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For my Kickstarter backers—

you believed in this story before it even had wings.

This series exists because of you.








  
  Chapter one
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The Plan


Crown Princess Moira stood on the steps outside the castle of Aurora, wringing her hands while she waited.  
Twelve days ago, she had sent a letter to the man who sometimes called himself Gustavei Armaldo. But he went by other names too—the Mage Supreme, or simply Ei; one in a set of twins that had more power than any one person should probably have. 
Would he show up like he had promised? Her heart quickened at the thought of him not coming—and then raced even faster when she thought of what her plan was if he did.
The man had murdered Pyrros, Moira’s dragon friend.
And he had taken Nerida prisoner.
Nerida, who was… everything. Her best friend, her confidante, and the woman she loved but had never dared to tell.
Now Moira was going to get revenge.
Or possibly end up dead. It was a price she was willing to pay to free Nerida, because without Nerida, there was no point to anything. Pyrros’ death had nearly been the end of her, and all that kept her going was the thought of getting Nerida back.
Gustavei Armaldo had responded in a letter. A date and time in perfect handwritten script, so Moira took it to mean that was when he would arrive.
“Your Highness,” said her guard, nodding toward the horizon.
Moira’s heart skipped a beat. A dark dot came closer and closer, rising up toward the floating cliffs of Aurora. Soon, Moira could make out Armaldo’s sleek black carriage, drawn by four black-winged horses. 
He actually kept his word.
Was he so certain of his own power that he thought of her as no more than a fly he could swat if she became difficult? 
Probably. He called himself Mage Supreme, after all. 
She swallowed hard, clasping her hands in front of her to keep from fidgeting. 
The carriage landed right outside the gate of the castle, and Moira’s heart sped up at the sight of it.
She had one shot, just the single one, to make this work.
Closing her eyes, she focused on Nerida. The memory of Nerida’s gray-blue eyes, slightly narrowed as she tried to figure Moira out, kept her steady. Grounded. She needed to keep her cool to make this insane plan work.
If not, she would be dead, and Nerida lost forever.
I love you.
Nerida’s words echoed through her mind. She should have said them back, but she had been in shock at the time.
She focused on the now. 
The crown atop her head weighed more than usual, as though reminding her of the gravity of the situation. Around her, her dress flowed delicately, aided in part by her air magic. 
Armaldo got out of the carriage, stepping down with graceful movements. He had always reminded her of a dancer regardless of which shape he took. As always, he dressed in black, with the same long coat over a button-up shirt and vest, and tall polished boots as the last time she had seen him. This time, however, he came without a mask. His expression was serene, almost regal.
He didn’t bow as he stopped before her, though she didn’t expect him to. They both knew too much about each other; she knew all his identities, and he knew hers—girl, royalty, Elemental. Neither would ever bow to the other again.
“Armaldo,” she said. 
“Crown Princess Moira.” His voice was silky smooth, and she hated it. Hated him, every single part of him. “How kind of you to invite me.”
If it weren’t for him, Pyrros wouldn’t be dead.
If it weren’t for him, Nerida would be standing beside her.
He met her gaze steadily, one eyebrow rising just a smidge in challenge when she offered no readily polite response. Her pulse beat loudly in her ears, as though her body tried to keep her from even having to listen to his voice.
“I assume you’re not looking to do business out here, Your Highness?”
Her eyes narrowed slightly. So polite… especially for a murderer. Did he keep up the pretense for the benefit of her many guards that surrounded them? 
“No, I don’t. Come inside,” she gritted out. She had thought it would be easier, going along with the plan she had conceived, but seeing him hurt, as though he somehow cut her up from the inside out. Perhaps he did. Perhaps he had cursed her the way the mountain witch had cursed Pyrros.
The pain intensified as she thought of Pyrros. His kind grin flashed before her when she blinked. She was doing this for him as much as for Nerida.
With a deep breath, she calmed herself and felt the prickling of magic beneath her skin. She would stay serene and collected, and she would negotiate Nerida’s release.
She motioned with her hand, as though it wasn’t obvious where the entrance to the castle was—as though he was actually welcome. 
It was like letting a deadly viper into her home after removing it once before and repairing some of the damage it had caused. How much would she regret this decision?
She led the way to one of the many meeting rooms. With any other non-Aerite guest, she would have walked in order to make them feel comfortable, at ease so high in the clouds. But with him, she hovered on translucent wings, making sure to stay a little higher than him at every moment. She would make him look up at her, rather than the other way around.
The meeting room—larger than the one they had last met in—was richly adorned, with windows of the endless sky framed by heavy drapes in deep burgundy, golden tassels collecting them at either side. A massive dark oak table with four tall chairs stood in the middle of the room, and atop it sat several large crystal platters laden with apples, pears, and grapes. 
Armaldo gave her a curious look, as though he expected a petty attempt at foul play, before pulling the chair at the head of the table out for her, then moving to the one to the right of it, pulling it out for himself and sitting down. His icy blue eyes regarded her callously. She forced herself to stare back, even though everything inside screamed at her to look away. If he wanted to, he could kill her in a heartbeat. She imagined he could destroy Aurora while he was at it, probably with a flick of his wrist. She wasn’t sure why he had agreed to their meeting or why he didn’t just kill her as soon as the door closed, leaving them alone together. All she had with this awful man was unanswered questions. It was driving her near madness these days.
“Did you invite me here to beg me to return your fish girl to you?” he asked, calm, as though speaking about returning a shirt he had borrowed. 
Anger flared through Moira. His arrogance made her want to throw herself across the table and strangle him with her bare hands. The Elementals had been created to kill him, hadn’t they? 
But she was sure he would flick her across the room and snap her neck if she tried.
“I want her back, yes,” Moira said. “It is a topic I planned to bring up.”
“But you don’t intend to beg?”
“No. I do not.”
“But you have nothing to offer me, Princess. I’ve already killed your pet dragon. And I have your mermaid in chains. The stone troll is off in the woods, keeping to himself. He’ll finish himself off sooner rather than later, saving me the time.” He smiled a smile that never reached his eyes, the one which made him look even colder, as though there was no soul behind those eyes. “If I may be candid, you four are the most pathetic Elementals she’s created so far.”
Anger bubbled white-hot inside, and Moira bit the inside of her cheek to keep from screaming at him.
“I want her back,” she said, biting every word.
He chuckled. “Yes, yes, it’s all very sweet.” Armaldo’s tone was of someone who not only didn’t find it sweet, but who didn’t understand the concept. 
Moira’s fingernails dug into her palms. “What would I need to do to get her back?” 
He stared at her, head tilting slightly, as though trying to understand a completely different species. “I’m not letting the mermaid go. I enjoy having her to look at. She’s pretty, don’t you agree?” He smirked, eyes narrowing.
