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A COUPLE THINGS

TRIGGER WARNINGS

Your mental health matters. This book contains violence and references to SA. For a full list of possible triggers, please visit my website at https://www.melissakroehrich.com under Book Extras.

PLAYLIST

Music is powerful. When I write I have music blasting in my earbuds, and many asked for a playlist. I adore when books come with playlists that follow along with the story. You feel everything more. It immerses you more. It brings everything to life. If you find this to be true for you too, you can find a Lady of Embers playlist on Spotify. Enjoy!

If you don’t have Spotify or you’re reading the physical book, the full playlist can also be found on my website: https://www.melissakroehrich.com under Book Extras!




A Lady of Darkness Reference Guide

Having a little trouble remembering all the people, gods, and who fits where?

With this quick and easy reference guide, you’ll have all the information you need at your fingertips.

THE TWO BIG ONES

Scarlett Monrhoe: Scar-let Mon-roe 
Our heroine, Death’s Maiden, 
Fae Queen of the Western Courts

Sorin Aditya: Sore-in Ah-deet-yah 
Your new book boyfriend, 
Prince of the Fire Court, 
King of the Western Courts, 
formerly known as Ryker Renwell

baylorin characters

Callan Solgard: Cal-in Soul-guard 
Crown Prince of Windonelle

Nuri Halloway: Noor-ee Hal-o-way Death’s Shadow, Night Child

Mikale Lairwood: Mi-kay-l Lār-wood 
Dirty bastard, Successor Hand to the King

Tava Tyndell: Tā-vah Tin-del 
Daughter of Lord Tyndell

Lord Balam Tyndell: Lord Bay-lum Tin-del Leads the Windonelle armies

Sloan: Sl-own

One of Prince Callan’s personal guards

Cassius Redding: Cas-ee-us Red-ing A member of the Assassin Fellowship, Scarlett’s personal guard, 
Commander in Windonelle army

Juliette: Jewel-ee-et

Death Incarnate, Witch, Oracle

Veda Lairwood: Vā-duh Lār-wood Mikale’s sister, Conniving bitch

Drake Tyndell: Dr-ache Tin-del 
Son of Lord Tyndell

Alaric: Ah-lār-ick 
Assassin Lord

Finn: Fin

One of Prince Callan’s personal guards

places

Baylorin: Bay-lore-in 

Rydeon: Ride-ee-on 

Solembra: Soul-em-bruh 

Xylon Forest: Zy-lon For-est

Jonaraja Forest: Jon-uh-raj-uh Fore-est

Avonleya: Av-on-lay-uh

Aelyndee: Ā-lin-dee

Tykese River: Tie-key-s Riv-er

Windonelle: Win-dun-el 

Toreall: Tore-ee-all 

Threlarion: Thruh-lair-ee-on

Dresden Forest: Drez-den For-est 

Shira Forest: Sheer-uh For-est 

Maraa: Mar-uh

Edria Sea: Ed-ree-uh See

Siofra: See-ō-fruh

FAE CHARACTERS

Talwyn Semiria: Tal-win Si-meer-ee-uh 
Fae Queen of the Eastern Courts

Henna Semiria: Hen-uh Si-meer-ee-uh Former Queen of the Eastern Courts

Eliné Semiria: Ell-ee-nay Si-meer-ee-uh Former Queen of the Western Courts

fire court

Cyrus: Sigh-russ 
Second-in-Command of the Fire Court

Eliza: Ee-lie-za

General of the Fire Court

Rayner: Rā-nir

Third-in-Command of the Fire Court

Beatrix: Bee-a-trix 
Fire Court Healer

water court

Briar Drayce: Br-eye-er Dr-ace 
Prince of the Water Court

Neve: Neh-vā

Third-in-Command of the Water Court

Sawyer Drayce: Soy-ur Dr-ace

Second-in-Command of the Water Court

Nakoa: Nuh-kō-ah

Commander of Water Court armies

EARTH COURT

Azrael Luan: Az-ree-ehl Lou-on 
Prince of the Earth Court

WIND COURT

Ashtine: Ash-tin

Princess of the Wind Court

OTHER CHARACTERS OF NOTE

Deimas: Day-i-mas

Former King of Mortal Lands

Hazel Hecate: Hay-zl Heh-ka-tay 
High Witch

Stellan: Stel-on 
Shifter Alpha

Auberon: Aw-bur-on 
Rosalyn’s Second, Night Child

Esmeray: Ez-mer-ā

Former Queen of Mortal Lands

Rosalyn: Roz-uh-lyn 
Night Child Contessa

Arianna: Are-ee-on-uh 
Shifter Beta

Tarek: Tār-ik

Talwyn’s twin flame, Fae

THE GODS

Anala: Ah-nall-ah 
Goddess of Sun/Day/Fire

Saylah: Say-luh

Goddess of Shadows/Night

Celeste: Sell-esst 
Goddess of the Moon/Sky

Sefarina: Sef-uh-ree-nuh 
Goddess of Wind

Silas: Sigh-lus

God of Earth/Land/Forests

Anahita: Ah-nuh-hee-tuh 
God of Sea/Water/Ice

Reselda: Ruh-zel-duh 
Goddess of Healing/Health

Falein: Fae-leen

Goddess of Wisdom/Cleverness

Arius: Ar-ee-us

God of Death/Darkness

Serafina: Sair-uh-fee-nuh 
Goddess of Dreams/Stars

Temural: Tem-oor-all

God of the Wild/Untamed/Adventure

Sargon: Sar-gone

God of War/Protection/Courage

the SPIRIT animals

Amaré: Ah-mār-ā 
Phoenix, Bonded to Sorin

Shirina: Shi-ree-nuh 
Panther, Bonded to Scarlett

Maliq: Mal-eek

Wolf, Bonded to Talwyn

Nasima: Naw-seem-uh

Silver Hawk, bonded to Ashtine

Rinji: Rin-gee

Red Stag, bonded to Azrael

Abrax: Uh-brax

Water Horse, bonded to Briar

Celene: Suh-leen 
White Fox

Paja: Paw-juh

Golden Owl, previously bonded to Eliné

Ejder: Edge-der 
Dragon

Kilo: Kee-low 
White Python

Altaria: All-tar-ee-uh 
Black Eagle

Ranvir: Ran-ver 
Dragon




The Day the War Began

Her shadow dragon continued to circle high in the sky. It had been hours since she’d unleashed hell on the Fellowship, and her white ﬂames were still burning brightly. She wondered how long they would continue to burn. The Fellowship itself was nothing but ashes. Had been for quite some time. Everything and everyone inside of it went up in ﬂames. They’d all been dead anyway. She’d made sure of that as she’d made her way through its halls. Yet her white ﬂames continued to rage, as if they were an extension of her own wrath. When she was out of range, would they go out? Or would they continue to burn and smolder? She hoped for the latter. She hoped they never went out. That they would be a constant reminder to Alaric that she was ten, twenty, thirty steps ahead of him.

