest behind the Lodge, on the night of the First Oath, when Sel temporarily took my sight.

At the thought of Sel, my chest clenches. A wisp of root slips from between my lips—deep bloodred power floating away like mist overhead. Shit. I clap a hand over my mouth as it drifts higher. A piece of me, dancing and fading into the air. Not good, I think, not good. I’m supposed to be sealing my power, not letting it loose!

I sprint away from the residual, pressing my lips tight together as I put some distance between my power and my body.

Around me, the land shifts dramatically. A hundred yards to my right, hills rise like great hulking shadows. A couple hundred to my left, the land drops off into nothing. Wherever we are, a hint of a mountain range peeks through the trees in the distance. The earth is a collection of dead and dying plants, everything dry and crisp and loud beneath my feet. In the silence, every twig echoes like a gunshot in my ears. Every gasp of breath grinds like a bone saw.

Think, Bree!

If Valec—at the thought of Valec, another lick of flame rises from my mouth. I run faster to escape it. If he were hunting me, where would I hide?

Somewhere high, so I could see him coming.

Somewhere so obvious that he might miss me.

Somewhere that would keep me from being cornered if I needed to fight.

There.

A large brown barn sits at the foot of a tall hill with a small field of grass and gravel near its entrance. I speed toward it.

There are two large doors in the front that I avoid entirely. Instead, I head toward the gently sloping hill thirty feet or so behind the barn, scrabbling to find foot- and handholds up the incline. The barn is too easy to get trapped in, but behind the barn and up the hill that overlooks it? A good spot to see the twins enter the clearing and hopefully high enough that any more leaking root floats up toward the clouds before they sense it.

I reach the top and flatten myself among tall, mostly dead switchgrass just as I hear a voice ring out, echoing against the trees and landscape.

“Brianaaaaaa. Where are youuuuuu?” Zoe. Laughter in her voice. I hear a low rumble—Elijah—then she laughs again before she speaks. “Elijah thinks you’re going to make this easy for us, but I think you might actually be clever!” A pause. “Are you clever, Briana?”

I close my eyes and focus on the root inside my chest. What did Erebus say? Seal it, so that I don’t appear to be anything other than a human girl. I’ve spent so long trying to open my furnace on purpose, but now that I’ve found out how to use it, I have no idea how to close its doors. Now that I am without the protection of the Legendborn and Mageguard, it’s like I’ve been left alone with uncontrollable weaponry. A bomb with no off button. A flamethrower with a stuck trigger.

The power that felt like freedom a day ago can just as easily cause my downfall. Blood in the water, drawing ravenous sharks.

And no one here to protect me.

Just like that, I’m back in my memory—Nick’s face at Northern, his hand outstretched, his fingertips. Nick—another flare of power leaps from my lips like an angry flame.

“Oh-ho!” Zoe calls. “What was that?”

Shit. I squeeze my eyes shut. Stop! Don’t think of Nick. Don’t think of anyone. Don’t—

Don’t be stubborn about it, just smile and eat the cake. Alice’s words.

The smell of freshly baked cake in my memory mingles with the rubbery scent of a single birthday balloon. I grit my teeth—root rises from between them. Don’t think of Alice. If you think of Alice, you’ll think of—

As long as you’re all right, kid. Long as you’re safe. My father’s care.

My father, burying his concern when I lie to him—again—and tell him there’s no need to worry. When there are so very many reasons to worry. Pain so sharp, I gasp—and root streams from my lips.

Goddamnit.

“Briana!” Zoe again. “Girl, you’re truly god-awful at hiding! May as well be sending up fireworks! Fourth of July–ass…” Snickering laughter from both twins now.

Elijah calls to me next. “Where’d you get that red aether from anyway? Does it run out after a while? Like a rechargeable battery?”

“Do you plug yourself into the wall?” Zoe shouts.

“Did you steal it? Or bargain for it?” Elijah asks, and he sounds genuinely curious. “Wait… are you a warlock?”

“Ooh, gross, Elijah. They stink. Bree’s power smells good.”

