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Prologue
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The Observatory
March 2023

DOUG

Waking up after seventeen months in stasis is like recovering from a blunt force trauma to the head. The headache, the nausea, the shakes, the thick fog that steals all sense of place and time, leaving only the vague notion that I’ve been here before. Not just in this room or this place. But in this very moment.

“Douglas, are you all right?” The professor sits behind Chronos’s desk, on Chronos’s throne. The Staff of Time is leaning on a stand at his elbow like it belongs to him.

Daniel Lyon steeples his fingers, watching me across the desk with a wariness that could almost pass for concern.

“I’m fine.” I hide my stasis tremors behind tightly clenched teeth. I want to set his chair on fire. Want to drown him, freeze him, strangle him with my bare hands, but every cell in my body feels weak, my magic spent. And he knows it. He hasn’t even gone to the trouble to restrain me. A single guard—some dickhead I’ve never even seen before—waits outside the door.

A stasis chill takes hold. My back clings to the leather armchair, my Observatory-issued coveralls already drenched with cold sweat. All those months spent in a chamber have my senses cut sharp. The desk light’s too bright, the old man’s blue eyes too penetrating. The musty odors of the antique canvases and moldering books around the room are thick enough to choke me. Under it all, I swear I can taste the rot in the catacombs below us. And something else . . . a faintly fetid reek from an enclosure on a shelf on the back wall—one of Gaia’s terrariums. The strange emerald serpent coiled inside isn’t one of her usual pets. It’s unlike any creature I’ve seen in the Observatory before, and I dig my nails into the armrests, wondering whose magic is trapped inside it. I hope like hell it’s Jack’s.

The snake’s forked tongue flicks over the glass, the glittering diamondlike facets of its eyes shimmering as it watches us. It takes everything I have to drag my gaze from the tank.

“Why was I kept in stasis so long?” Three months would have been long enough to recover, even from the most violent death.

“What’s the last thing you remember?” Lyon’s tone is gentle, cautious. As if I’m something fragile, to be handled delicately. And I hate him all the more for it.

I massage my palm, blinking back a hot rush of emotion. I remember Denver’s body crumbling to dust in my hands. Remember how I clamped ash-covered fingers around Fleur Attwell’s neck, and the rage . . . the blinding rage I felt in that moment. My throat tightens painfully around the words. “I remember climbing out of the lake in time to see my best friend murdered in front of me.”

“Fleur was merely defending herself and those she loved.”

“And what about the ones I loved!” The word “loved” vaults from my mouth before I can wrestle it back. The room blurs behind a hot, bright oil slick of emotions. They’re gone. Michael, Denver, my team—

“Noelle Eastman,” Lyon says gently. Her name steals the air from the room. “I had hoped to be the one to tell you about her.”

I shake off his sympathy with a callous shrug. “Tell me what? That my own girlfriend turned against me to defend your stupid cause? That she betrayed me to protect Jack Sommers?” I spit out his name, glad he’s dead. Grateful at least for this one small victory.

“Noelle did what she felt was right. She protected you in the only way she knew how—”

“She sent me home!” I slam my fist against his desk, making the snake flinch back from the glass. “I know it was Noelle who killed me and sent me back through the ley lines! I smelled her coming.” I smelled the familiar faint scent of vanilla on her skin. Felt the warmth of her whispered apology in my ear right before she slit my throat.

I can still feel the phantom pull of the ley lines as they dragged me back home into stasis, the lingering dull tug in my soul. I shove back from the desk, aching for her for reasons that make no sense. “Where is she anyway?” I growl. “If she’s awake, I have a few words I’d like to say to her.” Lyon just stares at me, pity in the shine of his eyes. “Where is she!”

“She’s in the wind,” he says, so softly I almost miss it.

I slump into the chair.

In the wind. Gone. Her soul scattered.

“Who did it?” I ask in a strangled voice. “Was it Fleur? I swear on that fucking staff, I’ll—”

“Chronos struck the killing blow,” he says, silencing me with a flash of white teeth. Lyon’s eyes have gone hard. In them, I see a glimmer of Winter—the famed, fierce Season he used to be, not the middle-aged professor—staring back at me.

Of course he would protect her. Defend her. Lie for her. Fleur’s one of the traitors who put him here.

“No!” I rise, nearly toppling my chair. “Noelle was an officer on my team. Traitor or not, she should have answered to me!”

“And if she had? If she had explained to you why she sided with Jack, would you have listened?”