That it would be a constant reminder that she was coming for him. Him and all his Maraan Lords and his seraphs.

And Tarek. And Talwyn.

Her lip curled back at the thought of Talwyn, and memories surged up.

Sorin trying to ﬁght his way to her. A bolt of energy hitting his chest.

Him staggering before dropping to his knees. His golden eyes ﬁnding hers, slowly dimming.

I would still choose to stay in the darkness.

“Scarlett,” Cassius said cautiously, a hand coming to rest on her back. “Breathe, Seastar.”

She pushed the memories back down, forcing herself to focus on her task. Getting her and Cassius—her soulmate, her Guardian, and her Hand-to-the-Queen—out of here.

Alaric had long since ﬂown off to the castle, his black, feathered wings a stain against the brilliant blue sky. Now she just had to wait. She’d left Reselda’s key for him. Knew he would eagerly scoop it up and rush to shift it with the rest of the keys. It was why she had made sure Talwyn had ﬁgured out how to shift them ﬁrst. She wouldn’t have left it if she wasn’t certain this plan would go into effect immediately. She’d dealt him a hard hit by burning his Fellowship to the ground. He’d be blinded by rage, eager to strike back.

So eager he wouldn’t heed her warning that she was already so far under his skin, there was no hope of getting her out. Hazel, the High Witch, would remind him of her words when the time came. Maybe she already had. Scarlett really had no way of knowing for sure when he would shift the Avonleyan keys. She simply knew her former master well enough to know it would be within the day.

She could see the Edria Sea off in the distance. The sun was beginning to drop. She’d already used too much of her power by continuing to circle above the carnage she’d wrought. She was pushing her limits. Between the white ﬂames to bring down the Fellowship and maintaining her shadow dragon they were currently riding, she was going to have just enough of her Avonleyan gifts to Travel them out of here.

She took one last look at the still-burning remains of the Fellowship. The place where she had grown up in all the ways that mattered with Cassius and Nuri and Juliette. The place she had learned to ﬁght and manipulate and kill. The place she had loved and hated with equal passion. Then she steered her shadow dragon towards the sea. Once they reached it, she would Travel them to the others who were all on ships sailing west to Avonleya. They’d left a week ago when Talwyn had let Alaric and the seraphs into the Fae Courts. Prince Azrael had warned them it was coming the day after the events of the throne room. Of course, she didn’t remember any of that given that she was unconscious at the time. But Princess Ashtine had come the day before the invasion was to occur, giving them ample time to get everyone out. The ships had been readied for weeks by that point. A small number of ships from both the Fire and Water Courts had been ready to set sail at a moment’s notice. They’d loaded the children onto the ships, along with the Fire and Water Inner Courts. They’d all set sail, only Scarlett and Cassius staying behind. They’d been hiding out in the Witch lands, waiting for the perfect time to put their plan into action.

It was a plan that had been altered since the events of that throne room. She and Sorin had come up with the original plan when she had finally figured out how to voice her suspicions and jumbled ideas after speaking with the Sorceress in the prison beneath the Black Halls. It had taken her weeks to sort through it all, to unravel the riddles and meld them with her own thoughts. Then they had brought that plan to the others, asking for their help. They’d made changes and adjusted varying aspects as the others had pointed out flaws or better alternatives.

Until it was perfect.

Until the timing would be perfect.

Then the Maraans had put everything into motion earlier than she’d wanted by trying to come after Tava Tyndell and Windonelle’s Crown Prince, Callan Solgard.

How had everything played out in that throne room? None of that had gone to plan. Not the deaths of Callan’s parents and his personal guards, Sloan and Finn. Not Talwyn showing up as a godsdamn wolf and aiding Tarek. Not Nuri having sworn loyalty to Alaric by blood vow and becoming the Contessa, having killed Rosalyn to take her place. Not having only six keys to trick Alaric into taking instead of all seven. Not watching her king and husband and twin ﬂame fall to his knees in front of her, hearing his strangled words down their bond . . . 

She felt Cassius shift behind her, drawing her from her thoughts yet again, and she leaned back into his chest.

“Are you going to need to draw from me?” he asked.

She shook her head, her eyes falling closed as she tried to ﬁgure out where exactly in the Edria Sea the rest of their family was. “I will be ﬁne, Cass,” she murmured.

But closing her eyes caused images to ﬂash in her memory again. New nightmares had replaced old ones. Instead of an old ofﬁce and hearing Juliette say “I love you,” she saw him ﬁghting his way to her. Him swearing there would be no more goodbyes. Him staggering before dropping to his knees.

I would still choose to stay in the darkness.

They were just coasting over the docks when her shadows started to wane.

“We need to go,” Cassius warned. “Now, Scarlett.”

“I know. I know,” she gritted out, searching again in her soul. She banished the memories once more, trying to focus—

They dropped sharply, Cassius’s arm snagging her around the waist and pulling her tightly against him as he cursed. She felt her shadows reach for him, beginning to draw on his reserves as her magic sensed the danger she was about to be in.

Then she felt it. Felt home. Could see where they needed to go.

She moved to Travel them, but something was wrong. They didn’t go anywhere.

Well, that wasn’t true. They dropped another ten feet from the sky, the shadows beneath them beginning to ﬂicker in and out of existence.

“Scarlett . . .”

“I don’t know what’s wrong, Cass,” she said, tugging on his magic more to try and get them the hell out of here, but still nothing. “I can’t Travel. Can you?”

“Not without knowing where to go. You know that,” he retorted sharply.

“Travel us back to Baylorin then. Or to the Witch Kingdoms. Somewhere we can regroup before we ﬁnd ourselves swimming in the Edria Sea,” she shot back.

She felt the tug at her navel that always accompanied Traveling, but that was all she felt. They still didn’t go anywhere.

“These past weeks of you drawing from me have taken too much,” Cassius said. “We’re stuck.”

“We’re not stuck. We’ll ﬁgure this out,” she snapped as they plummeted down another few feet.

They were deﬁnitely stuck.