I hold my breath, as if that will help anything, and flatten myself farther into the earth.

I reach for the mental image I once used to protect myself—the imaginary wall of steel and brick that I brought with me to Carolina. The mile-high barrier with no seams or fissures. That wall used to keep me safe from my fresh grief, used to keep my After-Bree self contained. But the wall doesn’t work here. Not anymore. Red root bursts from my mouth. I suck it back, mouth bright with it, try to swallow it down—

“There you are!” Zoe’s voice reaches me from the bottom of the hill. I don’t dare move in case she’s bluffing, trying to draw me out.

The tall grasses at my elbows bend all at once under a strong whoosh, my only warning before I feel a pair of hands underneath each elbow, lifting me up like I weigh no more than paper.

I bare my teeth as both twins grin, their hands tight on my arms.

“There she is.” Zoe’s eyes narrow, and now that I’m up close, I can see the effect of Erebus’s power on their senses. Thin layers of black smoke coat their faces, writhing and swirling in the air like masks made of aether. Beneath the layer, her eyes flash red. “Where’s that power?”

Show me that power, little girl. A demon’s threat.

A flash of a memory ricochets through my entire body. Kizia, the goruchel assassin, sent to ambush me at a Legendborn safe house. Her claws digging into the flesh of my throat. Root rises from my breath.

Even my enemies trigger this messiness, this lack of control.

Zoe chuckles. “Oh, this is gonna be good, Jah—”

I hear Zoe’s voice, but all I see is Kizia. Even with the twin cambions threatening me in the here and now, I am in the past.

I remember the uchel I fought in the woods during the first Oath. The stone creature who tumbled me around in an armored car like it was a toy. Even Selwyn, who threatened my life more than once before my lineage was revealed. I remember the Regents, who thought I was too much to live a free life, but never enough to be their king.

Even though I’ve run away from the Order, I am still the same Onceborn-raised teenage girl held at the mercy of a snarling, laughing opponent.

Still. After everything.

Three months ago, I saw a demon at a quarry when I wasn’t supposed to… and everything has been breathless and relentless from that second onward. Six months ago, my mother was still alive and I didn’t know what death looked like.

Now I know what it sounds like.

I know its smell. Its taste. The weight of it in Rhaz’s body pierced by my sword. The deep, thunderous crack of snapped bone. Now I know what my own body looks like when it is torn open. I’ve seen my inner flesh—shiny, wet, vulnerable. I understand how deeply pain can course, what it feels like when nerves scream and muscles rip. I want to sob aloud—I don’t want to know these things. But I do. I do.

And I have had enough.

Completely unaware of the vortex of grief and rage building inside me, Zoe shakes her head at her brother, face amused. “Can’t believe the King’s going to let us have a taste—”

“Shut.” My vision flashes red. “Up.”

Zoe’s eyes snap to mine. “Excuse me?”

“You want my power? Take it.” With a twin on each arm, I open my palms—and release root like a volcano beneath their chins.

Flames engulf their heads in a satisfying whoosh.

They scream and release me, stumbling back. With their attention on their pain, I take the advantage.

I drive into Elijah’s chest with my shoulder, grunting with the effort. He makes an “oomph” sound and flies up—hanging in the air—before dropping down the hill. He tumbles down and out of sight.

Zoe emits a low growl. I turn—

But she’s caught on to the fact that my hands are my greatest weapon.

In a blur of motion, she speeds out of range.

She stands twenty feet away, chest heaving, and wipes the back of her hand against a singed cheek, drawing smudged makeup across her temple like a purple gash. “So it’s like that, huh?”

“Yeah, it’s like that.” I glance down at her brother where he lies still at the base of the hill. “Hope he didn’t hit his head.”

Zoe blurs forward, coming at me with a wild, untrained swing.

I dance back, reflexes moving my body on instinct—and her clenched fist skims the air in front of my nose.

We pause again, sizing each other up.

“How fast can you heal?” I taunt. “Faster than you punch, I hope.”

