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      To anyone who has ever lost someone so precious and irreplaceable, yet managed to continued on.

      May your fortitude keep growing with every passing day.
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      Lightning struck all around me as my hair flew across my face and tears flowed down my cheeks. The anguish came and went, some moments better than others, but most of them worse. Today was not a better day. After just laying my parents to rest, my grief was in full force.

      It wasn’t right, nor was it fair, but there would be retribution. Alaryk would get what he had coming to him. I wouldn’t stop until he paid for taking the two most important people in all the worlds away from me—he and the two men who had done the dark fae’s dirty work.

      “Kali!” Jordan’s voice sounded like a whisper through the thunder that followed the fit I was throwing, and I pretended not to hear her.

      Kaliah, you need to stop before you hurt someone, Stryx sounded in my head.

      That was the only thing that could give me pause.

      Enough innocent blood had been spilled and I refused to be the cause of any more.

      Fine, but I don’t want to talk. Make her go away, I replied, not caring if I seemed unreasonable.

      Jordan had done her best to be there for me, but no amount of consoling could heal the hurt in my heart. My parents were gone, and they were never coming back. Alaryk had taken them from me when I refused to go with him and be by his side in some asinine quest for control.

      Ryland is here, too. Shall I send him away as well? The disappointment in Stryx’s voice wasn’t missed.

      As the thunder quieted and the lightning began to dissipate, my shoulders hunched. I don’t know.

      Ryland hadn’t been hurt by my lightning before, but he’d yet to force himself on me since the moments after the fight. I’d asked for space and he’d given it, but not easily.

      You can’t be afraid to care about people anymore. Your parents’ deaths were not your fault, and they would be devastated to know you were doing everything you could to push away those who care for you most.

      Stryx was the only person I couldn’t make disappear. The feathered annoyance was always there in my head, reminding me of things I’d much rather forget.

      “I’m not leaving, Kaliah Grace. Neither is Ryland. You had your time, and now you’ve forced our hand.” Jordan glared from across the training field as the storm around me died down.

      I’d at least had the forethought to go outside of town before I let the power rip from my core and through the sky. Power that had been unleashed just moments too late. Useless then, but I’d make sure the next shot I had at Alaryk wasn’t wasted.

      Ryland was next to Jordan with Stryx on his shoulder. They both stared at me, but with more patience than my best friend.

      Deciding I’d let enough of the rage out for the afternoon, I caved and went to them. I didn’t have the energy to deal with Jordan if I refused to speak with them once again. Her level of annoyance with me was only increasing as the days passed, and I knew deep down she didn’t deserve the treatment I’d been giving her. None of them did.

      She opened her mouth, but Ryland covered it with his hand. “You yell at her one more time and I’ll deal with you myself.”

      She bit his hand, and he pulled away. “She’s my best friend. I’ll do whatever I want.”

      Stryx snapped his beak. “Enough. Both of you. Kali, how are you feeling after utilizing that much power?”

      What I appreciated most about that question was that he had specified it to my abilities, not my actual feelings. It was possible Stryx knew me even better than Jordan did, but I’d never tell her that. She’d probably murder the owl.

      She could certainly try. It would be fun, Stryx replied to my thoughts.

      Jordan caught my grin and crossed her arms. “Hey, no mind speak. It’s rude in front of other people.”

      “I’m doing fine with the power,” I said, answering Stryx’s question. “The crown helps more than I realized before. Though, if I take it off for even a second, my body begins to shake, and breathing becomes hard. Will that last forever?”

      I hoped not, because I didn’t want the crown to be a permanent fixture on my head, but I’d deal with it over my magic taking control any day.

      “Do you remember us mentioning something about you being an Arelia when you first arrived?” Stryx asked instead of answering me.

      I recalled when Jordan had mentioned it during my first meeting with Oliver. Stryx had said that would come later in my training, and I’d been perfectly okay with that, considering all the changes I’d been going through at the time.

      “Is that what this is?” I gestured toward the sky where the last few flashes of lightning were fading away.