She could supposedly breathe under water. That was what Briar, Prince of the Water Court, had told her, but Cassius? She glanced back to where the Windonelle capital was a speck on the horizon now.

They were so fucked.

She gritted her teeth against the strain on her gifts. She would be able to keep them in the air for another few minutes at most. She still had her Fae gifts, the ﬁre and water and ice. She could maybe make them a boat of ice to keep them on top of the water, but when those power reserves became depleted too, she had no idea what would happen.

Figuring it was going to be her best option, she was rallying her magic and getting ready to plunge deep into her reserves when a roar pierced the air.

A roar she recognized. “Cassius,” she breathed.

“What? What is that?” he demanded. She felt him shifting, looking around behind her. He was still clutching her to his front.

The roar came again, and she sighed in relief. “It is Ranvir, Cass.”

“Ranvir? As in the Ranvir?”

“As in your father’s bonded spirit animal. Yes,” she answered, the huge black dragon coming into view. Its scales glistened almost iridescently in the setting sun, black leathery wings ﬂapping powerfully as he drew closer.

“That is an actual dragon,” Cassius said in awe.

“Yes, but I think a shadow dragon is much more impressive, don’t you?” Scarlett asked, just as her shadows ﬂickered again and they dropped closer to the waves below.

“An actual dragon is not going to suddenly disappear from beneath me,” Cassius pointed out.

Scarlett rolled her eyes as Ranvir dropped low, swooping to glide under them. She let her shadows go, and they dropped smoothly onto Ranvir’s back.

“So he has that going for him,” she drawled, stretching her legs out and getting comfortable as Ranvir climbed higher into the sky. “But other than that small detail, you have to admit a shadow dragon is more impressive.”

Ranvir let out a huff, smoke furling from his snout. He seemed to peer back over his shoulder at them.

“And apparently he’s a very sensitive dragon,” Scarlett quipped, ﬂopping onto her back. “My shadow dragon doesn’t have such an issue.”

A low growl rumbled from the dragon beneath her, and she grinned, patting his scaley hide.

Cassius spun so his feet stretched in the opposite direction from hers, slowly lying down. His head was beside hers, and he turned to look at her. “How are you holding up, Seastar?” he asked, Ranvir ﬂying them west.

She brought her hands to her stomach, interlacing her ﬁngers. She was exhausted. She could feel the hollow wells of her Avonleyan magic, and not having her shadows at her ﬁngertips was an ache in her soul. She needed her Source.

That ache in her soul throbbed, and she winced as though she’d been physically struck. She lifted her left hand above her, pulling back the glamour she’d placed on it.

A glamour she’d found in the Sorceress’s spell book.

A glamour that hid Marks even from beings who could see through Fae glamours.

A black Mark swirled along the back of her left hand, down her thumb and ﬁrst three ﬁngers. Only her little ﬁnger remained unmarked. The small panic she’d felt clawing up her spine receded at seeing the Mark stark against her skin. Not faded in the slightest as it had been three weeks ago.

Still, it didn’t matter that she could see this Mark. She needed to lay eyes on him again. Needed to hear his voice. Needed to touch him. Make sure he was real and safe and still on this side of the Veil. Without those constant reminders, she found herself close to slipping back into the hysteria she’d felt that day. Hysteria that still managed to grab hold of her at the most inconvenient times.

It had been a long week.

“I can only focus on the next thing right now, Cass,” she said quietly, watching the sky darken above them. “I can’t think about anything more than what is right in front of me. If I do, I...”

“You’re going to be okay, Seastar,” Cassius said when she didn’t continue.

“I will be okay when they are dead.”

“And until then?”

She didn’t say anything right away, letting the exhaustion begin to pull her under into the depths of sleep.

“Until then, they can live knowing I am coming for them. They can look over their shoulders and become so paranoid they think they are going mad. They can go as mad as I did when all hope was lost. They can peer into the shadows and wonder if I am lurking there to end their miserable existence. They can wish I would just get it over with. Until then, they can live in fear of my darkness.”




Part One

WHEN ASHES MELD WITH SHADOWS




Chapter 1

Cyrus

The Day the Stars Went Out—Three Weeks Ago

"What the fuck?” Cyrus demanded when they appeared from the air in Cassius’s rooms where he and Eliza were waiting for them.

Cyrus’s gaze went from Cassius, who was holding a screaming Scarlett, thrashing violently in his arms, to Rayner kneeling beside the Prince of Fire, who was as still as death on the ﬂoor before them. The Ash Rider met Cyrus’s golden eyes. Pain and grief and sorrow stared back at him.

And he knew in that moment what was going to happen. “Get her to the beach. Now,” Cyrus ordered.

“I can’t Travel again so quickly,” Cassius panted, trying to keep a hold of Scarlett. “I haven’t—” He grunted at her elbow breaking free and slamming into his gut. “I haven’t used the power enough, and she is drawing from me. I have nothing left,” he ﬁnished, wrestling with her to try to get her back under control.

But there would be no controlling her. There would be no stopping what was to come.

No one knew that better than him.

Cyrus turned to Briar. “A portal, Drayce. Now,” he said, moving forward to help with the mess of darkness and shadows and ashes before him. Cassius was pale, and Cyrus could tell he needed blood; but even that would have to wait until they got Scarlett some place she could implode and not take out everyone around her.

“The mortals?” the Water Prince asked, a water portal opening behind him.

Cyrus glanced at the Crown Prince of Windonelle who was holding a child. His other arm was wrapped around Tava Tyndell, and her brother, Drake, stood next to her.

“If we do not get her out of here, there will be nothing left of the mortals to worry about.” He had to yell to be heard over Scarlett’s piercing screams. “Bring him, Rayner,” he added, looking back at the Ash Rider, who still knelt beside their prince and king. His best friend. Eliza had fallen to her knees at his side, silent tears tracking down the general’s face.

Cyrus helped Cassius haul Scarlett through the portal. “Let me take her, Cass. She is drawing from you. You are weakening,” he said as they stepped onto sand, his boots sinking in.

Cassius nodded, letting Cyrus snake his arms around Scarlett, drawing her into his chest.

“Scarlett.” He wasn’t nearly loud enough for her to hear him, but he couldn’t speak around the thickness in his throat. He knew what she was experiencing. He knew she wouldn’t hear him anyway. Not with the hysteria, the pain, the utter agony she was currently feeling.

That would not let up anytime soon.

