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			Dedication

			To the 9pm Club, without whom this book would have taken another two years to finish.

		

	
		
			Trigger Warning

			This book contains violence, gore, a lot of blood spatter, and steamy sexual content.

		

	
		
			I

			Hannah Tallerin, once Hannah van Kreeosk, stood at the end of an alley. She didn’t recognize the place, but the buildings on either side were pale, probably white stone in the sunlight, though it was dark now, the only light from the half-moon drifting through the scuttling clouds. It was windy, Hannah’s red hair blowing first back from her face, then swirling around before her eyes, the faint tinge of the ocean in the air. She quickly tucked her curls behind her ears, peering through the dim light, keen vampire eyes picking up the details of stone and dirt as she expected, but she couldn’t see anything obviously out of place. Still, something wasn’t right. She could feel it.

			There were two people at the other end of the alley, the taller form embracing the other like a lover, a head bent into the other’s neck. Hannah recognized the pose, having held her share of victims just like that, and she stayed where she was, allowing the vampire to finish. Time was strange, and Hannah waited for her mind to fill in the missing pieces.

			When she saw the body of the victim slowly slump to the ground, gently drifting in a motion defying normal laws of gravity, Hannah understood.

			This is a dream.

			But that wasn’t completely accurate. This didn’t feel like her own dream. She had enough experience with other people’s dreams to know the difference. This didn’t feel like one of Solyn’s memories, either. Since she had reclaimed her body, she hadn’t had a dream like this.

			That left another possibility.

			The person at the end of the alley had abandoned the body and was now walking toward her. She knew it was Rory by the gait of his stride, recognizing her husband even before she could see the moonlight gleaming off his dark hair, the glint of silver hoops on the tips of his long elf ears. Those were something he hadn’t had when she’d last seen him, when he had run from the inn in Severin, when he had learned Solyn was with child.

			When he’d realized that she’d betrayed him.

			“Rory…” she breathed, the sight of him stirring her heart despite the distance between them, but he didn’t seem to notice her standing there, his form striding right through her. Her hand dropped to the necklace at her neck automatically, seeking the ring she’d worn there for so long, wondering if the artifact’s magic allowed her to see the real Rory. She tugged Klauden’s ring off her neck and held it out, staring as it spun on the end of the chain, the metal glinting in the moonlight. The ring allowed Klauden to see the wearer, though—it wouldn’t connect her to Rory. She wondered if maybe she was seeing one of Klauden’s dreams, though dreamwalking wasn’t normally her ability. That didn’t make sense either.

			She tried to imagine why Rory would be dreaming about killing someone, but then she turned to follow him, and abruptly, she was standing in a different place, a room this time, a much fancier space than Hannah had ever seen Rory in. She took in the fabric on the walls, the fine carpeting, the well-crafted furniture. It wasn’t her father’s castle, but the sense of luxury was familiar.

			Hannah thought it might be the Elven city of Firene—but that didn’t make any more sense than Rory killing someone vampire-style. He couldn’t possibly be in Firene yet. She could have gotten there with her vampiric speed, but Rory was just an elf. An amazing elf, but an elf all the same, reliant on fresh horses at towns along the way. He would still be a few weeks away.

			She took in the scene, seeking affirmation that this couldn’t be an actual Rory dream.

			Her husband sprawled on his back in a large four-poster bed, sleeping the way she’d seen him countless times, his hair in disarray, a hand flung above his head, and—Hannah noted with a start—a topless blonde elf wrapped in the sheet beside him. Her heart began to pound, an odd feeling of strong fingers clutching at her chest, and she realized she’d stopped breathing for a moment. It didn’t matter; she didn’t need to breathe like a mortal, but it was still jarring. As she watched, Rory rolled onto his side, the moonlight glinting on the scars on his neck and shoulders, an arm reaching out to the strange woman and tugging her closer to him, tucking her into his embrace the way he had when he shared a small bed in Severin with Hannah.

			I don’t want to see this, Hannah thought as she backed away from the bed, necklace and ring falling from her hand, then bouncing on the plush carpet. I don’t belong here.

			She closed her eyes, willing herself out of the dream, away from the scene.

			It’s just a dream, she told herself. This isn’t real.

		

	
		
			II

			“What?” she mumbled, aware of a hand on her shoulder. “Lemmego.”

			“Wake up,” a voice said.

			Hannah opened her eyes, staring up at the pale face and blue eyes of her childhood companion. “Klauden,” she murmured, the dream of Rory still heavy in her mind. “What?” She brushed a languid hand over her face, tucking wisps of red curls behind her ears.

			The vivid red welt across her palm swam into focus, a grim reminder of her encounter with Kelvin Malbrek, her former teacher, as well as the realities of life inside this body. She had started wearing the long-sleeved jacket to cover it in case they met anyone who might recognize the meaning of the divine sigil. Not that they’d met many people on the road who would ask questions.

			“You were talking in your sleep,” the vampire explained.

			“Was I?” She sat up in her bedroll, stiff limbs popping as she moved. Gods, I miss sleeping in a bed. Weeks on the road were wearing on her. An image of the bed she had shared with Rory crossed her mind, quickly doubled by the image of Klauden’s bedroom at her father’s castle, and she rubbed her eyes. Any bed would do, but she would prefer one without memories.

			“You kept saying ‘no’ over and over again. It disturbed me.”

			She took in the vampire as he settled himself atop his blanket, tugging a book back onto his lap, eyes squinting to read in the light of the setting sun. “You were sleeping?”

			“Alright, fine. It distracted me from my book.” He gave her a pointed look. “It annoyed me.”

			“Good,” Hannah said, flopping back down. “Anything that annoys you sounds great to me.”

			“Don’t snap at me,” he snapped, closing his book in a huff as he rose in a flurry of black robes. “Get up.”

			She sat up, her limbs protesting violently. “Where’s the Sleeping Damsel?”

			Klauden gestured to Solyn’s still prone form huddled in her bedroll, coils of short blonde hair massing around her face. The girl was a fledgling, but her nature wasn’t what kept them traveling at night. Made vampires could travel by day just as easily as born vampires. Stories about vampires only being allowed to come out at night were rumors carefully crafted by Hannah’s people generations ago to keep the Houses of the Vanya Mountains safe from mortals bent on destruction.