      Right after the fight ended with Alaryk, something in me had snapped and I’d been struck by my own power. So had Ryland, but he’d absorbed the lightning nearly as well as I had, which I still didn’t quite understand.

      The power I’d somehow summoned had turned my water affinity into something more, something nobody around me had ever seen. While it seemed to make most people afraid of me, I was basking in the charge of the storms I created.

      “Yes, your emotions broke the last of my blocks on your abilities, and we need to get them under control. The longer we wait, the harder it will be,” Stryx answered.

      “What do I need to do?” I asked eagerly. Anything that needed to be done in order to beat Alaryk, I’d do without a second thought. Plus, it was a welcome distraction from the grief.

      “You need to formally bond with Ryland like we planned before. He will level out your power and take on whatever you can’t handle, like he did when you first created the lightning.”

      Well, I’d do everything but that. Or, at least, I didn’t want to.

      Ryland was my Meraki. My soulmate. I’d promised him I would accept our bond officially, but we’d never made it that far and I’d pushed him away ever since.

      I was a hot mess and didn’t want to take him down with me.

      “Alaryk mentioned time for her to grieve. We don’t need to do it now,” Ryland said when I didn’t answer right away. The hurt in his voice broke my heart.

      I wanted everything the bond promised. I wanted it more than he knew. More than all of that, though, I wanted to keep everyone else safe. The closer they got to me, the more I had to lose, and I couldn’t handle any more hurt.

      “If you continue on this path, it will only result in your failure,” Stryx said before flying away. I knew exactly what he meant—if I kept pushing people away and chose the darkness—but the others didn’t, and they never would if I had anything to do with it.

      “What does Mr. Know-It-All mean?” Jordan snapped, clearly past offering me her sympathy.

      “Nothing. I’m sorry I’ve ignored you all, but I appreciate you being there today.”

      The burial for my parents had been rough, harder than I’d attempted to prepare myself for, but Jordan and Ryland had each held one of my hands as I’d stood above their graves and watched the dirt be filled in.

      Instead of a headstone, trees had been planted over their graves as the only marker for where their bodies laid, and I’d vowed to visit often to make sure the trees grew tall and strong.

      “We wouldn’t have missed it for anything,” Ryland responded. “We thought after everything this morning that you might like some company back at the house.”

      My head shook, but before I could speak, Stryx was back inside my mind.

      I mean it, Kaliah. Push those who wish to help you away and you will fail.

      Stupid, intrusive owl. I’m going to figure out how to block you and it will be the best day in the world.

      I hope you do, he replied smugly.

      “Sure, you can come back with me,” I answered, then ported home without another word.

      By the time I took the first step on the porch, they were right behind me. I turned around to find them silently yelling at each other, mouths moving and hands flailing.

      “Uh, what’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Oh, nothing. Ryland just needs to run an errand, so it will just be the two of us for a little while,” Jordan replied with a forced smile.

      “Actually, I don’t have anywhere I’d rather be,” he snarled.

      I moved toward them, placing a hand on each of their chests. My eyes went to Ryland’s as warmth flowed from me to him, our incomplete bond flaring to life, reminding me of the peace he provided to my soul. Which made my next words even harder. “Give us an hour, then I’ll kick her out.”

      She jerked away from me. “Like hell you⁠—”

      “It’s either that or I continue to ignore you both,” I cut her off with a raised brow.

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      Ryland reached for my hand that was still resting on his chest. “I’ll be back in an hour.”

      Emotion I wasn’t prepared for rushed through me. It was the first intentional contact I’d had with anyone in five days. Sure, I’d received hugs and handshakes from others, but I’d felt nothing then. I’d refused to allow their sympathies to have any impact on the rage I clung to, but welcoming Ryland’s touch showed me Stryx was right.

      I’d had my time to be isolated and guarded, but it was time to let others back in.

      Ryland kissed the back of my hand and then disappeared from sight.

      “Just because he’s your Meraki, doesn’t mean I’m going to let him monopolize all of your time,” Jordan huffed.