He did not remember much of the initial days and weeks after Thia was taken from him. He could not say what he did, what he said. The others told him he’d raged, destroyed things with ﬂames. He was told he’d go from being quiet and still, seemingly unable to hear them, to bellowing in pain and fury while torching anything in sight. Apparently he’d thrown down more than once with all of them, oftentimes without warning.

Cyrus didn’t remember anything aside from the agony and pain and unrelenting grief.

“Sorin!”

That was all she screamed. Over and over and over. Gasps came between each scream as she managed to drag air into her lungs.

Cyrus forced Scarlett to the sand as he lowered himself down so he could wrap his legs around hers to keep her from kicking at them. He cradled her thrashing body tightly to him. It had taken both Sorin and Rayner to restrain him when Thia had died. He knew if her power reserves had been even slightly full, this would not be possible. She had to be completely drained for him to be overpowering her this easily.

Her face was pressed to his chest, her tears soaking through his tunic and into his skin. He pressed a hand to the back of her head, threading his ﬁngers into her hair, holding her there. He looked over at Eliza as another portal opened and Briar stepped through with Hazel. Cyrus hadn’t realized the Water Prince had left.

The High Witch looked at her son ﬁrst before her gaze moved to the queen, then to the king, her eyes going wide with shock as she dropped to Sorin’s side. White light ﬂared, but a minute later, when violet eyes met his, Cyrus knew what she was going to say.

There was nothing she could do.

She was saying something to Rayner, and the Ash Rider was nodding in understanding, but Cyrus couldn’t hear anything over Scarlett’s unrelenting cries.

“Scarlett,” Cyrus murmured, bringing his mouth close to her ear. “Darling.” He swallowed thickly. “Scarlett, you are not alone. Hear me. Please. You are not alone. You are not alone.”

Her screams became sobs, and then she couldn’t breathe. She was gasping for breath.

“Breathe, Scarlett,” Cyrus said, his own tears spilling down his face. “You are not alone. There are still stars worth ﬁghting for.”

Her answer was another scream, before she lurched away from him so suddenly he wasn’t prepared for it. She heaved into the sand beside them, and Cyrus gathered her hair back as she retched and retched and retched. Cassius was there, wiping her mouth in between bouts of hurling, and then she was crawling across the sand to Sorin’s body.

And Cyrus let her go. Because he did not get to say goodbye to Thia, and he would have given anything to do so. He wouldn’t take this from her. Maybe the mania that was coming for her at this loss wouldn’t be as intense as what he’d experienced if she got this chance.

He knew that was wishful thinking.

He turned to Rayner. “We need to make sure the chateau is prepared. I will stay there with her.” He glanced at her Guardian. “Cassius and I will stay there with her. Take Hazel. Put up the same wards he had her put up for me.”

Rayner nodded, moving to speak with Hazel, and Cyrus’s eyes went back to the queen. She was bowed over Sorin’s still body, ﬁsts curled into his tunic, and her brow pressed to his chest where charred ﬂesh was visible beneath the hole that had been burned into the fabric.

“You promised,” Scarlett was sobbing. “You promised there would be no goodbyes. You promised there would always be a you and me. You promised.”

Then she was screaming those words over and over. “You promised! No goodbyes! Always be a you and me!”

They stood around her— Eliza, Cyrus, Cassius, Rayner. The Water Prince. The High Witch.

They stood and watched the Queen of the Western Courts break completely.

“She will not survive this,” Cassius said quietly. Cyrus barely heard him over Scarlett’s renewed screaming.

“You promised!”

“She can,” Cyrus insisted. “I did. She’s stronger than I could ever hope to be.”

“No goodbyes!”

“It is not that she cannot,” Cassius said. “It is that she will not.”

“Always be a you and me!”

“She wouldn’t . . . ” Eliza trailed off, swiping ﬁngers across her cheeks, wiping away tears. “She will not do that.”

“She will,” Cassius said. “We can try to stop her, but she will ﬁnd a way to follow him to the After.”

“You promised!”

“She will want to. Gods, I know she will want to die,” Cyrus said, familiar agony crawling up from the depths of his soul. Agony he lived with every day. Heartache that had become a part of who he was. “That is why we will stay with her.”

“No goodbyes!”

Cassius shook his head, a hand carving through his brown hair. “She will ﬁnd a way to follow him,” he repeated, swaying on his feet.

Cyrus gripped his arm. “You need to rest.”

“I cannot leave her right now.”

“Always be a you and me!”

“Just sit,” Cyrus said. “I will give you blood in a bit. Can you wait? I know that’s a lot to ask of you right now, but—”

“Yes,” Cassius cut him off. “I can wait.” Briar helped him lower to the sand as he said, “Go to her.”

“You promised!”

Her head was tipped back now, and she was screaming her wrath to the night sky above them. The waves of the sea were crashing violently against the shore, the icy spray misting across his face, dampening his clothes. Cyrus didn’t know if Scarlett was simply so weak that the most she could do was create turbulent waves, or if Briar was working against her power.

He knelt beside her again, pulling her into him once more. “He promised, Cyrus,” she sobbed. “He promised he would never leave me alone in the darkness.”

“I know, Darling,” he murmured into her hair, clutching her tightly. “You are not alone.”

“He promised.”

That became her new chant. Over and over. And all he could do was say, “I know. I know.”

He wanted to ask what the hell had happened. He wanted to hear every detail of what had occurred after Rayner had shown up with Briar and Luan. Luan had given Cassius the fastest lesson possible on Traveling, and thank Anala he was half-Avonleyan or that would have never worked. But how had this happened? Where was Scarlett’s Semiria ring? Where was the Earth Prince now? Talwyn and Ashtine? How had Sorin fallen? What were the mortals doing back here?

What the actual fuck had happened?

He didn’t know how long they all sat there. Several minutes maybe?

No one moving. No one speaking. Only Scarlett’s cries of despair ﬁlling the night. She eventually fell still and silent in his arms, and he didn’t know if she’d ﬁnally passed out from utter exhaustion or if something far worse was about to happen.

Rayner moved to his side, crouching down beside him. His voice was low, barely audible. “The High Witch says he has not fully crossed the Veil. His heart beats but is . . . ” His eyes cut to Sorin’s still form, his jaw clenching. “He will not come back like Cassius did.”

“What happened?” Cyrus asked, looking over his shoulder to where Cassius sat, his tired gaze ﬁxed on Scarlett. He really needed to get the commander some blood.

Rayner glanced at the unmoving queen cradled in Cyrus’s arms before he said, “A lot happened.”

“What happened to . . . him?” he clariﬁed, ﬁnding himself unable to say his friend’s name.