			Solyn had very few restrictions on her abilities now. Stronger and faster than mortals, she was now frozen in her appearance and subject to blood tears. Her only true need was for blood, and because she was a fairly new fledgling, barely three months old, her need was stronger than Hannah’s or Klauden’s ever was. Hannah could go several days between feedings due to her distant human heritage, and Klauden nearly two days as a normal vampire, but Solyn required blood daily.

			Klauden had his fledgling well under his control, a commanding presence Hannah could feel. It wasn’t the same as when she had been inside Solyn—then, she had felt what he felt, known what he wanted, been unable to deny his wishes.

			Now that she had returned to her old body, her connection to the vampire was more complicated. It was kevna, the ancient magical bond between mates. Hannah had hoped she would escape it when she returned to her own body, but she had been wrong. Now not only could she feel everything Solyn felt through her fledgling bond to Klauden, she also felt everything else her oldest friend tried to hide from her. She only needed to look, and she could see it all.

			Hannah tried not to look as much as possible, though she could feel the warmth of the fire on his face as Klauden moved the logs closer to the center, could feel the sharp zing on his skin as one of the sparks touched his hand. He didn’t look at her, but Hannah could feel him everywhere. It was easy to lose herself in it, to forget everything else existed and just breathe him in. She rallied, pulling away, trying not to indulge the magic any more than she had to. There were things in Klauden she knew he didn’t want her to see. She tried to respect those boundaries as often as possible.

			She knew she was just as transparent when he looked at her, and she tried not to think about it. Traveling together on the road north to find Rory hadn’t made this easier, but Klauden refused to let Hannah out of his sight until he had a better understanding of their bond, and Solyn went wherever her master went.

			Now that the girl was pregnant with his child, Solyn would never leave his side.

			Not that Klauden would’ve let her.

			Hannah understood his reasoning. They needed to know how far the connection went. And there was still the question of the army heading to the north, the fledglings that may or may not be bound to Hannah’s body, not to mention the Elven healer at its head. Hannah understood her connection to Herrick: she would feel her fledgling Elven leader’s pain as he felt hers. She had to figure out how to break the bond without dying, and, if Klauden was right, without dragging him and Solyn down with her into oblivion.

			When she told Klauden she wanted a simple life with Rory almost two years ago, Hannah couldn’t imagine how far she’d go or how much things would change. She never thought Rory would abandon her, though she understood why he had left and really couldn’t blame him, nor had she ever hoped to see Klauden again, never mind the bond of kevna, and she certainly hadn’t expected Solyn. Hannah thought she should be used to change by now, to the uncertainty of her life, but it was still a shock to find herself chasing after Rory with both her oldest companion and his fledgling tagging along.

			Although when they had all agreed to travel north together, leaving the remains of Severin behind, Hannah didn’t think they would spend quite so much time watching the fledgling sleep. She knew pregnant women needed more sleep, but she was starting to wonder how much of their slow progress was legitimate. She wondered if Solyn was slowing them on purpose, dragging out their journey, letting Hannah’s frustration build with each passing day, letting Rory get farther and farther away.

			Hannah watched Klauden leave the fire and head back to his blanket, collapse in a graceful display of limbs, and tug his book back onto his lap. She glanced at the sleeping Solyn, sighing heavily. They didn’t need to sleep the day away and travel at night. She and Klauden could have found enough sustaining fare at high noon in a crowded marketplace. Still, she admitted bringing a fledgling, and a pregnant one at that—even one firmly under her master’s control—near a mass of people was probably asking for trouble and delays she couldn’t afford, not with the army heading farther north every day. They would have to stick to sneaking through the night like a bunch of demons for a little while longer. It was somewhat degrading, but utterly practical. There were fewer people around at night: less temptation, less chance for problems.

			That’s what he would say, Hannah thought, crawling out of her bedroll and beginning to wrestle the blanket back into a small roll. She wondered if Rory would approve of the strategy, even if he understood her need to hurry. Her husband had barely approved of her when she had been a vampire anyway, she thought bitterly; it wasn’t until Klauden’s spell had placed her in a human body—Solyn’s body—that she and Rory even had a future.

			Hannah had started to wonder what would’ve happened if her father’s magician hadn’t captured her so long ago, prompting Rory to rescue her, albeit in a new body. If I hadn’t been mortal, would we have stayed together?

			Probably not.

			It was a sobering thought, especially since she’d regained her vampiric body and was on her way to retrieve Rory. What if my husband doesn’t want me? She thought of the dream again, of Rory with another woman, and her stomach squeezed uncomfortably.

			She shook the thought away, shoving violently at the bedroll as it tried to unfold. She grunted at it, twisting the leather strap around and jerking it tight. She groaned as the strength of her pull snapped the leather, the movement propelling the bedroll a few feet away and her body unceremoniously back onto her butt. “Malfek!” she cursed, staring at the leather strap in her hand. She tossed it aside, kicking the bedroll away for good measure as she rose to her feet.

			“It seems we’re in fine spirits this evening,” Klauden observed, casually turning a page in his book.

			“Shut up,” she snapped.

			He looked at her, raising a curious eyebrow.

			Hannah closed her eyes and took a deep breath, deliberately ignoring the low stream of thoughts she could hear in his mind, and forcefully looked away from him, eyes slowly taking in the campfire, Solyn’s sleeping form, and the distant mountains to the north. Rory was inside those mountains by now. He had returned to Firene, the Elven city far to the northeast on the edge of a different mountain range, to warn his people of Malbrek’s army.

			Actually, he had gone to Firene to get away from her, but Hannah tried to forget that part. They had intended to tell the elves, but that was before he had learned about the baby, back when everything was looking up.

			Wasn’t that only a month ago? Maybe he didn’t keep his original plan. Maybe he’s at an inn somewhere, entertaining himself with wine and women.

			The image stung, but Hannah couldn’t really believe it, even with the dream. She knew, somehow, she was certain… He’s north of us, she thought. Not quite at Firene yet, but close enough to remember he’d been banished from that city, probably planning his entry. He wouldn’t delay, not with the army heading that way.

			“You dreamed of him,” Klauden said softly.

			Hannah glanced at him. “So?”

			“Do you think it was a dream, or was it him?”

			Hannah considered. Rory could always dreamwalk to find people in the dream world. He found Klauden that way, to ask for the vampire’s help when Solyn had first woken up in Hannah’s mind. Was he really there in my dream, feeding on someone in an alley? But dreamwalking was Rory and Klauden’s ability, not hers.

			“Just a dream,” she told Klauden, trying to swallow her disappointment. “He wouldn’t try to find me now.” She reached for her necklace, an old habit rising again, and floundered a little when she felt only bare skin.