I slam both palms down on his desk, ready to climb over it and rip out his throat. “You sanctimonious son of a bitch!”

Lyon’s eyes darken as they slide to the staff, the twitch in his hand the only clue that he feels threatened by me. A black velvet sash is knotted around the head of the staff, covering the crystal eye at its center, as if Lyon is afraid of its power. As if he’s too fucking chicken to look into it and see his own future.

I lean over the desk. “Do it, old man,” I whisper. “Go ahead and kill me. That’s why I’m here, isn’t it? Because Jack is dead, and it was my team that killed him. And you want to make me suffer for it.”

I lock eyes with him.

“Jack survived. He’s alive, Douglas.”

I fall back a step. “No. You’re wrong. There’s no way he’s alive. I saw him fall through the ice. I watched him drown!”

“What you didn’t see was the loyalty of those who loved him, and the sacrifices they made to save him.”

“That’s impossible.” It’s not possible that Denver and Noelle are in the wind. That Chronos—my Chronos—is gone and Jack Sommers is still breathing. “You’re lying!”

I stumble back from the desk, my heels connecting with the chair behind me as Lyon rises and reaches for the staff. The razor edge of the scythe glints as he lowers it between us and unwinds the velvet sash from the eye. It catches the light, throwing rainbows over the desktop. Flashes of my own face are captured inside them, flickering on the polished wood.

“What is that? What are you doing?”

“You wish to know what really happened. I’m showing you.” Lyon turns the staff in increments, every degree revealing new images, moving backward in time until he finds the moment he’s searching for. Denver’s face appears, and suddenly, I can’t speak.

I watch him die all over again. Watch Fleur murder him. Watch the magic and life and soul slip out of him.

“Stop,” I grind out. “Make it stop.”

The image rotates, the perspective shifting with dizzying speed. I don’t recognize this memory. I’m not in my own head. It’s as if I’m seeing myself through someone else’s eyes.

Through Fleur’s.

I see myself wrestle her to the ground, grappling for control of her hands. Fighting off her mind as she summons roots and vines to snare me. Noelle is there. She rushes me from behind, and I’m blinded by a quick flash of light—my light—as my own death plays out in front of me, and I’m pulled into the ley lines, back to the Observatory.

Noelle’s cheeks are streaked with tears. She doesn’t see Chronos approaching from behind, or the swing of his scythe. I squeeze my eyes shut as it hooks her and her magic disperses into the wind.

The vision shifts toward the shoreline, where Jack lies lifeless in the reeds. His friends hover around him, snapping arrows, compressing his chest. Fleur’s a demon, savage in her vengeance, drawing more elemental power than any Season I’ve ever seen. Transfixed, I watch as she causes the ground to quake, commanding a dozen trees and vines to take down Chronos by his wrists and ankles. Her hair is charged with static, her eyes wild, as she presses his staff to his throat. She’s merciless and terrifying and I’m disgusted by the admiration I can’t help feeling as I watch her. She’s a Season . . . a Season fueled by rage, who’s managed to overpower a god. In the vision, even Lyon hesitates to stand too close to her.

Until she hands him the staff.

She falls to her knees beside Jack, just like all the others. Giving up everything for him. Fighting for him.

He’s alive. Not in a terrarium or in an urn. Not in the wind. He’s alive.

Sinking into the chair, I drop my head between my knees and fight the urge to be sick.

“You’re not the only one to suffer a loss, Douglas. Jack survived his ordeal, and he’s stronger for it. Perhaps not in the ways you imagined, but strength is about more than power and magic. It’s about faith and trust and commitment. He made a choice. A choice to embrace his . . .”

Lyon’s blathering abruptly dies.

I lift my head. But Lyon’s not looking at me. He’s frowning deep into the crystal. “. . . his future,” he finishes. With a soft clear of his throat, he wraps the velvet sash back around the eye. “I hope you can move on from here as he has, Douglas. It’s important that you try. The world moves on, with or without us,” he says, the creases around his eyes deepening. “In one week’s time, Gaia and I will be dismantling the last members of Michael’s Guard. All those remaining will be awakened and relieved of their duties, as well as the magic granted to them by the former Chronos.”

The damp jumpsuit chills my skin where it presses against the seat. “What does that mean? What are you saying?”

“Those who chose to serve under Michael may be swayed by conflicting values and loyalties. I cannot take any chances with the safety of the Observatory or those who choose to reside here.”