Nausea rolled through Moira. “If you’ve touched her, I swear I’ll—”
“You’ll what, Princess?” He reached out and plucked a grape from the fruit basket, letting it roll between his long fingers before he sucked it into his mouth.
Moira fought to breathe. “I’ll kill you.”
“I’d like to see you try.”
“As would I.”
They stared at each other, the challenge obvious in his eyes. It was clear he was enjoying himself. Moira’s heart felt like it was beating its way out of her chest.
She glanced at the clock on the wall behind Armaldo. One minute had gone by.
Right on time, a quiet knock sounded through the heavy door, and then a servant appeared, as Moira had requested. “Would our guest like something to drink?” He came inside with a tray, two glasses balanced on it filled with bubbling, pale yellow liquid. 
Moira kept her gaze on Armaldo, and he stared at her. As though it were a show of power, he took another grape and popped it into his mouth, a smirk on his lips.
“Yes, that would be lovely, thank you,” Moira chimed with a polite smile. 
The servant set down the glasses, and they clinked delicately against the tabletop. With a bow and ‘highness,’ he left them alone once again.
Her heart pounded in her ears. Two minutes.
Armaldo grabbed the glass, pale fingers wrapping around the thin stem, and pulled it toward him. He sniffed lightly at the wine.
“Oh, Princess,” he chided, sounding almost disappointed. “Was this your play? Nymph wine?” The unimpressed smirk on his face made her nauseous. “Don’t you think I would know such a unique fragrance?” He pushed the glass away. “Are you really naïve enough to think you can bind my powers? What a silly little princess you are, indeed. Now, where were we?”
Moira’s heart thundered, fury bubbling but kept under a tight lid. “I want Nerida back.”
“This is getting repetitive. And boring.” Armaldo waved his hand as if trying to fend off an irritating fly. Then he stood, the chair scraping against the floor as he did so. When he leaned forward, the smooth skin of his pale fingers contrasted starkly against the dark wood of the table. “You won’t best me, Princess.”
She stood too, magic buzzing through her, wanting out. She wanted to hurt him, like she had never wanted to hurt anyone else before. “I’m not afraid of you.”
“Then you’re not silly. You’re a stupid, senseless child.”
Three minutes. She felt like she could feel the clock ticking within her veins.
“Show me Nerida.” It was impossible to keep her voice from shaking. “I want to see her, and then we can see if there’s any deal to be made.” She glared at him, hating having to look into his cold eyes. “I have an entire kingdom to offer, after all.”
His hand came up to rub his chin. “You would sell your country for a mermaid?”
Moira narrowed her eyes. “I would do anything for her.” It wasn’t a lie.
He sighed in the theatrical way of his and made a circle with his hands, tracing a wide arc out to his sides as if embracing the air itself. Black magic unfurled from his fingertips like thorny vines, crackling and writhing with dark electricity that cast jagged shadows across his face. The inky tendrils coiled through the space between his palms, pulsing with a malevolent energy that seemed to drink in the light around them. “I suppose I can acquiesce. I do still think you would make a pretty little wife, after all.” 
Moira swallowed hard to prevent bile from creeping up her throat.
He reached into the crackling black circle that became a portal as he spoke and pulled back a pale arm first, then a whole body, and finally a shimmering tail fin tumbled forth onto the floor…
And there she was.
“Nerida,” Moira breathed. 






  
  Chapter two
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Nerida


Nerida was dripping wet, as though he just pulled her out of water. A puddle began spreading along the stone flooring beneath her fishtail. The scales glittered in the gentle light of the room, and her skin shone white, her hair wet against her back. With fear written across her face, she looked around the room as her hands felt the smooth stone underneath her fingertips, taking in Armaldo, before her gaze landed on Moira. Even in ragged, wet clothes, she was the most beautiful being Moira could imagine. Her heart ached at the sight. She wanted to gather Nerida up, hold her close and never let go; she wanted to taste another kiss from her lips… 
But she couldn’t, not right now. There would be time later—if later allowed them time at all.
“Moira,” Nerida said, and if there had been any doubt in Moira’s mind about whether this was really her, it dissipated when she lifted her gaze to meet Moira’s. It really was Nerida, thin and threadbare, but alive.
Nerida shifted from her place on the floor to look at Armaldo and then spun back to Moira. “Whatever you’re doing, don’t. It’s not worth it. I’m not—”
“There.” Armaldo waved his hand and Nerida fell silent, although her lips kept moving. “You’ve seen her—you’ve heard her. Are you ready to make a deal for her freedom?”
Moira swallowed hard, because he had just given her a glimpse of the vastness of his power. He took Nerida from where she could only guess was the castle in Neithlands to here in a mere second, making a portal with no apparent effort. Edarin, the State Mage of Aurora, was strong, but he could only do a portal after collecting and saving up his magic for two whole weeks.
Would her plan hold? Was it enough?
She glanced at the clock in desperation. Five minutes. Finally.
“I’ll make a deal.” It was time to test her plan. Do or die. “But you’re not going to like it.”
He scoffed. “I’m not in the habit of making deals I don’t like, princess.”
“Time for you to learn, then,” Moira said. Magic swirled from the stones on her sternum, traveling down her arms and curling, bright yellow, around her fingertips. 
“Moira, no!” Nerida cried reflexively, and then grasped her own throat in surprise, because she could speak again.
Armaldo turned his head to stare at Nerida, narrowing his eyes and moving his fingers at her. 
“Moira, I’m not wor—” Nerida started again. 
“If you say you’re not worth it, I will scream,” Moira interrupted, without taking her eyes off the Mage Supreme. “Please, Nerida. Just trust me.”
With growing satisfaction tightening her belly, she watched the dawning horror on Armaldo’s face at the realization that he couldn’t force Nerida silent once again. 
Finally, Moira allowed a sly grin to creep onto her lips. “You see… I figured you would recognize it if we poured it into glasses,” she said, keeping her voice low and calm even though she wanted to jump up and down in the thrill of her plan coming to fruition, to release the pent-up energy waiting to burst out.
“Nymph wine,” Armaldo said, heavy disbelief in his voice. 
Moira plucked a grape from the fruit bowl, holding it between her thumb and forefinger. “I thought you might not be as attentive to the food—you always eat when you come here to threaten me.”
He stared at her, then his face darkened with fury, and his hand went toward his coat. “This won’t hold me long.”
“Moira, his pockets!”
Moira didn’t hesitate; she flew from her chair as she shoved him with her magic, wind throwing him from his place by the chair and into the wall. She didn’t slam him too roughly, because she wanted him awake and not unconscious, but she pressed his body to the wall so tightly he couldn’t move.
He screamed, the sound like music to Moira’s ears, as he struggled against her invisible bonds.