			“You’d be amazed at what your elf would do for you,” Klauden observed.

			“Klauden,” she began, wanting to ask about the missing necklace, but the vampire had returned to his book. His lips began to move quickly as he read along.

			Her fingers left her neck, and though she returned to search her sleeping area, she knew she wouldn’t find it there. She remembered dropping it in the dream, the feel of the metal sliding off her fingers.

			No, she decided. It’s not possible. The magic required to somehow send the artifact to Rory through a dream was beyond her skill. She’d talked to Rory before in dreams but never had anything physical in the dream world been real.

			And if I somehow dropped the necklace inside a dream, only to discover it’s gone now, that means it wasn’t a dream, and I was just standing in Rory’s room.

			Where he’s currently sleeping with some random blonde elf.

			No, she insisted. I’m not doing this.

			She looked at Klauden, wondering how much he was gleaning from her frantic thoughts, and she pictured closing a huge iron door in her mind, all thoughts of Rory and the blonde and the ring hidden away behind it. Klauden looked up from his book, frowned at her, then returned to his reading. Hannah didn’t know if she had actually succeeded in hiding something from him for once or if he was just humoring her. She decided to pretend her wall was working for the moment.

			Hannah considered her spellbook, thinking of memorizing her spells to distract herself, annoyed that Klauden didn’t have to bother with such things. The vampire actually chose to read for pleasure. Hannah suffered through her reading, doing it only because she needed her spells to keep herself alive in a fight. She decided against it, knowing that extra spells would probably come in handy but unwilling to frustrate herself now that she had another way of casting more or less reliably. The connection with Klauden helped there, she was sure, and while there were a lot of reasons for her to want to sever the bond, her newfound ability to cast without words was not one of them. She was still figuring out the limits of her new powers, but she knew she could use some of Klauden’s strength in her own magic now, and she didn’t always need to rely on memorized words.

			At first, Hannah had wondered if they could use the teleportation spell to get to Firene instantly, but Klauden had dispelled that notion. They certainly had enough power between them to manage it. Except the spell only worked for places the user had already been, and neither of them had been to Firene. Klauden had spent his days walking south to get to her in Severin, so he could return to anywhere along that route, but he hadn’t ventured close to the eastern city.

			As she moved to an open space beyond the campground, turned her back to Klauden, and pulled two of her daggers from her belt, preparing to practice the training techniques Rory had taught her, Hannah remembered the vampire explaining that the teleportation spell only worked for him and one other person, which would leave Solyn stranded. Hannah hadn’t said the thought that crossed her mind, that she wouldn’t mind abandoning the evidence of her mistakes to her own devices. That was her father’s daughter speaking, not the person she had become since leaving home two years ago. She had asked why he couldn’t just teleport her then return for Solyn, but they would need time between spells for Klauden to recover, and he wasn’t willing to leave either of them alone that long until he figured out her connection to Herrick and the fledgling army. Hannah considered suggesting they try the spell together, intentionally combining their magic, but such a spell would only draw them closer, and she wasn’t willing to risk it.

			I’m a coward, she admitted as she moved into the first few steps of the exercise, and I know it. I’d rather walk to Firene than chance getting closer to him again.

			That’s because you know what will happen the next time you do, her mind snapped back, and she couldn’t ignore the rush of sensation flooding her memory, Klauden’s lips against hers, his hands on her skin as he moved in her. She mis-stepped but quickly recovered, not looking in Klauden’s direction despite knowing he had felt it too.

			No, she insisted, placing her feet firmly into the next position, settling her grip on the daggers. I won’t give in to this. It’s just magic. I can fight magic. Her mind calmer, she focused on the movements again, losing herself in the routine.

			She remembered to breathe as she twisted first left then right, recalling Rory’s hand on her back as he moved her through the technique. The feeling was somewhat comforting, reminiscent of the time she’d spent in Solyn’s mortal body, when breathlessness had been a novelty to Hannah’s vampiric senses. Though she didn’t have to breathe now, doing so was familiar, and she measured her steps according to the rhythm she enforced on her body, dodging an invisible blow from behind, rolling to her right and coming to a graceful crouch facing the would-be foe.

			She thought again of Klauden’s spell, of being able to instantly travel wherever he wanted. Such power! She had never been so adept with her own magic. That’s why she trained with the daggers. Her magic had always been useful, but it alone had never saved her in a fight. Her body had always done most of the work. Now that she was back in it, she just had to remind herself of how to move. Hannah slid both feet forward for the next position, bending to her left this time as she let both blades fly toward a nearby tree, hearing the satisfying thud as they landed in the wood. She was getting more accustomed to her old body each day. By the time they reached Firene, she should be as deadly as she had been before everything, perhaps even more so with the new skills she had learned in the mortal body.

			Hannah didn’t know if any of her people had been to Firene or, at least, returned from such a journey. She didn’t even know if the elves knew of the Houses in the Vanya, never mind what kind of people inhabited them. She frowned, recalling her lessons with Malbrek, most of the history he had shared a droning buzz in her memory. She hadn’t paid much attention then, but it didn’t take a wise woman to assume that if the elves suspected they were vampires, it wouldn’t take long to destroy even their hardy bodies, born vampire or made fledgling. Strong as she was, she couldn’t defend herself against an entire city. Hannah hustled the three steps to the tree and her blades, retrieving both with deft hands and using the tree to spin around to face possible attackers. It was foolishness to go to Firene in the first place, but Hannah knew she had to find Rory.

			No matter how I find him, she thought. Or with whom.

			Hannah pushed the thought away. She was breathing hard now, though part of her knew she didn’t have to, and she glanced at where the vampire sat with his book, black robes carefully folded around his knees. Klauden had made it clear that he went wherever she did, and Solyn was now his fledgling, so she went where he did, and now the unhappy threesome headed toward a city that wouldn’t welcome their true natures revealed.

			As she got into position for her next technique, Hannah wondered what they would do about Solyn when they got there. It was one thing to set the new fledgling loose among the mortals in some minor village. It was another to expect her to restrain herself amid the glorious paragons of health and vitality that the elves were to her kind. Elven blood was supposedly a rare elixir, a coveted prize, and though Hannah knew that myth for the falsehood it was, Solyn wouldn’t know, and when the fledgling heard the blood calling to her, who could say what she might do, even with Klauden’s iron will keeping her in check. Hannah had even taken to doubting her own ability to restrain herself, given the newness of her own vampiric nature all over again.