      “I know, and I love you for that. Now, let’s go inside, but if you comment on the chaos, I will kick you out.”

      I’d been staying in the main house while Jordan and Ryland stayed in the guest house. I hadn’t let either of them in, and I’d made quite the mess during my isolation.

      As I opened the back door, even I cringed at the disaster. Broken glass crunched beneath my shoes, and dying flowers were scattered around the room from when I’d thrown a vase someone had left on the porch. I’d never even glanced at the card to see who they were from.

      Boxes and bags of food had been left on the counter. When I’d bothered to eat, I had only chosen food I didn’t need dishes for, afraid I’d break more things.

      Jordan walked toward the hall closet and pulled out a broom and dustpan. “Why don’t we therapy clean?”

      Instead of answering, I threw my arms around her and held on tight as new tears leaked from my eyes.

      Her hand held the back of my head as I shook against her. “It’s going to be okay, Kali. Not today, tomorrow, or even next week, but you’re going to get through this. I’ll make sure of it.”

      I nodded but didn’t reply. My throat was thick with emotion, and words refused to come.

      A few minutes later, I managed to mostly pull myself back together. “Thank you.”

      Tears of her own fell freely, and I felt like a jerk for not thinking about her pain. Jordan had been close with my parents, like another daughter to them. Yet, I’d only thought of myself after their deaths.

      “I’m sorry, Jordan. We both lost them, and I left you by yourself because that’s what I needed, but I didn’t think about what you needed as well.”

      She wiped away the tears. “I had Ryland and Oliver. Before you came along, they were my only friends. They let me beat the hell out of them while I wished for nothing more than to be able to offer you the same relief from the heartache.”

      I let a smile tug at my lips. “I bet you made them regret allowing you to do so.”

      “That I did, but they never said one word. They’re good men, Kali.”

      I understood the double meaning to her words. “I won’t push any of you away anymore. Stryx wouldn’t let me if I tried anyway, but I don’t know that it’s a good idea to bond with Ryland now.”

      Jordan began sweeping, remaining calmer than I expected. “Why is that?”

      “He’s already had to experience the loss of one Meraki—even if it was fake. I don’t want to put him through that again.” I grabbed a garbage bag from the kitchen to pick up the bigger pieces of glass, followed by all of the trash.

      “Who says he would lose you? Do you plan on dying?” Jordan countered.

      “No. I don’t know. It could happen, though. I don’t want to have to worry about risks and hurting others when I’m so dead set on making sure Alaryk pays for what he did. I can’t be the person Ryland deserves when the hate and darkness are so strong.”

      The prophecy that I would turn dark and work alongside Alaryk was never far from my thoughts. Every time I contemplated killing him, the darkness became more profound, and I wondered just how true the foretelling might become.

      “That’s not darkness, Kali. That’s grief and rage. You lost your parents just five days ago. You’re not supposed to be whole right now, and we all understand that. Ryland more than anyone. He lost his parents, too, you know.”

      I let her words sink in and wondered if they could be true—if I could overcome the ugliness growing within me. I was a shattered version of a past me that I no longer recognized or understood. I used to think I could put everything back together, but I wasn’t so sure anymore.

      And taking anyone else down with me besides Alaryk wasn’t on my agenda.
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      After we finished cleaning up and the house didn’t smell like a garbage can, I sat with Jordan on the couch, simply enjoying her company. She could be crass at the best of times, which I loved about her, but she also knew when I just needed her presence.

      “It’s going to be okay,” she said, not for the first time, while leaning her head down onto mine.

      My finger touched my temple. “I know that here, but it’s hard to convince my heart of the same thing.”

      “Just don’t push us away anymore. We only want to help, and you need to remember you can’t do this on your own. Don’t let vengeance consume you or Alaryk will win, even if you beat him. He wanted to break you and turn you into something you’re not. Don’t give that to him.”

      I knew she was right. Deep down, I had already acknowledged why the dark fae had done what he did, but still, the rage that wasn’t leaving anytime soon was so much louder than anything else around me.