She picked up the glass of nymph wine he’d refused earlier and paced towards him. “There isn’t much in a grape, so that won’t hold you long, but with this much in your system, King Aage assures me even someone as powerful as you will lose your magic for at least a few hours.”
“You really are stupid if you think I’m going to drink that,” Armaldo forced out, gasping against the onslaught of wind. 
Moira’s only answer was to use her magic to force his mouth open and tip his head back as she clutched the crystal wineglass. There was a possibility he would manage to spit some out, but Moira kept the wind pressing against him and brought the wine to his lips. She pinched his nose shut to force him to swallow if he wanted to breathe, watching as the wine tipped from the glass into his mouth.
Wind roared in her ears.
Magic spread like wildfire under her skin, leaking out of her pores. 
Moira’s voice was little more than a hiss. “You’ve taken things from me that are impossible to replace, and now I’m going to take away the only thing you hold dear—your magic. Without magic, you are nothing.”
With her magic, she pressed the liquid into him, though he spluttered, trying to keep from swallowing—she forced it until he had to choose whether to swallow it or breathe. She was so angry with him for taking Nerida from her that at the moment, she honestly didn’t care if he choked. All that mattered right now was that her plan was working. She had Nerida back—and with this, she would hopefully have her revenge—and maybe, just maybe, spare the world from Ei’s cruelty.
The glass was empty in a matter of a few gulps—he had swallowed in the end—she kept him upright. He coughed and sputtered, glaring at her with burning hatred. Even with this success, she got the feeling that she hadn’t yet won. He must still have something up his sleeve to destroy her at the last minute. She wouldn’t let that happen. Not this time.
Nerida sat and stared in shock from her small puddle on the floor.
Using magic, she threw his coat open to reveal the inside of it lined with pockets.
“Nerida, could you help me unburden Mr. Armaldo of the contents of his pockets?” she asked, gaze locked with Armaldo. She would rip the coat off him, but what if he had some bottle that only needed breaking to restore him? No, though she didn’t want Nerida close to him, they had to do it manually. And Moira could protect her. He was all but powerless unless he got whatever antidote he carried.
Nerida nodded, and then closed her eyes to focus her magic. Her nails dug into her palms and a hiss escaped her lips as her tail split into legs. Once Nerida’s breath had calmed, she stood and took careful steps towards their enemy. Armaldo growled, but Moira pressed on with her magic so forcefully he barely got a sound out. 
Nerida made quick work of disarming him, systematically emptying all the many pockets. It seemed he carried a few trinkets, but mostly vials of liquids in different colors. 
Once Nerida had removed everything she found, Moira asked her to back away. “I want to make sure he has no more tricks up his sleeve.” She ripped the empty coat off Armaldo’s thin frame as he glared at her through the whipping winds. She kept going with his vest, shirt, and then his boots—though they were trickier to get off with just air magic.
Moira continued to pin Armaldo against the wall with magic—and oh, how much easier it had become over the months, to just keep going with magic without breaking a sweat. 
“Moira, it’s getting hard to breathe in here.” Nerida’s voice broke through Moira’s concentration, and she realized Nerida was right; the air around them felt thin, as though they were much higher in the sky than Aurora already was. Her magic took what it needed from the air.
In a moment, she let go of the magic. The wind died down, and the room fell silent. Only then did Moira realize how much noise her magic caused.
Armaldo sank to the floor as if she had robbed him of his bones as well as his magic. He slumped over, drawing shallow breaths.
“Open the window, let in some air,” she requested of Nerida, who quickly rushed to one of the large arched windows of the room. Moira returned to the table and refilled the glass, careful to be half-turned to Armaldo the whole time so she could keep him in her line of sight. Next to the now empty glass stood the wide range of vials and things from Armaldo’s pockets, but Moira paid them little attention other than to conclude that none of the vials had a label. One of them held a deep coppery fluid that caught the light strangely, seeming to shift and swirl on its own. Something about its metallic sheen tugged at the edges of her memory—perhaps from one of the old texts they’d studied?—but the thought slipped away like water through her fingers. She was eager to find out if Edarin could deduce what each vial’s purpose was.
“What exactly do you intend to do with me now, Princess?”
Armaldo’s voice had gone hoarse after his struggle to keep from swallowing the nymph wine, and the continuous onslaught of wind. But more than anything, he sounded worn, tired in a way she had never heard before. 
Moira narrowed her eyes. “I’m going to make sure you can’t hurt anyone else ever again.” She reminded herself that the man before her was only a man in appearance—in everything else, he was a monster. “And who knows… We are Elementals, after all—whether or not you think we’re pathetic. According to the legend, we’re created to kill you. So I suppose there’s always that option.” She felt a rush of power as the threat passed her lips; it was almost intoxicating. All the pain Ei had caused them—all the pain he had caused so many in this world… She could be his undoing. 
“Moira,” Nerida hissed, clearly disturbed by her words. 
Armaldo stared up at her, his eyes as cold as they had been before, but now there was something else, too— something she couldn’t name. “Ah, of course. The legend. Ea is so very fond of it.”
“It is her purpose, isn’t it?” Moira said, not so much a question as a statement.
A look of incredulity came over him. “Her purpose?”
“To keep you from ruining the world,” Moira said. “It’s why she has stuck around.”
Armaldo scoffed, reminiscent of the way he had sounded before she dosed him with nymph wine. “Oh, is that why she stuck around?” Heavy sarcasm laced his voice.
Moira raised her eyebrow and crossed her arms over her chest. “Yes. You wouldn’t understand that kind of sacrifice, I imagine—so it makes sense that you’re surprised. But why else would she turn herself into an island and isolate herself there for centuries?” 
He stared at Moira, and then, to her immense surprise, burst into laughter. It wasn’t the evil, maniacal laugh she expected from the evil Ei, but a genuine belly laugh, with a growing note of hysteria to it. When he calmed, he shook his head. “My sister, isolating herself for centuries? She really has done a number on you, hasn’t she? Is that what she’s told the Elementals through the centuries? What other fairytales has she told you?”
“She hasn’t done anything,” Moira snapped, a flare of heat spreading across her cheeks. She hated how Ei’s words crept under her skin even now and made her feel like a child.
Nerida moved closer, and a part of Moira’s brain noted she wore the same clothes she had when they had gone to Neithlands months ago. They had been thick and beautiful last Moira saw them, but in the months they had been apart, the garments had become threadbare and dingy.
She took a moment to give Nerida a thorough once-over as she stood next to Moira. Armaldo must have at least fed her, because she wasn’t emaciated the way she had been after her months in the Navalis prison cell. 
Moira’s chest swelled with emotion. She wanted to throw herself into Nerida’s arms—but Armaldo was still a problem to be dealt with, and it just wasn’t the time. However, as she continued to gaze at her for the moment, a fading, dusky blue bruise around her right eye drew Moira’s attention. 