			Still, she had managed to resist the call of Rory’s blood, never giving in to the urge to take him. Though, as she thought about those few precious days after she had reclaimed her body and they had been alone in the house in Severin, both recovering from their injuries, she didn’t remember wanting the elf as she once had.

			Perhaps her body had simply been sated, glutted with blood as Anna preferred. Perhaps she had finally learned to control herself. Rory had still been healing from what happened in the tent, his body ragged with wounds. Hannah thought of his neck, of his refusal to let Klauden heal him, and for a brief moment, she considered the impossible.

			No, she decided immediately. Anna hadn’t bitten him. She’d been clear about that, gloating as she bragged to Hannah.

			But then you died, Hannah told herself. Who knows what happened after that? She thought she remembered Rory’s neck being unmarked when she arrived at the tent, but her recollection of that time was blurry, partly because she had literally died, but also because she didn’t want to remember.

			She jumped up into her next series of moves, trying to lose herself in the familiarity of the steps. Though she had learned this pattern in Solyn’s body over weeks as Rory trained the slave girl’s body how to fight, Hannah was trying to get this new body—her old body—she reminded herself, to obey her mind’s newfound instincts. It was unnerving all over again to be so at odds with herself all the time. She had just gotten used to being mortal and slow and easily hurt, and blonde, she thought with a sigh, when Solyn’s consciousness had returned, turning Hannah’s world upside down.

			Too focused on her own thoughts, Hannah’s foot slipped too far to the right as she spun about, and the move disturbed her center of gravity, causing her to overbalance and tumble ungracefully to the ground. “Oof!” she exploded, using both hands to push herself back to her feet. The fall hadn’t lasted more than a second, but when she was back on her feet again, she felt Klauden staring at her with hopeless disapproval.

			“You know … you don’t need to fight like them,” he told her. “If only you’d try—”

			“Don’t,” she replied. I’m not in the mood for one of his If-you-would-only-try-you’d-be-a-great-magic-user speeches. She stalked angrily to the edge of the campsite. “I’m going swimming,” she announced. “Come get me when you’re finished, and you can go hunting. I’ll stay here with her.” Hannah hooked a thumb at Solyn’s still sleeping form.

			Hannah didn’t stay to see Klauden’s nod; she could feel his acknowledgement. It wasn’t like there was anything else they could do.

			

		

	
		
			III

			Hannah stood under the water for a long time, trying to let the quiet muffling her ears soak into her soul and calm the raging storm of her thoughts. She didn’t want to think of Klauden, knowing the thought would reach him, call him to her even though she wanted to be alone. She didn’t want to think of Rory either, the image of him in bed with another galling in her memory, then a heavy pit of self-loathing settled in her gut, and she allowed herself to surface, gulping in air in an attempt to clear the ache in her chest.

			It’s my fault, she told herself. What did I expect him to do when he found out about the baby? What would I have done if our roles were reversed?

			This wasn’t a new line of thought, but Hannah retraced the familiar steps as she made her way to the water’s edge, shaking the water from her hair and settling herself on a nearby stone, letting the night air dry her body.

			Could she accept a Rory who was bound to another, who had allowed ancient magic to push him into bed with an old companion? Hannah wanted to swear that she would, that it wouldn’t matter, that what she felt for Rory was stronger than anything, but as she sat there, her nightvision capturing the night sky, each detail revealed to her vampiric sight, she wondered if she was just lying to herself. She insisted it was her duty to warn the elves, that the army was partly her fault since she was responsible for Herrick in the first place, but she knew that was a thin excuse. She wanted to see Rory, to say the words in her heart, to hear the words from him. If he no longer wanted her, so be it, but she wouldn’t give up without hearing it directly from her husband.

			Her hands gripped the stone she sat on as she pondered, and she forgot her strength again, her right hand squeezing suddenly, and a small exposed piece of the stone snapped off, the shards gouging her palm with a sharp explosion of pain. She held her hand up, examining the small wounds in the moonlight. She wasn’t worried. She would heal—one of the perks of her vampiric nature. As she stared at the small trickles of red blood, she had a queer doubling of her vision, of another hand held before a face, phantom pain echoing through him.

			It was Herrick, she realized suddenly, jerking the palm out of her sightline and scanning the river, as if expecting her Elven fledgling to show himself in the darkness. But Herrick was miles from this place, likely farther north but to the east. She suddenly knew that he was staring at the Wild Waters, the river just south of the Rasa mountain range. He meant to cross through the mountains then, cutting northeast through the Kelsin Deadlands and reaching Firene over land.

			Rory was likely already north of the mountains, his skill with horses allowing him to cover far more ground. Alone, she could have caught him, but with Klauden and sleepy Solyn, they were still on the Rasa Road. She had hoped they’d be able to keep up over land, but if Herrick was already so far north, they needed a faster route.

			Rasa is a port city, she mused. There would be ships there. Surely, they could get to Firene over the water before Herrick managed to get the army across the mountains, through the deadlands, and over the continent to Firene. Fledglings could be fast, but they were also easily distracted and hungry all the time, not to mention how he would keep any remaining goblins focused. Herrick would struggle to herd them north quickly.

			She was concentrating on a new plan, her mind doing the mental calculations of time and distance and the little she knew of ship journeys, so when the thought came, she almost ignored it.

			<Cut my hand, will you?> The voice was bitter, and she recognized the Elven ex-healer. She ignored him, not wanting to strengthen the bond between them.

			She looked at her hand, still streaked with blood but scabbing over. It would be totally healed soon. Unlike the scars on her chest, any wounds her body received would heal easily with new blood. She climbed down from the stone, rinsed her hand in the water, and put on her clothes, the white shirt getting damp around the neck as she pulled it over her hair, the black skirt ending at her calves, a leather belt at the waist holding everything in place, including her daggers. She thought of her new style, recalling how she had worn brown skirts and sweaters after leaving home, but that only reminded her of the new clothes Rory had gotten her in Kalford after hers had been ruined in the fighting, and she abandoned the memory, not wanting to think of that night.

			Her new jacket lay on the rock, and she was just pulling on her second boot when pain exploded in her right hand. For a moment, she thought something in the water had attacked her, perhaps bitten off one of her fingers, but a look at her hand reassured her that she was whole.

			There was no mark, no blood, and she understood.