“Talwyn.”

Cyrus had barely heard Rayner say the name, but he tensed, his hold on Scarlett tightening as she went rigid in his arms.

“Scarlett . . . ” he ventured cautiously.

Her eyes slowly opened, pale blue irises instantly going to her twin ﬂame before her.

Somehow shadows began coiling around her, and Cyrus didn’t understand it because she had nothing left. She should not be able to access any of her magic.

Until he glanced at Cassius and found him grimacing as she pulled the dregs of his own unknown gifts from his very being.

“Scarlett. Stop,” Cyrus said in a low command. “You are hurting Cass. You are— Stop, Scarlett.”

“I am going to kill her.” And her voice. Holy gods. Her voice was cold and eerie and oddly monotone. It was what he imagined a true wraith would speak like. He’d joked with Cassius that the Wraiths of Death weren’t nearly as wicked as they were made out to be.

Seeing and hearing her speak now, he took it all back. She was darkness incarnate.

“I am going to kill her. It will not be quick. It will be long and painful and slow. I am going to kill them all, but her death will make the Pits of Torment feel like a reprieve when I am done with her.”

“Okay,” Cyrus breathed when she fell quiet once more. “I will help you do that, Darling, but I need you to stop drawing from Cassius right now. I need you to stop. I need you to—”

A snarl pierced the night before movement in the shadows had them all tensing.

All of them other than Scarlett.

She just continued to stare at her husband.

Silver eyes glowed in the darkness, and a moment later, a panther as black as the night they stood in emerged. No one dared to move as the feline slunk towards Scarlett who was still drawing from Cassius. The commander was breathing through his teeth, Hazel kneeling beside him with white light ﬂaring under her hands, trying to ease the strain he was feeling.

Shirina, the spirit animal of the goddess Saylah, came to a stop in front of the queen. The panther’s nose was nearly touching hers.

“I am done with you,” Scarlett said to the feline. “I am done with all of you. The gods can fuck off. The Lord of Night can go to hell. And if the Fates try to direct my path again, I will burn the entirety of the worlds and stars to nothing.”

Shirina only bowed her head for a long moment. And then she pounced.

Massive paws landed on the queen’s shoulders, knocking her to the ground onto her back. A scream of rage left Scarlett, shadows lashing out and Cassius grunting in pain as she pulled and pulled from him. But her rage was quickly cut off as Shirina reared over her. Her maw opened, and a shadowy mist ﬂowed from the panther into Scarlett’s parted lips and down her throat.

And then there was nothing but silence as the queen’s eyes closed, and she became as still as her twin ﬂame beside her.

Fire and shadows, side-by-side.

And while Cyrus stared at them, Rayner and Eliza moving to his side, all he could do was wonder about the ashes and darkness that would be left behind in their wake at the end of all of this.




Chapter 2

Scarlett

She knew where she was. She didn’t need to open her eyes to know where Shirina had sent her when she’d breathed the essence of Saylah, goddess of night and shadows, into her soul. She could feel the too soft grass beneath her. She could smell the darkness of the night surrounding her. She expected to hear the cry of an eagle.

It never came. “Scarlett.”

She didn’t open her eyes at the sound of his voice either. The Lord of Night.

He could go to hell just like she’d told the panther.

On second thought, no. That’s where she was. She didn’t want company here.

Hell. Eternal damnation. The Pits of Torment. Didn’t really matter what it was called. That had to be where she was. Because a world without him? That was her own personal purgatory of suffering.

So she didn’t open her eyes when the beautiful man from her dreams and the mirror gate said her name again. She just lay there. Numb and lost in the nightmare she couldn’t wake up from. A nightmare she’d never wake up from.

At least here she’d stopped screaming.

Maybe you couldn’t scream in the Pits. Maybe that was part of the torment. You could only scream in your mind. No outlet. No way to give voice to the never-ending anguish and soul-shredding pain. Could only let it drive you even more mad until you were nothing.

She was nothing anymore anyway. “Scarlett.”

His voice was sharper. Harsher. Urgent. “Scarlett, please. Hope is not lost.” Hope.

There was no hope in hell.

The air stirred beside her, and there were hands on her face.

“Scarlett, please,” he begged. “Arius has not yet claimed his soul, but if you do not open your godsdamn eyes it will be too late.”

“You speak as if he has not crossed the Veil,” she croaked out, her voice raspy and hoarse from the screaming.

“He has, but only just. He has not crossed fully to the After. There is still time.”

Scarlett slowly opened her eyes to ﬁnd silver ones peering down at her, full of concern and panic.

“I know it hurts, Starﬁre, but you need to get up. You need to call him back. He cannot ﬁnd you if you stop calling for him.”

He pulled a dagger from his boot, slicing it across his palm before reaching for her hand. She didn’t feel the gash along her own skin as he once again mixed their blood in her palm. He began tracing a Mark on his forearm, above a Mark that matched her own. The Mark that he had given her to awaken her Avonleyan magic.

The Mark he drew was a circle with two interlocking circles inside it. Scarlett watched him, not really seeing or caring what he was doing. When he reached for her arm, her eyes fell closed again.

How soon does a person go mad when their soul is shattered into nothing? Would it truly only take mere hours? Had it even been an hour? For some reason she’d thought it would take longer. Silly really when she thought about it. Without a soul, could a person really even be considered sane?

“Stay with me, Starﬁre,” he said, his ﬁnger gliding along her arm. 

“How do you know that name?”

His movement paused for a fraction of a second before he continued drawing on her ﬂesh. “I will tell you the answer to that when I can tell you my name.”

“I don’t really care,” she sighed as he withdrew his ﬁnger. “It doesn’t matter anymore anyway.”

“Scarlett Aditya, open your eyes.”

The sound of his surname made her entire body jerk. Her eyes ﬂew wide, and she lurched for the Lord of Night. To do what, she wasn’t quite sure. Hit him? Scream at him? Anything to release the torrent of emotions crashing over the scattered remains of her soul and slowly drowning her.

He caught her wrists, bringing his face right in front of hers, their brows nearly touching. “Listen to me, Scarlett. Focus and listen.” He paused for a moment, holding her stare. When she didn’t look away, he continued. “He can come back. He has not fully crossed, but you must call him home.”

“I don’t understand,” she whispered.

“I know you don’t, and I cannot explain everything. There is not time. We waste seconds at this very moment. When you wake, Altaria will be there. He has a vial tied to his leg. Drink it. It will activate this Mark,” he said, releasing one wrist to run his ﬁngers along the new Mark on her skin. “When you have done so, use the Source Mark.”