      The lines between right and wrong were being blurred as I thought of all the things I wanted to do to Alaryk. No, not wanted, I needed to do.

      Before I could get worked up again, a knock sounded at the back door, and Jordan stood to answer it. Glancing back, I could see Ryland through the glass with Stryx on his shoulder, making me wonder how close those two were getting.

      Even though I’d told Ryland we could talk, I still wanted to run away. He wanted more from me than I was able to give, and I wasn’t sure how to explain that to him. As much as I didn’t want to hurt him, I didn’t know what else to do. He didn’t deserve half of a person as a Meraki.

      Stryx sighed in my head, but I ignored him. I wasn’t in the mood for one of his lectures, and apparently, he knew it, because he kept the verbal opinions to himself.

      Jordan glanced at the non-existent watch on her wrist. “Punctual as ever, Ry. Couldn’t even give me an extra five minutes?”

      “I gave you an hour. Now, go,” he grumbled, and I cracked a smile.

      Ryland and I hadn’t really gotten anywhere with whatever relationship we were trying to establish, but when he’d held on to me during the lightning strike, the action had shown me I could count on him, even if I didn’t want to. It made my current predicament really frustrating when he reminded me of what I was trying to give up.

      Jordan hugged me goodbye, holding on just a minute longer than usual. “Be kind to him. He’s not handling this well, either,” she whispered in my ear, and I nodded.

      “Jordan, wait for me outside? I’d like your help with something,” Stryx said, still perched on Ryland’s shoulder.

      Jordan pointed to herself, shocked. “Me? Really?”

      “Yes, you. Really.”

      Jordan flushed and stared at me wide-eyed, but I merely shrugged. I had no idea what he wanted her for. When she finally went out into the yard, Stryx gave me his attention.

      “Before the two of you speak, I need to say some things.”

      My eyes rolled. Here he went with his wise words. Yes, I knew the grief was making me a jerk, but I didn’t care. Didn't everyone realize I’d just buried my parents? Didn’t they realize I didn’t want to talk about anything other than killing Alaryk?

      Sure, I had been convinced there was no way I could complete the task when I first found out what I was supposed to do, but Jordan was wrong when she worried the deaths of my parents would push me exactly where Alaryk wanted me.

      It had done the opposite. It had given me the push I needed to woman up and have zero qualms about ending the bastard.

      “Kaliah, that’s enough. Yes, I realize it’s only been five days, and I’m not trying to be insensitive to your emotions, but you need to get it through your stubborn head that you can’t do this on your own. It’s not you versus Alaryk. It’s us against him. We need to work together as a team, or he will win.”

      I huffed. “How do you know that?”

      “Because Alaryk has a few decades of rage on you. The hate in his soul is far superior than I hope you ever experience. He has had the drive to either kill you or turn you to his side for nearly fifty years. It seems he’s settled on making you his mate, which is almost worse. This is not something you can fight on your own, no matter how much you wish to. None of us can.”

      Ryland’s feet shuffled. “Maybe a few more days, or even a week, won’t hurt to allow Kali the time she needs.”

      Stryx clicked his beak. “Time will not heal what ails her.”

      His beady eyes narrowed on me, and I really wanted to stick my tongue out at him, or better yet, drop kick him across the yard.

      Our relationship was turning into a love-hate one, and I didn’t like it.

      Our stare-down lasted a solid minute before I caved. “Was there something else you wanted to say?”

      “Why don’t we have a seat?” Stryx suggested.

      Great, that was never good.

      I took the only chair so I could have some space. I didn’t figure anything he wanted to tell us without Jordan was going to be something I really wanted to hear.

      “The reason I didn’t ask Jordan to stay is because the two of you need to make this decision on your own. I know Ryland's standpoint, but Kaliah, you need to know what it means when you make certain decisions.”

      “Like what?” I asked.

      “First, before Alaryk showed up, you were ready to complete the bond with Ryland, but you’ve been avoiding it ever since. Your powers are erratic, and that’s because your bond isn’t complete. Your crown is not enough to contain what lies within you.”