“What did he do to you?” Moira almost snarled.
“It wasn’t he,” Nerida answered quickly. “One of the others. It… hasn’t been the best time.”
“The others?”
“Let’s talk later.”
What did that mean? What was Nerida’s definition of not ‘the best time’? She had suffered for months in a Navalis jail; had being a prisoner in Neithlands been better, or worse than that experience? She closed her eyes briefly, feeling tears burn behind them, but she refused to cry in front of Armaldo. “I’m just so glad you’re back.”
“Me too.” Nerida glanced at Armaldo, her expression a mix of worry and pity. He still sat slumped over, as though there was no way for his legs to carry him if he tried to stand—as if his muscles had lost all power.
“What’s your plan now?” Nerida asked.
“Well… I only planned as far as getting you back, and rendering him harmless. So I don’t have one yet.”
Nerida gave Armaldo a wary look, and Moira hated the fear dancing in her eyes. “And he really is harmless now?”
Moira nodded. “He doesn’t have his magic, so he’s just a man.” She gave him a scathing look. “Or whatever he is. Nymph wine won’t work as long on him as on us, because he has so much magic, but it works. We just need to keep forcing it into him.”
Nerida swallowed hard, frowning. “I don’t like that…” 
Moira shrugged like a half-hearted apology, because it wasn’t about whether Moira enjoyed forcing Armaldo to drink the wine or not. It was simply necessary.
But you do like hurting him, a voice whispered at the back of her mind. She turned to him, though she’d much rather keep looking at Nerida. She frowned. Armando looked… older than he had when he entered the room. 
“What’s happening to you?” Nerida asked.
Armaldo lifted his gaze. There were lines marring the pale skin of his face that Moira was sure hadn’t been there before. Moira’s gaze fell to his hands, seeing them shake, and where they had once been smooth and graceful, they now looked… worn.
Armaldo looked down at his hands, and upon seeing them, he clenched them and hid them in his lap. “I’m dying, of course.” 






  
  Chapter three
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Choices


Moira was surprised not only by the words but also the tone he spoke in—strangely melancholy. 
“Dying?” Moira echoed, because that was not the plan. 
But they were supposed to kill him, weren’t they? It was what Wana had told them of the legend, and what Ea had repeated to her. So what if he died now? What harm would there be? The world would be rid of him, of his influence. Innocent lives would be saved, Gereon—and with time, the rest of the world—wouldn’t succumb to the spreading fog of Neithlands, and Moira could be with Nerida without constantly having to worry about being attacked by him or any monsters he sent after them.
“What do you mean, dying?” Nerida pressed, sounding genuinely concerned. 
He leaned his head back against the wall, as though his neck wasn’t strong enough to support the weight of it. As he turned his head, Moira caught sight of his black hair turning gray, strand by strand. “You don’t get to live this long without the help of magic. Now you’ve stripped me of mine, and thus what kept me from aging is gone. You and my sister dearest get your wish. It will take a few hours, but it will most likely be over before you need to administer more wine.”
Nerida looked over at Moira with wide, stormy eyes.
Moira’s heart clenched at the way Nerida looked at her, but she still wasn’t sure she could trust his words—in fact, she was certain she could not. And yet, he already looked older and frailer. His words rang true. Still, she grabbed the second glass from the table, ready to douse him if he so much as glanced at her or Nerida wrong.
Nerida took a step forward, and Moira resisted the urge to grab her and hold her back. She wanted her nowhere near Armaldo. “Tell us what you meant about your sister earlier.”
He raised an eyebrow at her, a shadow of the man who had entered the room. “Why?”
“If you want us to help you, convince us there’s a reason to. Do you want to stay alive?”
Moira turned to stare at her. “We don’t want him alive.”
Armaldo gave a tiny nod toward Moira. “She won’t be convinced.”
“Then try me.” Nerida sounded dead serious.
“Nerida—” Moira hissed.
“Unless you’re willing to give me the vial to restore my magic—” he glanced at the line of vials on the table, so close yet for him, so far away, “—which I assume you won’t, since I will then kill you, then there’s nothing for you to do.”
“Exactly,” Moira snapped. Anger simmered just below the surface, and Moira wanted to give in to it—to slam magic into him, to watch in satisfaction as the life left his eyes, the same way he had killed Pyrros without a care. 
He murdered Pyrros. And who knew how many others…
Even as he sat before her, aging with each passing minute, the lines on his face deepening and his skin becoming paler to the point of turning translucent with blue veins visible beneath, she had to remember that: he was an evil, cruel man. He stole lives for no other reason than because he could. Those had been his monsters, all of them. Neve had been his slave, as had the other monsters, responding to his command—and leaving the four Elementals no choice but to have one of them die to end the attacks. He’d probably found it entertaining to watch, to guess which one of them would sacrifice themselves for the others.
Armaldo, Ei, the Mage Supreme, the rapidly aging man who sat before her—he was a murderer. He was the reason Wana was dead, too. 
Ei’s crimes are too numerous to mention, Ea had told her.
Moira wanted him dead and gone.
“I came here to play,” Armaldo said. He raised his chin, though it looked like it took effort, as though he wanted to be the man he had been upon entering the room. His cold eyes bore through Moira the same way they always did. “I came here to watch you suffer and beg… I’ve grown too accustomed to winning.”
Moira sneered at him. “And now, you’re the one suffering. You will lose.”
He flexed his fingers, as though trying to access his bound magic. Moira saw not even the littlest spark of it, but still held onto the glass of nymph wine if she had to dose him with more. King Aage had assured her that his magic wouldn’t return all at once, but grow from nothing back to his full powers over the course of a couple of hours. Even the nymph king had not been able to say how long it would take before the process began.
“Apparently so.” He let his hands fall back into his lap. “You’ve won this round. Too bad you don’t seem to understand the larger game you’ll now be playing with my sister.”
Nerida turned a chair and sat down on it. “So, then tell us your version of things. It’s not like you have anywhere to be.”
He gazed at her with an unreadable expression, and Moira fought the urge to stand in the way, to keep him from looking upon Nerida. After keeping her prisoner for months, he had no right to lay eyes on her.
“My sister likes to pretend she’s the good one,” Armaldo said. “And perhaps, in some ways, compared to me…” He trailed off, though not with any semblance of regret, but rather pride. Nausea swept over Moira because he was proud of his horrific deeds. When he said he did not want forgiveness, it had been true—he might not even think there was anything to forgive. That what he’d done to countless beings had been fine because it served him.
“But you’re saying she’s not?” Nerida asked when the seconds ticked by. 