“Shut up!” Zoe darts forward. She swings again—and I duck, grateful for my time under Gillian Hanover’s tutelage. Grateful even for my enemies. For Vaughn and Rhaz and every isel who taught me to move before they strike.

She stumbles over a clump of grass and soil, recovering instantly, but still—I see it.

That tumble rattled her.

I wonder if…

I dart forward, a feint. She steps away instead of running.

My guess was right. Her caution makes her slow—even on the defense.

Now every time Zoe advances, I dodge more than easily. Every time she huffs in frustration, I smirk.

My footwork is better than hers. I know it. She knows it—and it’s making her angry. Her anger makes her sloppy.

“Careful, Zoe,” I say. “Don’t trip again. Might twist an ankle.”

She hisses but does not attack. Wary enough not to take my bait a second time.

“I’ve fought hellfoxes faster than you,” I poke. “And they were one foot in the grave as it was.”

That works.

She swings slowly, angrily. I duck under, pivot in. Hit her with a closed-fist rib shot before spinning away. Not my best work. Probably only half of my inherited strength, but it’s enough to send her staggering, hand clasped to one side.

Fear makes its first appearance on her face.

I skip backward, careful not to veer too close to the edge. Glance down to see Elijah, moaning and shifting onto his side. He’ll be up soon.

Zoe tries to rattle me. “Gonna drain you dry, baby girl.”

I snort. “Why? You don’t need aether to survive. You don’t need human pain, either. You don’t need to feed like a demon at all.”

When she grins, her fangs become visible between the deep purple of her lips. “Sure, me and Elijah don’t need to feed like full demons, but aether and messy misery sure are fun to chase.”

“So you’re just greedy.” I duck as her fist swings over my head. “Untrained, slow, and greedy. Why does Erebus even bother with you?”

Her eyes widen. “You little—”

Too easy. I take the opening I’ve been waiting for and rush her, counting on the unexpected move to catch her off guard. It works.

Sort of.

She grabs at my shoulders, tips us back, and we go tumbling down the hill. A rock jabs into my lower back, and something tears a long, angry stripe down my upper arm. We end up falling right at Elijah’s feet.

Recovered from his fall, Elijah grasps me by the collar with both hands, dragging me up to my toes, teeth bared as he lifts me. I kick out and land a blow against his shin. His grip loosens, but Zoe grabs my shirt, dragging me over to her instead. She raises me higher, grip like iron. “This game isn’t fun anymore.”

“Oh, really?” I chuckle between gasps. “I’m having a great time.”

“I could snap your neck right now.” Zoe seethes.

“Zoe!” Elijah calls. “She’s not worth it!” He glances furtively over his shoulder, scanning for Erebus, I’m sure. I don’t know where he is either, but I do know one thing about the King. One very important detail.

“You could kill me, sure,” I mutter. “But you won’t, because your sire would never allow it. You know that, and I know that.” I strain forward until our noses touch. “Don’t we, Zoelle?”

Fury robs her of her voice. Instead of responding, she growls—then launches me backward into the sky.

I don’t even have time to brace for my collision with the heavy wooden doors—but it’s a collision that never comes. Instead of smashing into the barn, my spine smacks hard into what feels like a thick concrete wall. The air around me flashes bright green-white. My skull cracks against it too, and black spots dance across my vision.

Whatever this glowing wall is, it’s not only solid; it feels alive. My entire body is held against it, as if magnetized to its buzzing surface, for the span of a heartbeat. My mind blanks, no words, no thought—instead, I feel a deep, stomach-roiling, primordial terror. And a desperate, answering need to walk, no, run away.

Runaway—leavethisplace—neverevercomehereagain—runaway—

When the wall finally drops me, electricity zips through my torso and limbs, numbing the impact of the sharp gravel on my cheek. I land in a heap, face down, gasping and stunned at the emotions in my gut.

A strong hand pulls me half up by the back of my shirt. I’m being dragged, limbs limp at my sides, through the gravel and back toward the grass. For a disorienting, confusing moment, I feel relief. So much relief that I’m being pulled away from the barn, that my body is moving in the right direction, even if I’m not running to get there.