“The Source Mark?” she balked, shaking her head. “I cannot draw from him. That would—”

But he was shaking his head too. “The Source Mark works both ways, Scarlett. As he could give to you, you can give to him. Call him home.”

“And then?”

He ran a hand over her hair, cupping the back of her head. He brought his brow to hers as he said, “Then remember, Starﬁre, that hope is for the dreamers.”





Scarlett’s eyes ﬂew open. Cassius and Cyrus were leaning over her, concern and terror ﬁlling golden eyes and a chocolate brown one. Cassius still had his eye patch over his injured eye that would never heal. She moved to push herself up, but Cassius’s hands were on her shoulders.

“Easy, Seastar. Take it easy,” he murmured. “Just take a moment to—”

But she was pushing his hands from her body, trying to see around him, looking to the sky where no stars were visible among the night. If she could just see a glimpse of dark movement. Just to know it had been real. To know that it hadn’t been a dream . . . 

“Scarlett,” Cyrus was saying, trying to pull her back down. “I know you are not okay. I know none of this is okay, but—”

He barked a curse when she caught him in the chest with her ﬁst, scrambling away from them before either male realized what had happened.

“How does she have that kind of strength right now?” Cassius muttered.

“I don’t think she realizes what she’s doing at the moment,” Cyrus replied. “I scarcely remember a thing the hours and days after Thia died.”

Scarlett ﬂinched at the word.

Died.

No.

No, no, no.

It wasn’t an option. If he was going to the After, she was going with him. If whatever the Lord of Night was doing failed, she would follow her twin ﬂame across the Veil. He wasn’t leaving her here alone. He wasn’t leaving her in the darkness. He had made a promise, and godsdamnit, he was going to keep it. Always be a you and me. That’s what he had said. Always.

She was on her feet, scanning the sky, straining to hear anything. The others were murmuring behind her. She didn’t know what they were saying. She didn’t care. Her only focus was the sky. And when the cry of an eagle reached her ears, a sob escaped her lips.

Altaria was soaring straight for her and diving fast, as though he was going after prey. She lifted her arm for him, and a second later, talons were curling around it. One of the ﬁre Fae had lit a few small ﬁres in the surrounding sand; and in the ﬂickering light of the ﬂames, she could see a vial tied to the eagle’s leg, just as the Lord of Night had said it would be.

“Scarlett . . . ?” Cyrus started.

But she said nothing. She could focus on nothing else. Only this. This one thing. This one possible star.

Her ﬁngers began trembling when she saw her twin ﬂame Mark beginning to fade from her skin. Panic snaked along her being because if that Mark was fading, he was already gone. She was too late. He was gone, and she was still here. A you and a me. Separate. Apart. A world without him in it.

She was trying to untie the vial from the eagle’s leg, but her ﬁngers wouldn’t work right; and her legs were going to give out; and she was going to vomit because a you and a me.

A you. And a me.

Then hands were brushing hers gently aside. Dark ﬁngers were working the knot, and icy blue eyes void of their usual twinkle met hers when he closed her ﬁst around the tiny glass container.

“Bring him back, Sunshine,” Briar said. How he knew what she was trying to do, she didn’t care.

“She cannot bring him back,” Hazel cut in. Even the High Witch’s usually stern voice was softer, kinder. Just as blunt, but full of pity. “His heart stopped. Moments ago. While she slept.”

He has not crossed fully to the After. There is still time.

She pulled the cork from the vial, drinking down what she immediately recognized as blood.

Blood that tasted dark and cold, of night and death, of wildness and the unknown.

There is still time.

Those four words were the only thing she focused on. Anything else, and she’d slip into the nothingness once more. She’d give in to the hysteria raking at her, slithering through her veins, sinking in deep.

The new Mark ﬂared slightly, and Cassius stepped forward, taking her forearm in his hand.

“How did you get this?” he murmured, his thumb brushing along the Mark.

She felt it then. He’d fed. His power reserves were brimming with something ﬁerce and intense and hot. She glanced at Cyrus, a slice on his forearm still visible conﬁrming her suspicion.

She’d never been able to sense the power of another magic-wielder before. But she could feel all of them. The ﬂames of Cyrus and Eliza. Rayner’s strange ashes and smoke. Briar’s water and ice that matched her own. The High Witch’s healing gifts.

She met Cassius’s gaze, unable to ﬁgure out what kind of power she was feeling from him, but she wasn’t focused enough to even try to work out that puzzle. Whatever Cass saw in her eyes, though, had him taking a step back. Cyrus apparently saw it too, because he was rushing forward, ﬂames swirling from his palm and reaching towards her.

But she was already moving. She was not entirely sure what this Mark did that the Lord of Night had given her, but it was night itself that pooled in her hand. Not her shadows, but pure darkness, absorbing the light of Cyrus’s ﬂames.

“Scarlett!” Cassius cried, his eye going wide in disbelief.

Her gaze ﬂicked back to him, and her shadows did appear then. They leapt from her to her Guardian, latching on and sinking in deep to his freshly ﬁlled magic wells. He grunted, falling to a knee, hands hitting the sand to hold himself up, as she pulled deeply, seeking out every last ounce of his magic.

“Scarlett! Stop!” Cyrus was shouting, dropping down beside Cassius as if he could somehow shield him.

Hands were reaching for her. Eliza. Rayner. Her shadows held them back.

Water and ice tried to restrain her. The darkness absorbed it all.

Her own power wells were ﬁlling, gorging on Cassius’s gifts, and she moved to Sorin’s side. Dropping to her knees, she reached for a dagger in her boot, but it wasn’t there. All of her weapons were gone. She saw Eliza shift in her periphery, moving to try and block all of her weapons piled in the sand.

A wicked sneer formed on her lips as she met the Fae general’s grey eyes, and Eliza seemed to shrink back from her. They’d tried to prepare for her wrath. For the whirlwind of rage and grief that was working to encompass her.

There was no preparing for her storm.

If she could stop this, if she could keep him on this side of the Veil, no one was going to stop her. Not the Fire General. Not her family. Not the gods. And certainly not the fucking Fates.

She reached for a knife Sorin had sheathed at his thigh. Rotating his arm, she found the Source Mark. She ran the blade across the Mark before cutting her palm. And then, like the night she gave him this Mark, she poured her magic into him. Every last bit of embers. Every drop of water and ice. Every shadow. Every white ﬂame. All of the dark and cold thing that had come from the Lord of Night. All of her healing gifts as an Avonleyan. She gave it all to Sorin. Every piece that was left of her shattered soul.