			Just as her wound had reached Herrick, his wound would reach her. She had a quick vision of a right hand held out in front of her face, the pinky finger dislocated and hanging askew. The pain was violent, throbbing, and then, as she watched, the finger was set, Herrick realigning the joint, and the echoes of pain receded, still present but distant now.

			That’s not good, Hannah thought, and tucking her jacket under her arm, started to head back to the camp. If he can hurt himself and I can feel it, what will happen if he hurts one of the fledglings Anna made?

			She had barely finished the thought when agony exploded in her right side, and Hannah staggered, falling to her knees with a cry. Her hand went to cover the wound, knowing there was nothing there but unable to stop herself. She tried to ignore the pain, but she couldn’t ignore the image in her head, a brown-haired fledgling standing before her with a sword sticking out of his gut, and she could see the faint outline of a cord attached to him, the cord cutting through time and space to connect ever so faintly to her body.

			“N—” she managed to say as the sword was tugged from his body with a spray of blood, and the pain in her stomach doubled. She crawled a few steps, unable to see the world around her, lost to the vision of the fledgling before her.

			<Klauden,> her mind cried. <I need you. I need—>

			The sword flashed again, and the fledgling’s head thudded to the ground, bouncing a few feet from his body. Hannah’s entire body imploded with the pain, and she fell into the darkness.

			

		

	
		
			IV

			She felt a hand run down her cheek, smoothing her hair behind her ears.

			Then, a reassuring voice said, <Chaivin, come back to me.>

			That’s not my name, she thought, mind trying to catch up to what she was feeling. She was back in her body, her actual body, and someone was touching her face, the warmth of skin on skin causing little sparks of desire to run through her nerves, and she was suddenly filled with need, though not the familiar need for blood. This was something else, a need for connection, for more, then she had hands again, and her fingers were twined in something—hair?—and warm lips were touching hers, then she had an entire body again, her form filling with the thrill of physical pleasure.

			<Yes.>

			She wasn’t sure whose thought it was, but it was everywhere, and her fingers tightened in the hair and her mouth moved, and a tongue was pressing against hers.

			<Mine. Always mine.>

			Of course, she thought, her body flaming with desire, her hands abandoning hair to stroke down a neck, across a collarbone to shoulders, then pulling closer into a tight embrace.

			<Chaivin, yes.>

			That thought definitely wasn’t from her, and she paused. But I’m not chaivin, she insisted. I’m Hannah. Only Klauden calls me that.

			With a start, Hannah realized she was passionately kissing Klauden, and she jerked away, using her hold on his shoulders to push back, but then her shoulders hit the ground, and there was nowhere else to go. She opened her eyes to see Klauden’s face looking down at her, one hand still pressed against her cheek, the other wrapped around her back. She was laying on the ground, and Klauden leaned over her, his hair falling down to make a cave around his face. Hannah really wanted to touch his hair again, to complete the mad connection in her soul.

			“What?” she gasped. How the hell did I get here? She recalled the swim, then she touched her hair. It’s still damp. Not much time had passed. She remembered her hand, then the sword in her gut, and finally, the wrenching pain as the fledgling had been beheaded. Her breath came in short gasps as echoed pain retraced its way through her body, but it was distant now, blocked by Klauden’s touch, his presence. “How?” she asked him, knowing she hadn’t been anywhere near him when she fell.

			“You are not subtle, chaivin,” he said, sitting up, and tugging her with him. “I would have heard you across the continent.”

			She sat up, wiping a hand over her lips, very aware of how she’d jammed her tongue into his mouth. “I hurt my hand,” she said, trying to forget the feeling of closeness. She held it up, seeing only a thin series of lines where a mass of scabs had been earlier. “And then I heard him in my head, and he broke his finger.” She wiggled her pinky, relieved when it didn’t hurt. “Then a few moments later, he stabbed a fledgling. And it hurt. A lot.”

			His lips pursed in thought. “And that’s when you called me?”

			She shook her head. “No, it was when he cut off the fledgling’s head.”

			Klauden’s mouth dropped open, and he stared at her. “This is a serious problem, chaivin,” he said finally.

			She nodded in agreement. “What happened? I passed out, I think, when I called you.”

			“I heard you yelling, and then I found you on the ground near the water.”

			Hannah looked around. They were sitting only a few feet from where she had crawled away from the water’s edge. It was night, but she could see just fine, and so could Klauden, the red tinge of his eyes glowing in the darkness as they spoke.

			“And?” she asked, though she didn’t know if she wanted to hear the rest.

			He sighed. “You were somewhere else.” He paused, then added, “Again.” Hannah thought of the ragged scars on her chest, the evidence of Anna’s last desperate bid to defeat her, and of the darkness she had fallen into then. “I had to call you back.”

			“Thank you,” she said, gratitude welling under her scarred chest. “When he killed the fledgling, I thought I was going to die.”

			“I think part of you might have died,” Klauden said.

			Hannah shot him a glare. “What?!”

			“The part of you tethered to that fledgling is gone,” he reasoned. “Concentrate. Can you still feel the rest of them?”

			Hannah frowned. She disliked doing this. Focusing on the tiny cords binding her body to the fledglings made her feel like a bloated spider on a monstrous web. They were still there, though fewer connections now than the first time she’d felt them. She’d been inside the body with Anna then, and her half-sister had sired nearly a hundred fledglings with her body over the year she’d had it. Some of those cords had been severed immediately when Hannah took over. She didn’t know if those fledglings had died or not. Some of the connections had gone with Anna’s spirit when Hannah pushed her out—those fledglings had probably died with Anna. But a few dozen had remained tethered to Hannah, a crawling sensation on her skin that she tried to ignore. She’d rather spend time in Klauden’s thoughts than think about being connected to so many strangers.

			She had an image of her body but with Anna’s eyes leaning down to bite a strange man, and she shuddered, shaking her head and trying to think of anything else. Klauden helpfully reminded her of their kiss from a few moments ago, pushing the memory into her with ease, and she relaxed instantly before anger filled her.

			“This is my body!” she yelled at him. “Can it just be mine for one single moment? Can’t I just be myself without crazy magic jerking me around?”

			Klauden pulled away, returning her privacy with his mind and body. “You can still feel them, then,” he said after a moment.

			Hannah frowned and nodded as the anger cooled, and she considered her situation. “How much of myself can I lose? If they keep dying, what happens to me?” She looked at him, realization dawning. “And to you?”

			Klauden sighed, shaking his head. “I do not know.” He frowned. “I must understand this.” He gave her a reassuring look, and something inside Hannah eased, though she knew the look was pure bravado. “And I will. I just need time. I will figure this out.” She did believe that.