“Neither of us resembles anything good, lovely.” Armaldo’s gaze fell to his hands, flexing his fingers again. Nothing happened, but Moira’s stomach still lurched as though she’d just been dropped out of the sky at how he dared to speak to Nerida. Lovely. Without a second thought, she forced him back against the wall again and closed the space between them. 
“You’ll resemble nothing at all if you call her that again,” she hissed, before pressing the glass to his lips, pouring more of the nymph wine into his mouth.
“Moira!” Nerida protested but made no move to intervene. 
Moira was ready to clap her hand over his mouth to make him swallow, but this time, he didn’t struggle—she almost wished he would. A hurricane of emotions bubbled within her—she wished for any excuse to let it free. He had taken Nerida from her… 
She could almost see the wine work its way through him as he slumped further against the wall. His eyes took on a hazy quality, and his lips quirked into a smirk. “Ah-ha… apologies, Princess,” he muttered and then hiccupped. A weak laugh followed, and then he shut his eyes with a sigh. “At least this will be a reasonably pleasant way to go,” he slurred, sinking down further once Moira let him go. “Good vintage. My thanks to King Aage.”
Moira took a step back with a disgusted huff. Beyond binding his powers, it seemed the second glass of wine was making him drunk. Nymph wine was potent—she knew from her own experience—but she hadn’t expected this. 
Half-sitting in a boneless heap on the hard floor, he was the very image of pitiful. So different from the Ei she had seen before. If it hadn’t been him—the monster and murderer—she would have felt bad. 
“You shouldn’t give him any more,” Nerida said, and when Moira turned to her, she stood up with a frown on her face. “He’s clearly harmless at this point.”
“We don’t know how long it will take him to get his powers back.” Moira placed the empty glass on the table. “I won’t risk it.”
“I don’t like this side of you.” 
Nerida reached out her hand to Moira, but for once, it was Moira who pulled away and averted her gaze. “It’s not doing anything to me.”
Nerida’s frown deepened. “Are you really going to let him die?” 
“What do you suggest? Do you really think it’s better for him to be alive with his powers? He’ll kill us. Besides, the world will be a better place without him.”
But she knew the lie of the words, could feel the darkness inside of her, the vengeful pleasure she took in forcing the wine down Armaldo’s throat, and the satisfaction twisting around inside at the sight of him without his powers. She didn’t understand how Nerida could feel anything else—he had forced Pyrros to sacrifice himself. His monsters had killed Wana. Heavens, for the last months, Nerida had been his prisoner. If anyone should hate him, it should be her.
Nerida sighed and turned back to Armaldo. “Please tell us about Ea.”






  
  Chapter four
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Ea


“She’s not good,” Armaldo said, the words no longer crystal clear but muddled. Thin strands of gray hair fell into his face. “Likes to meddle more than even I do.” 
“Meddle?” Nerida echoed, taking her seat once more.
“Meddle,” Armaldo repeated before clearing his throat. “Likes the power—we both always have. When I’m gone, you’ll see. It will start small. Disturbed graves, minor attacks on kingdoms… Then she’ll go for what she really wants. You’ll find out just what kind she is.”
“Whatever she is, she can’t be worse than you,” Moira said. “You’ve maimed and murdered, and you’re the reason Wana is dead, Pyrros is dead, my sister was hurt, and—”
Armaldo slowly shook his head. “Didn’t do that last part.”
“You’re saying Aurora just happened to be attacked a few weeks after I returned from Ea?” Moira said sarcastically. “Sure.”
“Of course not. But it wasn’t my doing… Why do you think my bargain for a replacement phoenix feather was to have you as my wife? I protected Aurora with wards, making this a safe place for me, too.”
Moira’s brows furrowed, struggling to process what he meant. He would never be safe in Aurora. Not while Elementals resided there. 
Something tugged at her memory, as if it were an itch impossible to scratch. Back in Neithlands when they were lost in the marshes, her sister had appeared to her in the mists. A nightmare version—a cruel, vicious mirror of her sister. She had said something that tormented Moira ever since. I’d say it’s odd that Chief Rais got the necessary information mere weeks after you came back. But you haven’t even been bright enough to question it, have you? Since then, Moira had been haunted by that detail—and yet Armaldo claimed it wasn’t his doing? 
She pushed on. “So, what are you saying? Rais just happened to attack and seek his revenge weeks after we became the new Elementals?” Moira didn’t bother to hide what she thought of the idea.
“Rais, whoever you’re talking about,” Armaldo replied. “It was she.”
Moira scoffed. “That’s ridiculous. Ea showed herself to me and told me to go save my country.”
She caught the puzzled glance Nerida shot her.
Even through the haze of wine, even as he aged to look like he had swept past his sixties—compared to being in his thirties or forties when he had first arrived—he stared at her as though she was a stupid child. “Only once you had learned to access your magic, right? That’s when she sent you into danger. She doesn’t care if you end up dead; either way, she will still have gained a soldier to act upon her cause.” 
Moira narrowed her eyes.
No way.
But she couldn’t deny that he was right—Ea had only shown herself once Moira had learned to do magic.
Her silence seemed to be answer enough for him. “As usual, she arranged a catastrophe to activate you. And conveniently, in the same move, destroy the safety I had created for myself.” He rolled his eyes. 
“You’re lying,” Moira snapped. 
A weak laugh bubbled from Ei’s throat. “Tell me, Princess… did she do anything to actually help you? Or just send you into a death trap?”
Before Moira could reply, Nerida asked, “As usual? Has she done this before?”
Armaldo dragged his gaze from Moira to Nerida, seemingly with great effort. “I see now… You’re the clever one… And yes. Every time. It’s her way of… speeding things along. She is impatient, where I enjoy time passing. She likes her puppets neat and tidy, with a bow on top.” He waved his hand, no longer thin and graceful, but gnarly, as though he had spent his life hard at work. When he caught sight of it, he stared at it and then continued in a distant voice, “Just the right amount of power given to each Elemental, never enough to threaten her, only me.”
Moira stared at him in disbelief; she couldn’t help but see the pitiful old man he had become in such a short time. This was Ei without magic. An old man telling tall tales.  
“Wait… are you saying you’re weaker than her?” Nerida asked, brows knitted in a frown.
Armaldo looked from his bony fingers to her, the movement slow. “Not my favorite thing to admit, but yes.” He blinked, his gaze dragging up to Moira. “That wine… I hate you.” But there was little power behind his words. Was this the man who had stridden into the castle an hour earlier, back straight and mouth quirked in a haughty smirk?
It reminded Moira of Pyrros, though she hated recognizing any similarities between her friend and his murderer. Pyrros before being cursed by the mountain witch, and after—it had been the same sudden, horrible transformation. From strong and capable, to pale and exhausted.
Anger began bubbling inside again, as though she were a volcano threatening to erupt. 