“You promised me, Sorin Aditya,” she rasped between breaths. “There would be no more goodbyes. There would always be a you and me. You promised. I cannot live in a world without you. I will not do it. Come back.” Her voice broke on the last words, tears slipping down her face from the draining of her power and strain on her heart. “Come back to me. You promised.”

Someone tried to pull her away, but she threw them back with her shadows that were still drawing from Cassius.

“Scarlett. Enough.” That was Cyrus’s voice in her ear, full of anguish and panic, but steady and ﬁrm. “Scarlett, stop. He cannot come back. And I know that pain. I know—gods, I know what you are feeling right now—but you are killing Cassius by trying to change this. You are killing him, Scarlett. Do you hear me? Please hear me.” He was begging, pleading with her.

“He promised, Cyrus,” she gritted out, power still pouring from her and into her twin ﬂame.

“I know, Scarlett. I know he did.”

“No more goodbyes.”

“There will be another one if you do not stop.”

His hands were on her face, trying to force her gaze to his, but her eyes were ﬁxed on Sorin’s chest. This had to work. He had said it wasn’t too late. That there was still time. He had said to have hope. He had said . . . 

“That is not possible,” came a gasp from the High Witch.

And she saw it then. She saw the smallest movement of Sorin’s chest.

Hazel was dropping down on Sorin’s other side, white light ﬂaring from her hands as Cyrus’s hands slipped from her cheeks.

“His heart beats, yes?” Scarlett panted, continuing to pour power into him. She didn’t dare stop until she knew for sure.

“It does. It should not, but it does,” she replied.

“You can heal the wound now? You can . . . heal him,” she managed between labored breaths, her gaze shifting to the High Witch. “Tell me that, Hazel. Tell me that he will live.”

Violet eyes met hers. “His heartbeat grows stronger with each passing second. I do not know what deal you made with Arius in your dreams or what cost is to be paid, but he will live, young queen. Your twin ﬂame will live.”

And that was all she needed to hear.

She collapsed beside the one star she was unwilling to live without, nestling into his side, and slipped back into her blessed darkness.




Chapter 3

Cyrus

"What just happened?” Cyrus demanded as he looked upon his king and queen unconscious before him.

Again.

He still knelt from where he’d crawled to Scarlett’s side, trying to get her to stop drawing power from Cassius. She’d been pulling from him too deeply too quickly. He’d known she’d eventually get to this point—this place of being too hysterical to understand reason—but fuck. He had not anticipated this. He had not anticipated she would be willing to risk Cassius to save Sorin. Saving him should not have been in the realm of possibilities, and yet—

“She brought him back,” the High Witch said curtly, her power ﬂaring as it continued to wrap around Sorin.

“How?”

He couldn’t look away from his prince and friend. His chest was indeed rising and falling, albeit shallowly. The charred skin on his chest was slowly beginning to heal as her power combined with whatever the hell Scarlett had done.

And the girl who had turned their entire world upside down when Sorin had brought her across their border was curled next to him, hand ﬁsted in his tunic and face buried in his side. Her breathing was erratic and labored, as if she’d just ﬁnished a sparring match. Even in sleep, he could see the grief and worry etched into her features.

“I do not know,” the High Witch said. “But I can imagine the cost was great.”

“Cost? What cost?” Eliza asked, appearing at his side. “Like the cost of a Blood Mark?”

The High Witch shook her head. “This was not Blood Magic.” 

“Then what was it?” the general demanded.

The High Witch just shook her head again, lips thinning. “I do not know, but I have seen Blood Magic used on many occasions. This was not that. Give Cassius blood. He is weak, and I cannot tend to him at the moment.”

Cyrus twisted, ﬁnding Cassius ﬂat on his back in the sand, chest heaving. He rushed to his side, kicking up sand as he crawled the short distance from Scarlett’s side to his. This entire night he had been going back and forth between the two. Trying to console Scarlett. Giving Cassius blood. Trying to stop Scarlett from spiraling into grief. Trying to get her to stop drawing from the male before him. Now back to give him more blood.

“Cassius?” His eye was closed, the patch still covering the other one. Cyrus wasn’t sure if he’d slipped into an unconscious state from his magic being dragged from him so quickly or if he was just resting. When Cassius said nothing, he reached over, shaking his shoulder gently. “Cass?” A groan was his answer, but at least it was something. “You need to drink.”

“How is she?”

Cyrus huffed a laugh of disbelief, beginning to roll his sleeve back more. “You are weakened to the point of not being able to sit up, and you ask of the girl who did it to you?”

“I am her Guardian,” he replied dryly.

“She sleeps,” Cyrus said ﬂatly, pulling a dagger from his side.

“Maybe we should move before doing this?” Rayner suggested, the cup they’d used for this same purpose only an hour earlier in his hand.

Cyrus looked up at the Ash Rider. “Do you not remember all the things I set on ﬁre when Thia died?”

Rayner’s mysterious eyes seemed to swirl faster. “I remember well, Cyrus. I also remember removing any form of weapon from the chateau and fearing you would still ﬁnd a way to end yourself with the godsdamn curtains. I remember forcing tonics down your throat to quell your magic so that you did not burn the whole godsdamn place down. I remember feeling utterly helpless as you broke in ways I cannot imagine, and now we are reliving it.”

“And you think it would be a good idea to move her indoors somewhere? Where others could be injured and hurt when she loses control? Because she will, Rayner. You know if whatever the fuck she just did does not work, she will lose herself completely,” Cyrus retorted, blood dripping down from the gash he’d reopened in his arm and spilling into the cup.

“I think it is foolish to be out in the open with our king and queen indisposed,” Rayner replied.

He had a point. If Sorin did survive this, by some miracle of the Fates, then it would be best to keep such news to themselves until they ﬁgured out what the hell was going on and what they were going to do about it.

If he did not survive it, it would be best to have the queen already subdued when she woke.

“Yeah, all right,” Cyrus conceded. He turned back to Cassius. “Drink some of this now. Enough to be able to walk. I can get you more when we get to the chateau.”

“The chateau?” Eliza asked, standing over them. “You want us all to go there? Sorin will hate that.”

“Sorin doesn’t exactly get a say in the matter at the moment. He still breathes, and I am still his Second, so the decision is mine to make,” Cyrus replied. “I don’t know what the fuck is going on. I don’t know if someone is going to show up demanding an audience here or in Solembra. If we have them hidden away, we give ourselves more time to come up with a plan and avoid making rash decisions.”