			“But that was close.” She paused, sighing. Then a thought struck her. “For me. How was it for you?”

			Klauden shrugged, the gesture one he had picked up south of the Vanya while living among the mortals. “I found you.” His tone clearly suggested he didn’t want to answer her question. Hannah let it go, exploring another angle instead.

			“But if he continues to kill them, can you keep finding me?”

			Klauden shook his head and rose in a graceful display of movement. He reached a hand out to bring her to her feet as well. “He won’t keep killing them. This was an experiment … and likely petty vengeance. He needs those fledglings if he wants revenge on Firene.”

			Hannah let him tug her to her feet, enjoying the feel of his hand on hers despite her better judgement. “Thank you,” she told him again, “for bringing me back.”

			“Always, chaivin,” he said.

			Behind them, a noise came from the woods. Hannah turned first, relaxing when she recognized Solyn, the fledgling awake and staring at them with glowing red eyes. How long has she been watching us?

			Judging by Solyn’s expression, the fledgling had probably seen more than she wanted to.

			

		

	
		
			Firene: Lira

			Lira Dinuviel Galadron sat at a table overlooking the ocean, her appreciation for the view diminished by her growing agitation. There was a time when sitting by the ocean would’ve calmed her instantly. But that was before she had left Firene, before she had forsaken home and calling to accompany her Tallerin gods-knew-where in the lands beyond. It was strange to be back after so many decades of travel. The city seemed foreign to her now, but she knew the change wasn’t in Firene. The city hadn’t changed—she had.

			She took another sip of wine, but the taste didn’t soothe her as expected. Her years on the road had spoiled her for fine wines. She found herself longing for an ale, and the desire annoyed her even more.

			“Damn,” she muttered, another word she wouldn’t have used before leaving home, and let the delicate glass hit the stone table with more force than she expected, a few drops of red liquid sloshing out. Lira swiped at them with her hand, shoulders hunching as she considered her options.

			I can ignore everything, return to the temple of Valerian, and live out my days as an Elder, having seen the world beyond the walls and returned to mentor the initiates. There can’t possibly be so many fools there.

			The thought was mechanical, though, a vestige of old desires and habits, and Lira quickly dismissed it. Though her faith was still stronger than ever, she would never belong in the temple again. Besides, she now knew there were fools everywhere.

			I can just leave Firene behind, pack a bag and head south, or even north, or perhaps take a ship to the east. She shook her head, swirling the remaining wine in her glass, watching as it caught the sunlight in the fine crystal. Lira knew she didn’t do well on boats, so east was out, and she didn’t particularly enjoy the cold weather, so heading farther north wasn’t appealing either. She had already been south, so that left the west into the mountains. She glanced that way, knowing the Houses of the Kindred were located in the Vanya Mountain valleys, the vampires like Hannah, strongholds she didn’t wish to explore. There were also the wolves to consider. Though Lira had discovered she liked meeting new people and experiencing different customs, she wasn’t quite ready to face the wild shapeshifters yet.

			That left her stuck here in Firene—and facing her Tallerin. It was not going to be a pleasant encounter. She knew Rory well, had traveled with him far and wide, had seen him in nearly every situation, but his recent behavior made her pause. Her old friend had been distraught when he thought Hannah had died, a wreck of rage bent on revenge, but she could deal with that Rory far more easily than the Rory she’d seen return to Firene.

			She hadn’t been in those early meetings with his brothers, but she had rekindled enough of her connections since her return a few months before to hear what had happened. There was an army to the south, apparently a blend of goblins and fledglings, creatures she hadn’t known the elves knew about—but clearly, they did—led by an elf that some had called Herculindarus Canadys. Lira remembered Herrick from years ago. He had been a fool then; apparently, time and vampire blood hadn’t changed much. She had learned much of Rory’s adventures since he had fled from Kalford, leaving her behind with Gorn to handle what they thought was Hannah’s corpse.

			But she still hadn’t learned what happened to Hannah. Rory had been gone too long to have failed to retrieve her from her father’s castle. Lira thought they must’ve been living somewhere quite contentedly for a time, but then something happened. She didn’t quite know what it was, but she would find out.

			Lira didn’t doubt the Elven fledgling and the approaching army were all connected to Hannah. The girl excelled at trouble.

			If Rory was here without her, with that haunted betrayed look in his eyes, it meant Hannah was still very much alive, and Rory was running again. Lira had waited, wondering if time would change his behavior, but Rory had only continued to slide down a self-destructive path she had seen before. The last time he had been like this, it had ended with a dead body—and his exile from his homeland.

			“Something on your mind, Lira?” As always, Gorn’s voice was pleasant. Lira gave the dwarf a rueful grin as her friend took the seat beside her. Gorn Haversont hadn’t changed at all despite his months in the Elven city; he still carried his axe with him everywhere, and he was always ready with a welcome drink. With a small flourish, he set a crystal goblet down before her, the glass sloshing with amber liquid. He slid the red wine glass away from her with a scowl and tapped the new glass instead. “Got what you need, lass.” Lira smiled, taking a gulp of the ale and letting it settle her as the wine couldn’t.

			“Still can’t find any mugs?” she asked, gesturing at his own delicate glass filled with ale.

			The dwarf frowned. “Damn elves. Don’t know what’s good for them,” he mumbled. “But I know what’s good for us.” He smiled at her and withdrew a silver flask from the pouch at his belt, refilling both of their glasses with more ale. “Talk to me now. What’s going on?”

			“Something beyond the fact that I’m not a lass,” she replied, “or that I’m actually older than you are?”

			Her friend smiled as he ran his fingers through his red beard. “I’ll never tell,” he whispered.

			Lira took another gulp of ale, drinking it in earnest, now knowing there was more. “Where did you find that?” she asked, gesturing to the seemingly never-ending flask.

			“You’ll never guess where I spent my morning,” Gorn said, refilling their glasses, then leaning back into the comfortable balcony chair, his axe handle still accessible above one shoulder.

			“I’m guessing it wasn’t the bar?” Lira offered. The public bar offered the finest wines. Ale wasn’t readily available in the city proper of Firene, but Gorn didn’t smell like he’d been down by the docks.