The hand flips me over roughly. I blink against the shining sun and bright gray winter sky, the view going watery. “What…?” I croak. “What was that?”

I don’t get an answer, but my mind conjures it up anyway. A ward? A barrier? But it felt alive. Wards and barriers don’t feel like that.

Both twins crouch over me, their faces appearing on either side overhead as they block out the sun.

It’s too familiar. I’ve been here before, at the mercy of cambions. Root rises from my body in a pale red mist.

“Ha!” Zoe smiles down at me. “No wonder the old man’s trying to train you. Every low-ranked demon in the county would come running your way if they knew how much juice you had.”

I surge upward, snarling to meet her, but my own muscles thwart the attempt, still weak from the barn’s magic. The twins each press a hand down on my shoulder until I give up and collapse.

“We caught her…,” Elijah begins, eyeing me warily. “So…”

“So we win!” Zoe’s grin is slightly feral. “We get to taste her power.”

“He said he’d consider letting us consume her,” Elijah corrects. He looks around again. “Consideration is not permission. We should wait for him.…”

“Elijahhhhh,” Zoe whines. “Stop being a demon king’s pet.”

Elijah scoffs. “I am not—”

I writhe beneath their grips. The compulsion to run away from the barn claws at the inside of my mind. As I fight against them, my root blooms, and both twins’ attention snaps back to me.

“Nah…,” she says in a rough, low voice, eyes flaring red. “I don’t feel like waiting.”

When Zoe leans close to my face, it only takes a second for her brother’s hesitation to fade. Together, they inhale over my throat in a single movement, my red flames swirling toward their faces—

And then, just as in sync, they both rear back with identical howls of pain.

Any thought of the barn fades in the face of something I had forgotten in all this. Something completely out of my control.

The angry awakening of my bloodmark.




IV

ELIJAH GASPS AND gags, spitting on the ground. “What is this?”

I sit up with a groan, holding my head with both hands, vision still swimming. But at least the strange magic of the barn seems to have left my system; I don’t feel like running away.

“Gahtdamnit!” A gargled shout from Zoe draws my focus. To my left, she claws at her face and tongue. She curses at me, eyes watering. “What did you do?”

“Nothing,” I respond. “I didn’t do a damn thing, believe me.”

“Then why does this fugging burn—”

“You have always been too eager, Zoelle.” Erebus’s voice is mild and unamused. All three of us turn to see him standing ten feet from where the twins remain on the ground, grimacing in pain. “Too impatient.”

Zoe fixes me with a glare. “Gonna tear your throat out—”

“No, you will not.” Erebus blurs between us.

“Why?” Zoe shouts. “She burned us!”

“Briana did not burn you,” Erebus corrects. “Her power did, without her control.”

I blow a rough breath from my nose as conflicting emotions rise within me. Frustration at myself for forgetting my bloodmark and begrudging gratitude for its existence.

Erebus tuts. “I never guaranteed that you could consume Briana’s power.”

Elijah groans in his sister’s direction. “Told you.”

Erebus nods, pride glimmering in his red eyes. “Good ear, Elijah.”

He plays word games, even with them, I think.

“A good ear for trickery and misdirection doesn’t make this… discomfort go away, sire.”

“No,” Erebus replies. “I had hoped your logical mind would prevent you from following your sister into a bad decision.” The King turns to me. “This is always the way with them, Briana. Zoe rushes, Elijah follows. They are driven by hungers of different stripes.”

When his brow lifts, frustration and humiliation wash over me—and I realize that he set us all up. Me and the twins. “You knew I’d fail to hide my power,” I say, climbing to my feet.

Erebus’s chin dips. “I am a teacher, Briana. I know my pupils well.”

I bristle at what feels like an audacious inclusion of me as one of his “pupils” but then shove it away. Indignation has gotten me far, but I suspect it won’t help me here, not while I am indebted to the Shadow King in more than one way. His education is what I wanted, I remind myself. This is what I bargained for.