      A rumble sounded within my chest. “Why not? I know you keep saying this, but I think I’m handling it well enough.”

      “You were never meant to carry the burden of this magic alone. You were always meant to have a partner. Someone who would stand by your side and lift you when needed. Someone who would protect you with their own life without a second thought. Ryland is your anchor to the goodness you were born from.”

      My fingers tapped on the arm of the chair as I recalled my conversation with my grandmother. She’d, too, called Ryland my anchor, telling me I didn’t need him because I was weak. I’d believed her then, but I’d had a hard time remembering it as of late. My stubbornness was out in full force, and I didn’t know how to stop it.

      “Yes, Stryx. I know Ryland is my Meraki. I understand all of what you’re saying, but it doesn't change anything. I won't be forced into something I'm not ready for.”

      “Is it really that you’re not ready, or because you believe it's what is best for everyone else?” His feathers ruffled, and I wanted to strangle him. I really hated that he was in my head at all hours of the day. Learning how to kick him out was high up on my priority list.

      Ryland stood. “Stryx, I know you mean well, but this isn’t working. You shouldn’t put this on her. Circumstances have changed, and I respect her wishes to wait, as should you. We all know what’s at stake, and we will handle it. I won’t bond with her just because you believe it’s the only way we can win.”

      Well, he just earned some major bonus points with me.

      “If that’s what you both wish, then I’ll stop trying to help.” Stryx flew out the door, more frustrated than I’d ever seen him before.

      Leaning forward, I let my hair fall in front of my face and rubbed my hands over my eyes. Hurting Stryx wasn’t what I had planned. I was well aware he was only trying to help, but I had my own thoughts I couldn’t ignore. I knew what I thought was right, and I just wanted to make the hurt go away.

      Why was that so hard to do?

      Ryland kneeled before me. “Do you want me to leave?”

      My first thought was to say yes. I’d been doing fine on my own the last five days. Well, fine if you considered starting lightning storms and breaking things in the house fine.

      Though, I couldn’t find the willpower to send him away.

      “You can stay if you want, but I’d understand if you chose to leave.” At least he still had an out if he wanted one.

      I didn’t imagine he felt great about being saddled to me. I would bring nothing but trouble into his life if he decided to stay.

      “Kali, look at me.” His fingers nudged my chin, not forcefully, just enough to give me the push I needed to quit hiding.

      His eyes stabbed me right through the chest. They offered nothing but comfort, compassion, and understanding. He wasn't there to judge me or push me or anything else. He was just there.

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured. Though, it wasn’t for anything specific. I knew I hadn’t made all the right choices, and he’d probably paid the price for at least some of them.

      “You have nothing to apologize for. You are in mourning. We all are. We understand your hurt, even if ours isn’t exactly the same.”

      “You were really close with them?” I knew he had been their assigned guardian, but I didn’t know what that actually entailed.

      He nodded. “I was. They took me in after my own parents died and treated me like their own. You know, they didn’t think they could have kids. There were decades when they’d done everything they could to get pregnant, but it wasn’t until they least expected it that you came along.”

      The hole in my heart tore a little further. I’d never known that. I ached for my mother who had deserved as many children as she wanted, because she was the best mom anyone could ever wish for.

      “When they found out about you and the prophecy, I’d asked to go with them, but Arvayta needed me more than them, or so they’d said. That was, until you were twelve and something big happened. I don’t know what it was, but it scared them enough to ask for Jordan.”

      This piqued my curiosity. “I’d almost drowned around that time. I wonder if that had anything to do with it. But why didn’t they want you?”

      He grinned, a dimple I’d never noticed before appearing in his left cheek. “You were just figuring out what boys were. Do you really think they wanted one trying to get close to you?”

      So very true. I’d probably have refused his friendship anyway. Boys hadn’t always been kind in middle school.

      “So, what now?” I asked, because I really had no clue.

      He took my hands in his and squeezed tight as his smile faded away. “I won’t force you into something you’re not ready for, but I will remind you of a few things. The first, I’m all in with
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