Not only had Armaldo murdered Pyrros, but he had forced them to go to the mountain witch because of his unacceptable offer—a phoenix feather for a marriage. Pyrros suffered the witch’s curse because he, the Mage Supreme, had killed the phoenixes to stay alive forever, making the phoenix feathers exceedingly rare.
And perhaps not even that was true, because Moira vaguely recalled the flaming scarlet birds in the strange city within the walls in Neithlands. He hadn’t murdered them all, but kept them to himself as prisoners—just like how he kept Nerida.
Wind suddenly slashed through the room, and Armaldo groaned as his aging body slammed against the wall again. Moira’s hair flew around her face, her eyes wild with fury. She wanted to steal the breath away from him, see the life leave his eyes—
“Moira… Don’t. Please.” 
Nerida’s soft, pleading voice was all that could cut through the viciousness that had taken over her mind. It brought Moira back, the same way it always did, as though Nerida was the only one who could ground her.
The wind died down as quickly as it had come, and she watched as the yellow strings of magic spinning around her withdrew back into her. 
She found Armaldo watching her, curiosity in his tired, icy eyes. “Oh… I see why she picked you.”
“What are you talking about?” Moira asked before she could stop herself.
“That taste for vengeance. That passion.” From the sound of it, he could have recounted positive traits in a lover. “She always picks a favorite.”
“Be quiet,” Moira snapped. “Don’t—”
He smirked, pale and old and unthreatening, and his words came in a drawl. “Don’t talk, or what… You’ll kill me? Not much of a threat, given our present positions on this chessboard, Princess.”
“Don’t listen to him.” Nerida stood and then stepped in front of her, between her and Armaldo. Moira quelled the impulse to move her aside, looking into Nerida’s stormy blue eyes. She had missed that color more than the air she breathed. 
Nerida grabbed her hand, and Moira nearly pulled away—but then she allowed Nerida to tug her along toward the door. Moira ground her heels to return to the table, scooping up the vials and trinkets. No way was she leaving him alone with them.
Nerida opened the door, and the guard outside immediately turned to them. “Your Highness.”
“Please get us the State Mage Edarin,” Nerida said, calm and authoritative.
If the guard was at all surprised to see Nerida standing in the doorway of a room that had been empty when Moira and Armaldo went inside, he did well not to show it. He did, however, glance at Moira, who finally nodded. “Do it,” she said begrudgingly.
Maybe this would work in her favor. Edarin hated the Mage Supreme, and Edarin had magic. He would hopefully agree with Moira’s plan of simply letting Armaldo perish. 
“Edarin?” came Armaldo’s voice from behind, followed by another weak laugh. “That old grouch. He’ll kill me.”
Moira was about to answer, I’m counting on it, or Good riddance, but Nerida was quicker. “I will still be here. I just need to get Moira away from you.”
Moira balked and took a step away from Nerida. “I’m not leaving so he can regain his powers, and. I’m definitely not leaving without you.”
Nerida pressed her lips together and then finally sighed, closing the door so that they were once more alone with Armaldo. She gave Moira a long look. “This is making you into someone I don’t like.”
The words cut Moira to the core. But she couldn’t stop the words that rushed out in reply. “What, because I think he’s a murderer and deserves death?”
“The Moira I know doesn’t talk like that.”
“I do when it comes to you.” She replaced the vials on the table where she had taken them, hoping they would taunt Armaldo, sitting in sight but out of reach.
Nerida shook her head, her long hair swishing fluidly with the movement. “Moira, if we start murdering people, we’re just as bad as he is.”
Before Moira had time to protest that he wasn’t ‘people’, Armaldo said, “You’ve already killed me. Giving me that wine… I’ll be dead soon enough.” The way he said it, it was like he had somehow won, despite it all. “Ea will be so proud… Her passionate little princess.”
“Quiet,” Nerida snapped, and for once, Moira saw genuine anger on her face. “Do not talk to her like that.”
The corner of Armaldo’s lips turned up to resemble a smirk, though it didn’t cause Moira’s gut to churn the way his smirk had before—with his sunken eyes, the dark shadows across his lined face, and the way he barely seemed able to keep his head up, he appeared a lot less dangerous than he had previously. His skin looked like crumpled-up paper, wrinkling more with every passing minute.
A knock sounded on the door, then it opened before they had time to say anything. Edarin must have been in the castle to come so quickly. He strode in, gaze flitting to Moira and then to Nerida—and then he caught sight of the old man now mostly unconscious, propped up against the wall. Moira was pretty sure it was the first time she had ever seen him stare.
“There is an old man on the floor, Your Highness,” he said, in that even voice of his, as though this might be something they were unaware of.
“Yes.” Moira glared at Armaldo. “This is Gustavei Armaldo. Also known as the Mage Supreme.”
Edarin balked, seeming unable to find his words.
Moira continued. “Ei, the evil twin. In reality, just an old, incapacitated, dying man.” She added the last with a satisfied sneer.
Edarin, who was rarely at a loss for words, opened his mouth, closed it, and then, “How?”
“I used my brain.”
He regarded her in silence, not as impressed as she hoped he would be. It seemed he was merely waiting for more of an explanation. Moira quickly explained how she had used nymph wine in the fruit, that she forced two more glasses into him afterwards, and that now the magic keeping him young and alive was failing. Grim satisfaction filled her as she spoke, although Nerida looked at her with eyebrows drawn together in concern.
“And would you now like me to finish your work?” Edarin asked, in the same tone of voice he could have asked if she would like some dinner.
Moira wanted to say yes, but before she dared, Nerida replied, “No!”
The raised voice seemed to stir Ei from his drunken stupor. Even Armaldo’s eyebrows rose at the adamant tone. Irritation bubbled within Moira. She understood Nerida’s reasoning; they should not kill people. But she didn’t want to kill people—just one person. The world would be better for it.
“I want you to see if you can get him to survive longer than…” Nerida glanced at Armaldo. “Than whatever he has left.”
It couldn’t be much. Armaldo’s hair had turned from gray to silver-white, thinning to the point where his scalp was visible beneath it. It looked strange, no longer contrasting with the white of his skin but melting in with it, as if he’d gone bald, and his dark eyebrows had also lost their color. His wrinkly skin hung from his bones, and every bit of muscle seemed to have melted away. If it weren’t for the hazy blue eyes watching them, anyone could have mistaken him for a corpse.
“Are you certain, Your Highness?” Edarin asked. Moira wished he would look at her, but he couldn’t seem to draw his eyes away from the decaying man across the room.
Moira took a deep breath. If she told Edarin to kill Armaldo, she knew she would crack something fundamental in her relationship with Nerida—and she hadn’t done this, risked everything to get Nerida back, only to risk destroying them in the first hour. On an exhale, she finally said, “Yes.”