“You knew the twins would try to consume my magic no matter what, and what would happen to them if they did.”

Zoe jumps to her feet in a blur. “Wait, what?”

“That power belongs to her, but it’s somehow connected to you, isn’t it?” Elijah guesses. He sits back on his knees and drags a hand across his mouth, head tilting in thought as he stares at Erebus.

Erebus nods. “What you experienced was her magic triggered by my bloodmark.”

“What the hell is a bloodmark?” Zoe asks. Erebus shoots her a chastising glare, and she swallows, bowing her head with gritted teeth.

“Sire?” Elijah stands, solemn expression and presence adding silent support to his sister’s question.

Even though Valechaz explained to me what a bloodmark is, I find myself eager to hear the ancient demon king’s explanation myself, straight from his mouth. While I am the ninth descendant in my maternal bloodline to bear his mark, I am the only one who ever learned that it even exists—and who applied it in the first place.

“Before demon contracts were written and signed in blood, we had bloodmarks,” Erebus explains. “A bloodmark has two purposes: it permanently binds a human to their agreed-upon debt, enforcing that they will pay when the time comes, and it marks for other demons that the bounty that human possesses is already claimed and cannot be bargained away to another. In this case, I marked Briana’s ancestor but have not yet taken my payment, so she was born with my mark, having inherited it from her maternal bloodline.”

“A simple ‘hands-off’ sign seems like it would suffice,” Elijah grumbles.

“Briana’s source of power is truly unique on this plane,” Erebus continues. “An unending furnace Bloodcrafted into her body via an unregulated bargain made between her ancestor Vera and the spirits of the dead to whom Vera pleaded for aid. Unbeknownst to Vera, I joined that open plea to stake my claim on the furnace within a future daughter in exchange for providing a measure of protection to her descendants. When someone attempts to consume Briana’s magic forcibly, my bloodmark flares her power to life, burning the thief away.”

The twins stare at me with new eyes, and the concentrated sensation of the eyes of two cambions and the Shadow King scalds my skin. Makes it crawl.

For a moment, I feel like the dead Theban girl in the museum. A prize collected by hungry hands, a valuable artifact that had once been a whole person. A girl who had once been alive, now trapped behind glass in a land and time she never could have imagined.

Zoe’s cheeks flush a deep reddish brown. “You could have just told us—”

“No.” Erebus’s eyes swivel to hers. “You, in particular, learn things the hard way, Zoelle.”

Zoe winces.

I hate that, even in my own waning discomfort, I am suddenly eager to learn more. The past half hour of running and fighting seems a minimal price for the knowledge I might gain in return. This education is valuable. Is worth a price. I need what the Legendborn and Rootcrafters couldn’t teach me. What my own ancestors could not or would not teach me. I need what Vera did not and could not know. The Shadow King is a demon who is equally incentivized to both make me stronger and prevent my death at the hands of anyone else. A demon who, I must begrudgingly admit, appears willing to teach.

Erebus surveys the twins, his gaze casting farther to include me. “Inquiries?”

Elijah raises a hand. “What would have happened if we had kept going?”

“Too vague,” Erebus corrects. “Specificity, Elijah.”

Elijah huffs, then studies me in a way that makes my skin itch. “If Zoe and I had persisted past the painful effects of the bloodmark and continued to feed on Briana’s power, would we have died?”

Erebus answers, “Remember that order favors balance. As you both are the product of a human-and-demon union, you are balanced beings, well suited to live on this human plane. If you had managed to endure the pain of my mark and truly consume Briana’s power, that power would simply intoxicate you. Beyond that point, however, it would lead to certain death.”

“So we could have accidentally ended ourselves?” Zoe exclaims, throwing her hands up. “And you let us walk right into it? Come on, old man…!”

“I knew you’d stop, Zoelle,” Erebus adds, almost gently. I wonder again what his relationship is to these two. Why they’re with him. How they’re so familiar and, at times, casual with the king of demons.

“And what if we were full demons?” Elijah presses. “What would have happened then?”