			“I was just having a lovely chat with our friend Caganasti,” Gorn told her. Lira thought of the Elven magician, the topknot of bristling black hair that crowned his shaved head, the lines of power tattooed on his skin, the silver barbells threaded through the tops of his forearms. Occasionally, she let her mind wander when it came to Caganasti, wondering how far the marks went beneath his modest robe, and how many of those bars he had on his body and where. He was a handsome elf beneath everything. And she had known him when she was younger, too, and she remembered the way he had looked at her before she joined the temple.

			“And what did Caga say this morning, besides providing us with fine drink?”

			Gorn smirked, and Lira thought the dwarf probably knew about her little crush, but her friend said nothing about it. “I found out what happened with Rory … and wee Hannah.”

			Lira sat up, draining the remains of her glass in one long gulp, and held out the empty for Gorn to refill. “Tell me everything.”

			[image: ]

			Standing in the disorganized chaos of Rory’s palace rooms, Lira stared at her oldest companion, taking in his sleepless bloodshot eyes, the haggard cheeks from too much drink. “You look like crap, Rory,” she told him bluntly.

			“I’m fine,” he slurred, and the reek of alcohol hit her. His shirt was rumpled, half unbuttoned, the glint of a silver necklace visible around his neck, but at least he was wearing pants, his bare feet striking. In their long friendship, Lira had rarely seen the elf without his boots on, pants perfectly smooth, shirt clean and straight, the years in the military having left their mark on his appearance. His hair was long again, nothing new there, but it was messy and unwashed.

			There was something else about him now, something foreign, and Lira struggled to acknowledge the signs, not wanting what she feared to be true, but staring at him now, she knew. Despite his ragged looks, he was still oddly appealing, something attractive that Lira noted but didn’t respond to. She knew it was the power of her god that protected her, but she also knew the strength of that appeal on others. The moment she saw him, his scarred neck should’ve told her the truth, but she hadn’t wanted to think about it.

			She thought Hannah was smarter than to turn Rory into a fledgling, but now that she knew the whole story—Caganasti had been quite thorough—Lira wasn’t sure. It might have been Hannah’s body that bit him, but Lira wondered if Hannah would’ve done it eventually anyway. Such things seemed unavoidable when dealing with vampires.

			Lira shook her head at her friend, then walked across the room, occupying herself with picking up the discarded clothes on a nearby chair rather than punch him in his stubborn face. “Yeah, you look just fine,” she said sarcastically. She folded his shirt and set it aside, then sighed when she grabbed the next garment—a blue silky dress. “Seriously?” she asked, tossing the dress aside in disgust. “This is how you plan to spend your triumphant return home?” She gestured at the messy room; empty wine bottles littered the dresser and dining table as well as the windowsill, and clothes were tossed everywhere.

			Rory took another long swig from his current bottle, then sprawled awkwardly on the unmade four-poster bed. “And how should I be spending my time here?” he asked bitterly. “I’m a hero, haven’t you heard? Risked life and limb to warn my brother of the approaching army. I can do whatever the hell I want with my time here.”

			“I see that,” she snapped. “Drowning your sorrows and shacking up with the Valrina?” She shook her head, clearly judging him.

			Lira hadn’t much liked Annilyn Valrina when she knew the elf before leaving Firene with Rory. Decades away hadn’t improved her opinion. Though her family name may grant her certain privileges, like rooms overlooking the garden in the center of the palace, Annilyn was still a social climber desperate to improve her standing with Firenian royalty, and the Valrina had latched onto the returning Tallerin as soon as he arrived, sinking her gorgeous blonde hooks into the clearly defenseless elf, taking advantage of his pain.

			“I thought you had better sense,” Lira said tartly. She wondered for a moment if perhaps the Valrina was there because of Rory’s new appeal, unable to resist the pull of a fledgling, but she dismissed the idea. Annilyn would’ve jumped on Rory at any time. It was only his marriage to Galina that kept her away in the past. Now that he was here alone, the Valrina didn’t need any encouragement.

			Rory gestured the bottle at Lira, annoyance crossing his face. “You don’t know anything about it,” he snapped.

			Lira raised an eyebrow. “Really? You mean I don’t know how you left Hannah with her ex-fiancé and the pregnant fledgling body she inhabited for the past year? Left without actually facing her about the child the fledgling Solyn now carries?”

			Rory choked, face reddening as he gasped for air. Lira saw how his skin flushed, but the color was different now, the scars on his neck pale in comparison. He composed himself, then sniffed, frowning at her. “You’ve been talking to Caga. He really needs to learn to keep his mouth shut.”

			Lira snorted. Like Caganasti could ever be accused of being too free with his words. The elf tried to kill everyone who spoke to him as a matter of course. She caught the angry retort on her lips, swallowed hard and, taking a different angle, said gently, “He’s worried about you. We all are.”

			“I’m fine,” Rory repeated, taking a final swig of wine before dropping it on the floor beside the bed with a hollow sound. It tipped and rolled away, and Lira stopped it with her foot.

			“You’re not fine,” she told her old friend, knowing her Tallerin needed her to be blunt when others were circumspect, critical when others looked away. “You’re falling apart.”

			He flopped back onto the bed, staring at the ceiling.

			“You know I’m right,” she said, sitting on the bed’s edge beside him. “This isn’t the Rory I know.”

			There was a long moment where she thought he might shut her out completely, but then he sighed again, the sound tortured, and he turned his head to look at her.

			“She betrayed me,” he said simply. “After everything, after all this,” his hand went to his neck, touching the scars there, “she couldn’t even be true to me.”

			Lira gave him a scathing look, in no mood for his self-pity. “I doubt Hannah had much control over what happened. She seems to be drowning in magic and destiny.” She gave him a pointed look. “Don’t pretend to be a victim. You knew what you were getting into, even before Kalford.”

			He frowned, face blanching at first but then calming. “I knew what she was,” he agreed. He pulled a necklace out from beneath his shirt, fingering the silver ring on it, Klauden’s ring. Lira could feel the power from the artifact from where she sat a few feet away. She wondered how he had ended up with it. If Hannah gave it to him and he was still holding on to it, he must not be as ready to move on as he said. Rory looked at the ring, then at Lira, face hardening. “But she swore to me. It was a simple promise.”

			“And then something got in the way of that oath,” Lira reminded him, shrugging. “Things happen.” She glared at him. “You make it seem like she willingly went with him just to spite you.”

			“She did!” Rory exploded. “You weren’t there. You didn’t see them together.”

			“No,” Lira admitted. “But I’ve seen you two together, and that was real. More real than any magical bond.”