“I agree,” Rayner said. “I will bring Sorin. Briar can carry Scarlett. You help Cassius.”

Cyrus nodded, Eliza moving to gather the weapons they’d removed from Scarlett in case she’d tried to use one.

Which she had.

And then she’d gotten resourceful.

How could she even think clearly enough right now to pull this off? When Thia had died, the grief and pain had been too consuming for him to form a coherent thought. Yet Scarlett had been able to enact an entire plan to save her twin ﬂame. Was there something else he could have done to save Thia if he had been stronger?

“Did you drink enough to stand?” he asked the commander, reaching to help him into a sitting position, shoving his thoughts aside for now.

“I’m ﬁne,” Cassius muttered, pushing his hands away. He attempted to get to his feet, but immediately fell back to his knees.

“Clearly.”

Cassius sent him a droll look.

The sound of rushing water had Cyrus looking over his shoulder to see the portal Briar had opened. Scarlett was cradled to his chest. Rayner had already carried Sorin through, the High Witch following behind. Eliza was waiting on him and Cassius.

He turned back to the commander. “Let’s go then. You’re holding up the show.”

“You are such an asshole,” Cassius muttered, sucking in a breath as if readying himself for the simple act of standing.

“And you’re as stubborn as your ward,” Cyrus retorted, gripping his arm and pulling the male up with him when he pushed to his own feet. Cassius didn’t ﬁght him this time, leaning against him when Cyrus slung an arm around his waist.

They stepped through the water portal, and Cyrus breathed deep as the mountain air hit his lungs. So much better than the sea air he’d been subjected to these past months. Sorin had been creating portals for him to go back to Solembra at night so he didn’t have to stay in the Black Halls, but his chest didn’t feel as tight when he was in the mountains, away from the sea.

Other than that night he’d smoked mugweed with Cassius.

He hadn’t minded the sea that night. He hadn’t quite decided if it was the mugweed itself or the company he’d been with on that balcony.

The wards zipped against their skin, Eliza sending ﬂames ahead of them to melt the snow and make a path to the chateau. Having both Sorin and Scarlett with them should satisfy the wards and spells around the chateau to let them in. At least he hoped that was the case. Sorin never let them in this place. It was his own little pity party house. Other than when Thia had died, he’d only ever seen the Fire Prince open the door to this place for one other person.

Rayner already had the door open by the time he made it there with Cassius. The commander’s breathing had never eased. One look at the male and one could see he was struggling to even continue walking.

Cyrus led him over to a sofa, helping him ease down to sit, but the commander was instantly pushing back to his feet when he saw Briar and Rayner heading to the staircase at the back of the room that would lead up to the second-ﬂoor suite.

“For fuck’s sake, sit down,” Cyrus sighed, pressing his palm to the commander’s chest. It didn’t take much effort to push him back down to the sofa.

“I need to be with her,” Cassius insisted.

“She’s not going anywhere,” Cyrus drawled, ﬂames swirling in his palm. “If she wakes, I promise we’ll know. She’s loud and obnoxious. Might I suggest regaining some strength so you can actually climb the godsdamn stairs without me having to carry you up them? I did that once. It is not something I ever care to do again. You’re heavy.” Cassius took the cup Cyrus was holding out to him with a scowl, but stopped trying to get up. “At least you listen to reason better than your ward,” Cyrus muttered, once again dragging a dagger along his arm.

“Fuck off,” Cassius grumbled, his head tipping back against the sofa cushions, eye falling closed.

“If I did that, your ass would be tumbling down those stairs at this very moment when you ﬁnally realized you cannot make it up them on your own right now,” Cyrus replied. Cassius just raised his hand and ﬂipped him off. Cyrus smirked, his blood dripping in a steady stream into the cup. When it was nearly full, he said, “Drink up.”

Cassius lifted his head, bringing the cup to his lips. Cyrus turned and headed for the stairs, his arm already beginning to heal. “I’ll check on her and report back,” he said over his shoulder.

His foot had landed on the ﬁrst step when Cassius called out. “Cyrus.”

He paused, glancing back. “Yeah?”

“Thank you,” Cassius said. “For helping her. For helping me. For . . . all of it.”

Cyrus nodded. “Rest up, Cass. I’ll let you know how she’s doing,” he replied, turning and heading up the stairs.



“Luan wants to speak with us,” Eliza announced as she came through the doorway of the upstairs chateau suite. She held a piece of parchment in her hand. “He says it’s urgent.”

“Does he now?” Cyrus asked from where he sat in an armchair near the hearth. Cassius was sprawled across the sofa, ﬁnally sleeping. The moment he’d had enough strength last night to climb the stairs, he’d insisted on doing so. He’d watched over Scarlett all night and day; but when he’d practically fallen asleep standing up, the High Witch had forced him away, saying that if he fell onto the bed and landed on Sorin, he’d undo all her hard work over the past several hours. Cassius had muttered under his breath, but he’d been asleep almost instantly when his ass had hit the sofa.

The High Witch had also worked through the night, continuing to use her power to heal Sorin. She looked as exhausted as her son. Shortly after Cassius had fallen asleep, she had asked Briar for a portal to the Witch Kingdoms, asking him to retrieve her later tonight.

The king and queen hadn’t moved from where they’d been placed upon arrival. According to the High Witch, Sorin’s heartbeat was strong and steady. Cyrus could see for himself that his chest was rising and falling, breaths unlabored and deep. Scarlett was next to him. She’d immediately turned into him as soon as Briar had laid her on the bed. Her hand rested on his chest, and her breathing was nearly in sync with her husband’s, as if she had naturally fallen into rhythm with him. Neither had shown any sign of waking any time soon.

“With us and Briar,” Eliza said in response to his comment.

“Briar should be back soon,” Rayner said from the chair he occupied across from Cyrus. “We can discuss what to do then.”

“Any change?” Eliza asked, perching on the arm of the sofa by Cassius’s feet.

“Nothing,” Cyrus said, his head dropping back against the chair. When the silence became too heavy, he asked, “What do you think the cost was for this?”

“Whatever it was, the High Witch made it sound like it would be steep,” Eliza replied grimly.

“I can only assume she saw this Lord of Night, or whatever he calls himself, when Shirina made her sleep,” Cyrus said. “That had to be how she knew to look for Altaria, right?”

“That’d be my best guess,” Rayner said evenly.

“But what exactly did she do?” Eliza asked, her
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