Erebus lifts a shoulder. “A full demon strong enough to bear the searing pain of the mark would gain unimaginable power. Which is why Briana’s power must be guarded.”

I have my own question to ask. “And how about an imbalanced cambion?”

Like a Merlin, I think. Like Selwyn.

The twins exchange a puzzled glance at my interjection. Erebus pivots slowly to face me. When his eyes meet mine, I know immediately that he is thinking of Selwyn too.

“An example?” he murmurs.

He’s going to force me to ask. “What would happen to a Merlin who attempted to consume my power?”

Erebus’s mouth twitches at my omission of Sel’s name, but he answers the question anyway.

“Chaos favors imbalance, and the Order’s Merlins are mostly human. Their fate would be worse by far than the fate of a full demon or balanced cambion.”

“Worse than dying?” Zoe exclaims in disbelief.

“There are many fates worse than death, Zoelle,” replies Erebus warmly. “Shall I list them?”

Zoe grimaces. “Nah, I’m good.”

Elijah shakes his head. “No, thank you.”

“Yes,” I say. “Tell me what’s worse than death.”

“What the hell, new girl?” Zoe hisses. She looks at me with horror while her brother studies me with sharp interest. I ignore them both.

I couldn’t say goodbye to Nick. I can’t say goodbye to Sel. I don’t know how to let go of the two people who blood walked their way into a nightmare and refused to let me go. Refused to let me fall. Root burns against the back of my teeth, fighting to get out.

Erebus and I hold a silent gaze. “You know, Briana.”

“Tell me anyway,” I insist.

“He is gone,” Erebus snaps in a low voice. “Better to accept this now than to pine for the impossible.”

“Who—” Elijah begins.

“Tell me how,” I say, voice tight, fists tight on my thighs. “Tell me why.”

Erebus’s eyes narrow. “If an imbalanced cambion were to wield your power, say by creating a construct with it, they’d first become intoxicated. Deeply so. Slurring, disorientation, a lowering of inhibitions.” He looks at me pointedly, and I know why.

When we were on the run, I’d invited Sel to forge my root so that we could create a barrier against Erebus together. While it burned Erebus, it didn’t burn Sel. But it did leave him aether-drunk and delirious.

“However,” Erebus continues, “simply wielding your power is nothing compared to consuming it. If a Merlin’s gradual turn toward their demon nature is a slow descent, then the absorption of your power is an accelerated, fathomless plummet. Any Merlin who feeds on your power”—he pauses, with intention—“whomever they are, would be wholly consumed by the raw instincts of demonia. Permanently altered to feed without reason or logic. A Merlin cambion in demonia has lost their humanity forever. They will crave aether and human pain, like all demons do.”

I swallow and look away. I know that’s the Order’s version of demonia. That Sel’s humanity is allegedly gone. But I still don’t believe it. I can’t believe it.

“Briana,” Erebus continues, stepping closer as his voice drops. “Wherever he is, if he is even capable of thinking of you, Selwyn is ravenous for more than your misery. If you were to face him, you would meet a demon driven to find out not only how much pain your human body can endure before it dies, but how much pain you can endure and still live.”

“His mother descended, and she retained her humanity.”

“His mother is singular, among both Merlins and demons. A once-in-a-lifetime scholar and sorceress,” Erebus says. “What you say is possible, but she had time to plan for her descent. Her son had none.”

I wince, remembering the way Sel’s body curled away from me and Nick. I remember his inability to speak. I remember not even recognizing him. But now, a horrible new puzzle piece slides into place in my mind: that Sel continued to consume my root even through the pain caused by Erebus’s bloodmark.

“He felt the bloodmark…,” I whisper. “And he still didn’t stop trying to save me.”

“He doomed himself,” Erebus says. “He knew what would follow.”

“What’s more human than sacrifice?” I snap.

Erebus’s eyes narrow.

“What’s more human than risking what you have and what you are for someone else?” My voice breaks. When I exhale, a curl of thick, rich red root floats out of my mouth and rises into the air above me.
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