Something lightened inside at the word. Moira glanced at Nerida and found relief, which made it impossible to keep a small, hopeful smile from her lips.
“Very well,” Edarin said. “I will see what I can do. Perhaps a stasis spell.”
“Just let me die, Edarin.” Armaldo’s voice was hoarse, creaking like an old door. “Let’s make her the murderer she’s meant to be.” His lips twisted into as much of a smile as he could muster in his deteriorating state.
“Make sure he can’t access any magic,” Moira said. “I’ll douse him with some more wine if needed.” 
Edarin nodded, then moved his hands, those calm movements he always used when he did magic, said some strange word with a lot of vowels, and orange lines of magic left his hands, curling toward Armaldo on the floor and wrapping around him and lifting him up to lie horizontally in the air. Like little needles, magic pressed into his body, and Moira hoped Edarin was right about Armaldo being unable to soak up the magic. 
“Goodbye, Your Highness,” Armaldo said with a resolute tiredness in his voice. “Congratulations on your win.”






  
  Chapter five
[image: image-placeholder]
Tea


Armaldo exhaled as the magic covered him and his eyes closed. As he lay back, the lines on his face evened out slightly, Moira wondered if he had been in pain. Then she quickly squashed the thought, because she wanted to feel no empathy with the monster. 
“I must admit I am impressed, Your Highness,” Edarin said. “This is a feat many before you have tried to achieve, and all of them have failed.”
“You told me to use my brain.”
“That I did.”
“He got carried away by his own power,” Moira said without taking her gaze off the still form hovering in the air. “He expected a fight or a bargain, not poisoned grapes.”
“And why exactly are we keeping him alive?” Edarin asked.
Moira was unsure of how to answer. Darkness welled up inside as her mind supplied her with all the crimes the old, unconscious man was guilty of. Not just the horrors he had forced upon Moira and her friends, but upon the many Elementals before them. The previous water Elemental Ana came to mind, and the way Ei had poisoned the mind of the waterman, Khem, who’d been in love with her, leading to her death. And most likely thousands of other innocent beings had suffered because of his selfishness. 
“To give ourselves time,” Nerida answered when it became obvious Moira had no answer. 
“He had potions and things in little glass bottles.” Moira waved a hand toward the table. “When you have a moment, you might look them over. But for now, concentrate on him. Make sure he doesn’t somehow… get away.”
Edarin raised an eyebrow. “I am sure that will be a monumental task.” 
“Moira, let’s go find something to eat,” Nerida said. “This room is… We need to leave.”
Unwillingness pulled at Moira. She stared at Armaldo as though expecting him to speak.
“I will handle him, Your Highness,” Edarin said.
“Don’t let him die while we’re away.” She wanted to be there when he took his last breath.
“Yes, Your Highness.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The kitchen staff made them a large sandwich each, and though Moira knew she should be hungry, she could barely make herself swallow. It was as if the thoughts of Armaldo filled her to the point where such basic things as hunger stopped being important.
They sat in the royal family’s private dining room, Nerida on the chair which had once been Moira’s mother’s spot. That had been a lifetime ago, back when they had been a complete, if dysfunctional, family. Back before the fight that led to Moira’s fall from Aurora, before she had magic. Before Aurora nearly fell because of the machinations of the former Chief of Guards. 
She had been convinced for months, ever since meeting not-Mari in the fog, that Ei was behind the sudden change in Chief Rais. A year ago, she’d found the letters from the king to Chief Rais, and she’d later heard it from Rais’ lips, how in love the two had been. The king and his guard… but the king had chosen duty over love. Still, Rais had protected the royal family for the better part of his life, until suddenly, he had turned into a maniac who wanted to kill them all and send the whole country crashing into the ocean. Even with what she had read in the letters, even if he had been tormented for all those years, it made no sense. Rais had been rational, and waiting twenty years, while having the opportunity all the while, had never seemed rational. Especially the timing… It seemed far more logical for someone else to be steering Chief Rais. Who better fit that bill than the Mage Supreme? After all, she had watched him do something so similar with Khem, causing the death of two others. 
Yet Armaldo had not taken credit for the near-destruction of Aurora. Why would Ea hurt Aurora?
“As usual, she used a catastrophe to activate you.”
Moira took a bite of the sandwich, tasting neither the cheese nor the fresh herbs. He had to be lying—what else would the Mage Supreme do when faced with his own mortality but try to create more chaos in his wake, surely?
She glanced at Nerida and found Nerida looking back, expression like a blank wall, impossible to read. Moira knew she should be asking Nerida about her time in Neithlands, saying all those words that had been tumbling around in her head for months on end. Yet now her mind was filled to the brim with wishing for Armaldo’s death—and since Nerida clearly didn’t want to hear about that, Moira found herself at a loss for words.
It shouldn’t be that way. It had never been like that before…
The last time they saw each other, Nerida had kissed her. The memory unfolded with vivid clarity—Pyrros’ magnificent form crumbling as he sacrificed himself to break the curse of the necklace, the devastating silence that followed… and that final, impossible moment before Neve dragged her away, when Nerida had pressed her lips to Moira’s with desperate tenderness, a first kiss that tasted of salt tears and goodbye. Even now, the weight of leaving Nerida behind as a prisoner still crushed against Moira’s chest, making it hard to breathe.
Nerida’s lips against her own. 
I love you.
Their first kiss should have been so different. Not a goodbye kiss.
Moira placed the sandwich, barely eaten, back on the plate, and wrapped her fingers around her warm mug of tea. Finally, staring at her hands, she managed, “So… how have you been?”
Nerida blew out air through her nose, a ghost of a smile passing over her lips. Moira raised her gaze and drank in the image of Nerida, with shadows across her face but eyes sparkling once again. “I… it’s been okay.”
“You were a prisoner.”
“I’m used to living in small spaces,” she said, voice soft. “Your castle is the exception to the rule.”
“You deserve to live in grand spaces… I want—I want you to have the exception,” Moira said hesitantly. She reached out, stopping herself just before her hand touched Nerida’s. Though she wanted Nerida to stay, wanted to touch Nerida, hug Nerida, to feel her lips again, Nerida had always had a harder time with touch. She knew she couldn’t rush this.
The lines around Nerida’s eyes softened, and she closed the distance between their hands. Her fingers covered Moira’s and squeezed lightly.
“I’m glad to be back.”
Moira’s heart swelled with hope. “I’m so glad you’re back… There wasn’t a single day that went by that I didn’t think about you.”
Nerida’s lips turned up in a smile, but Moira’s eyes were drawn up to the shadowy bruise around her eye. She had to know.
“Did he hurt you?” Moira asked, a thickness in her throat. 