			Rory sat up, dragging his legs up so he sat cross legged. “What are you suggesting? That I just forget about it, forgive her, and move on?” He looked down, dropping the necklace beneath his shirt again. “I won’t. I can’t.”

			“You seem to have moved on just fine,” Lira observed drily, reaching down to tug a silky slip from beneath one of the pillows jammed against the headboard behind where Rory sat.

			“That’s different,” Rory said, snatching it from her and tossing it across the room. “That’s just…” he paused, “company.”

			“Really?” she sneered. “Do tell me what ancient magic compelled you into the bed of the Valrina? Some ancient spell forcing you to seek her company?”

			“It’s different,” he repeated. “I’m here now. Hannah isn’t. We’re done.”

			Lira snorted, a hand snaking out to touch the skin of his neck. “You will never be done. You can’t be.” She pulled away, shaking her head. “I really thought having a fledgling bond with her would’ve widened your perspective on such things.” As Hannah’s fledgling, he should be able to sense her feelings, share her emotions. “You should be able to understand.”

			Lira assumed Hannah could also feel the elf, but if the vampire was indeed drowning in ancient magic like kevna, she might not feel anything outside of that bond. I wonder if Hannah knows that Rory was turned. From what Caganasti had said, there was a good chance she didn’t, especially since Rory hadn’t told her.

			Rory shrugged. “I barely notice it.”

			Lira took in the general mess of the room. “Yeah, you seem to be not noticing extremely well.” She gestured at the bottles. “You’ve been drinking yourself into a stupor so you don’t notice it.” She paused, then asked quietly, “Where are you finding blood?”

			He looked at her, and his eyes reddened, alcohol dulling his senses and bringing his emotions to the surface. A single tear rolled down his cheek, the red tinge a sign of his new status. He shrugged, looking away as he wiped his face.

			“I manage,” he whispered, and Lira saw what his new desire did to him, the guilt and frustration and pain beneath the numbing alcohol. “It’s not like anyone was there to show me.”

			“So Hannah doesn’t know,” Lira confirmed, shaking her head. “Why didn’t you tell her? She would’ve gladly shown you.”

			He shook his head. “I was a little distracted, learning about Solyn’s pregnancy—and with his child.” He spat the word.

			Lira nodded. “Fine, but what about before that? You had a few days together recovering before Solyn told you anything. Why didn’t you say something then?”

			“I couldn’t. I couldn’t say anything. Not after…” He looked away, remembered pain in his eyes, and he wiped his face again. “She died, Lira.” The words burst out of him. “I saw her, and she was dead.”

			Lira waited for him to continue, relying on their decades of friendship to loosen his restraint. After a moment, he continued. “And then he brought her back. From the dead.”

			“Kevna is powerful magic,” Lira commented neutrally.

			“I couldn’t bring her back. I couldn’t do anything.” Lira heard the bitterness in his voice, the guilt, the anger. “I could only lay there, helpless … and I thought Anna was her…” His voice trailed off, and Lira touched his hand. When he didn’t pull away, she reached out for his arm and tugged him to her for a long hug. He collapsed into her, body shuddering as he wept. Lira hugged him for a long moment.

			His face was buried in her shoulder, and she became aware of the small shifts in him, the way his body tensed as he sat back from her suddenly, face streaked red by his bloody tears, his mouth puffy from where his teeth had grown long. He turned away from her, swinging to sit on the other side of the bed with his legs hanging off.

			After a moment, he said, “I’m sorry. But please don’t move.” He took a few deep shuddering breaths, trying to calm himself, though Lira knew he didn’t have to breathe anymore.

			Lira obeyed his request, sitting still, fairly sure she could hold her own in a fight against the Tallerin she had known, but not certain of this new Rory’s abilities. Hannah had been a formidable opponent as a vampire. Lira knew she could always use her divine power to stop Rory now that he was one of Cairn’s children, but she didn’t want to kill him.

			A long tense moment passed, then he turned back to her, looking truly sad. “What am I going to do?” he asked in a small voice.

			Lira pursed her lips. “That’s a great question, Tallerin,” she said, watching his face as she used his title. “What do you plan to do?”

			He looked around the room. “I suppose I should stop drinking so much first,” he admitted. “But it helps dull the … cravings.”

			Lira nodded. “That sounds like a start.” She gave his rooms a look. “You should probably have someone clean up here—and you need a bath, like immediately.” She wrinkled her nose at him. “Honestly, how does the Valrina stand to be near you?” She put up a hand. “Never mind. Don’t answer that. I don’t want to know.”

			Rory rose, then bowed to retrieve the slip he had thrown earlier. He ran it through his hands, contemplating. “The Valrina is … convenient,” he said finally.

			“I said I don’t want to know,” Lira repeated. “I don’t care about that—though Hannah would probably have an opinion about your taste.” She put her hands up again at the darkening look on his face. “But that’s between you and her,” she said. “You sort it out when she gets here.”

			“Gets here?” Rory repeated. “Why would Hannah come here?”

			Lira gave him a look reserved for idiocy. “Is that a serious question? Why wouldn’t Hannah come here? You are here.”

			“But I left her. Left them.” He twisted the dress a little more vigorously, the material straining between his hands. “She wouldn’t want to see me.”

			“But you didn’t see her,” Lira reminded him. “Apparently, you decided to say goodbye to Solyn, trusting the pregnant fledgling and completely avoiding your actual wife.”

			“My actual wife who had been having sex with her ex-fiancé,” Rory quipped.

			“To whom she is bound by kevna, a magical blood bond strong enough to resurrect her from the dead,” Lira retorted. “Do you really think she can ignore something like that?”

			“If she loved me—” Rory began.

			“Oh please,” Lira interrupted. “You mean to say you expect her love for you to be strong enough to stop magic that literally called her back to life?”

			Rory gave a sheepish look, then stuck out his chin. “Yes, actually I do. She swore to me. That kind of thing matters.”

			“Of course it matters,” Lira agreed, “but this isn’t Galina.”

			He gave her a dark look. “I know that.”

			“Do you?” Lira asked. “Because you’re treating Hannah the same way despite the difference in circumstances.”

			“I didn’t kill Klauden,” Rory defended. “I wanted to, but I didn’t.”

			“Congratulations?” Lira offered in a thick, sarcastic tone. “Does this mean you’re finally growing as a person after all these years?” She turned to address the empty room. “The Tallerin, everyone, who after a hundred years of exile has finally come to grips with his anger problem.” She laughed. “You’re being ridiculous.”

			“You
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