“No,” Nerida said. “I don’t think so. I know he came to me now and then, but I don’t remember much of what he did or what he said. Everything is… hazy. Like it’s all been a dream.” She paused and then shrugged. “Or maybe a nightmare.”
Moira reached her free hand up to touch Nerida’s cheek. Nerida inhaled at the touch, but then leaned into her hand.
“What about this? You said there were others?” Moira said, running her thumb carefully over the blue shadow.
“There were other prisoners,” Nerida said softly, looking down at her own cup of tea. “Some have been there a very long time. If they break through his hold on them… some of them get violent. Only briefly, before he takes control again, but… It’s not their fault, Moira.”
“And you still don’t want to see him dead,” Moira said, letting her hand drop and clasping the cup tighter. Anger washed over her again.
Nerida shook her head. “I don’t want you to kill anyone.”
Moira took a few deep breaths, trembling with each exhale, until she had herself under control once more. Moira took a gulp of tea, but it burned on the way down as if it were alcohol or poison. “What was it like there?”
Nerida stared down at her hands, and seconds ticked by before she replied. “I didn’t have my freedom, but it wasn’t bad either. I didn’t have the energy or space to do much, but I was… comfortable. I think he might have seen me—all of us—like his… pets.”
All of us. All those blank-gazed beings they had encountered on their way through the city once they made it through the marshes. Was that the state Nerida had been in for the past months? At least they hadn’t seemed to be in pain… until they got violent, apparently. 
But he must take something from them. Use them for his own gain—why else would he keep a whole menagerie of beings? From the phoenixes Moira was certain had crossed the sky to the water people in the lake around the castle, to the humans moving about in the streets, and the centaurs working the fields… They must be there for a purpose, not merely because he wanted pretty things to look at. But then Moira remembered what Ei had said as he sat there eating those grapes. 
I’m not letting the mermaid go. I enjoy having her to look at. She’s pretty, don’t you agree?
Bile rose in the back of her throat. Nerida was nobody’s pet.
“I have to get back.” She stood abruptly.
Nerida hesitated. “You haven’t eaten.”
Moira stared down at her sandwich and wasn’t sure she’d ever been less hungry.
“I’m sorry… I can’t.” She turned and left.






  
  Chapter six
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Taking Magic


Moira approached the door to the meeting room cautiously, her anxiety conjuring all sorts of awful what-ifs that she might find behind the door. With a quiet knock, she pushed the knob and allowed the door to open.  
Edarin had taken the seat Moira had occupied when she and Armaldo first sat down for their meeting. His unwavering gaze stayed on the still form hovering in the air an arm’s length away from him. 
Even in stasis, Armaldo had continued to grow older. The orange sheen of Edarin’s magic still surrounded Armaldo and his breathing was steady and slow. Beneath the thin fabric of the shirt, she could tell his ribs were becoming visible. His long hair, completely white now rather than the shiny black of a few hours ago, floated around his wrinkled face. If not for the slow rise and fall of his chest, she would have mistaken him for dead already. 
Dead of old age. 
He looked over a century old.
“Nothing new to report, Your Highness,” Edarin said, standing.
Moira shut the door behind her and stepped closer. She didn’t look at him. Instead, she closed her eyes and sank into the familiar darkness of the soul world. It had become such an easy exercise to do; her breathing deepening as she concentrated on herself and the golden yellow of her magic. Like the most gorgeous of sunrises, it resided deep inside, and it held her to the path of the soul world. 
Once there, the lights of the other souls became visible. The vibrant orange of Edarin, and farther away, the colorful lights of the rest of the castle’s inhabitants. Nerida was still in the dining room, it seemed.
But the Mage Supreme’s void-like aura was all Moira was interested in.
Where Ea had always glowed bright white, Ei was darkness. Despite being surrounded by the deep nothingness of the soul world, it was still perfectly visible, as though a different kind of darkness, like black oil in dark water. It pulsated, stretching out in every direction, but every time it did, it touched the golden green cage surrounding it, recoiling as if burned. Nymph wine—strong and complete.
“You can take it.”
The voice came from nowhere, because nothing in the soul world had a mouth to speak with. Ea was the only one Moira had ever heard speak in here, but this wasn’t hers. And it wasn’t Ei’s voice either—it seemed to come from the magic itself. A voice she had never heard before.
“Take the magic.”
Armaldo’s magic reached toward her but pulled back again when it came into contact with the barrier. It couldn’t go to her—but could she take it?
Did she want to?
What would happen to Armaldo if she did?
“Death, of course. But you want it.”
It was unclear if the voice meant she wanted Ei’s death, or the magic. 
But either way, was the voice wrong? She did want it. Wanted him dead—and why shouldn’t she be allowed to take his power when she had bested him?
Or was this a trap? 
She would take the chance. 
The risk was worth it.
When she reached out, her yellow magic swirling and twisting around itself, the golden green cage did not push her away. She stopped just before coming into contact with the black magic—and then it snapped to her, gripping her as if she were a lifeline. The black magic swirled around the yellow, and for a second, fear swept through her because she thought her suspicions had been right—
But then it sank into the yellow and made it glow a deep gold, brighter than it ever had before. Thin vines of black continued toward the larger bulk of her energy, and everywhere it went, Moira’s magic surged brighter still. Around her, the world lit up, as though it had always been muted before—only now could she see it as it was supposed to be, stunningly drenched in hues of every color. It was beyond beautiful. New lights flickered to life far beyond what she could see before, as if the entire world was now lit.
The black magic left the cage, twirling around her own. She had never felt anything like it.
The strength, the abilities, the sense of invincibility that came with it.
Suddenly, the soul world disappeared—but she found she was no longer in Aurora. No, she was somewhere entirely different, standing in a wide clearing filled with tall grass. Ahead, a cottage sat picturesquely against the backdrop of the forest, and beyond the treetops, a mountain range reached toward the blue sky.
Moira looked around and found two women hurrying toward the cottage. Humans, by the looks of it, though their clothes didn’t look much like what Moira had seen humans wear in Gereon. 
A scream cut through the stillness of the clearing.
“Good thing we’re comin’,” the brown-haired woman muttered. She must be at least in her fifties, possibly older, and carried a large basket filled with what looked like blankets, and a bag over her shoulder.
The other woman, fairer and taller, said, “Sounds like they’re on their way.”
Moira waited for them to see her so she could ask what was going on, but as they came closer, they seemed none the wiser about her presence. Then they passed through her, and Moira realized this must be like when she had first touched the scepter: she was there, but not really.
She followed the two women inside, curious to discover whatever she was there to see.
The cottage had only one room, which contained a hearth—currently not lit, because it seemed to be summer here—and a wooden table with two chairs, as well as a large bed. Against the bed leaned a very pregnant woman, drenched with sweat and panting.
The two women, who
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