“Choose?” The word tastes all wrong and I spit it back at him. “What does that even mean?”

“You may elect to retire,” he continues, “in which case you will be stripped of your magic and assigned to a vacant position of service here within the school, where you may live out the remaining years of your natural life. But I will advise you that our systems have changed. Our rules are different now, Douglas. Our Seasons strive to live, both here and above ground, in peaceful coexistence. I will not allow anyone to disrupt that goal.”

A cold, dry laugh escapes me. “And what if I don’t want to retire?”

“Then that decision will result in Termination. As will any intimation of harm against Jack or Fleur.” Lyon’s eyes meet mine. There’s no mistaking the unspoken threat inside them. So that’s what this is about. This isn’t about protecting the Observatory. It’s about protecting Jack. It’s about keeping me powerless down here, where I can’t get to him.

“You might as well just kill me now,” I say through my teeth.

“It’s a significant decision—”

Despite the lightness in my head, I launch to my feet. “No, it’s a punishment!”

“It is also a choice, Mr. Lausks.” Lyon doesn’t rise. Doesn’t reach for the staff.

“Maybe I wasn’t clear, old man. I’m not giving you my magic. I’d rather die than serve you. You are not my Chronos. You never will be.”

“Your Chronos would never have given you the option,” he says quietly. “I will not take it from you. You will have one week to think on your decision. Extraction is taxing on the body, and you should use this time to rest and reflect. You’re tired, and you have a lot of information to absorb.”

One week. Long enough for me to recover the strength I’ll need to survive the pain of extraction as they rip away my magic. But not long enough to gather the power to fight it. “And if my decision won’t change?”

“You may use the week to put your affairs in order. Gaia and I will consider any final requests you’d like to make with regard to your personal property.” His eyes lift to mine. “Death doesn’t have to be the only choice. There is a way forward. Take time,” he says pointedly, wielding that word as if it belongs to him.

“Is that all?” As far as I’m concerned, we’re done here.

“Douglas,” he says, stopping me before I reach the door. “I am truly sorry for your loss.”

Loss, he calls it. As if it’s all a game. As if he plucked a few damn chess pieces off the board and we can all just start over. I shake my head as I shove through the heavy double doors, nearly crashing into the figure cowering on the other side. Kai wraps her arms around herself, pale and shaking like she’s just awoken from stasis. Kai Sampson, the best marksman in the Guard. The champion archer who shot Jack Sommers full of arrows, and for what?

For nothing.

“Doug?” Her voice cracks. She reeks like cold sweat as I shoulder past her. “Doug, what happened? What did he want?”

She has no idea. No idea Jack’s alive. No idea what’s happened while we’ve all been sleeping. I don’t tell her what Lyon said. That we’ve lost the battle. That our enemies have taken control of our home. I don’t tell her we’re about to lose our lives, or our magic. Because I have no intention of letting the bastard get that far.
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A Strangely Aching Heart
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FLEUR

A guitar riff screams against the walls of the villa, drowning out the morning chatter of the jays as I follow the sound through the veranda. By the time I reach the workout room, Jack’s favorite ’80s punk mix is reverberating in my bones. I push open the door, covering my ears against the hammering of drums.

“Jack!” I can’t even hear myself over the bass. Neither can he, apparently. “Jack, you really shouldn’t—”

His back rests on the weight bench, his legs spread, his bare feet pressed flat against the floor as he shakes chalk from his hands and adjusts his grip on the bar. It’s loaded down with far too many plates. I open my mouth to shout again. Oblivious, he sucks in a few short breaths, gritting his teeth as he pushes the bar from its cradle. Jack’s muscles tighten into distracting patterns, cords straining in the flushed column of his neck as he lowers the bar and presses it up again.

Eyes squeezed shut, he pushes out a few more reps. I hover close, my hands poised to catch the bar if it drops. His jaw strains, his breath heating my face as I help guide the bar the last few inches into the cradle.

His gray eyes flash open as the bar clatters into place with an echoing thud. A smile tugs on his lips. He lies there, covered in sweat, grinning at me upside down, lip-synching the words to whatever song is blaring through the speakers. I reach for his phone and shut the music off.

“I said, you shouldn’t be lifting this much weight without a spotter!” My voice is too loud, the music still ringing in my ears.

“I don’t need a spotter.” He arcs his back a few inches off the bench, lifting his shirt to mop sweat from his face. His sly grin widens, teasing a blush out of me when he catches me staring at the taut lines of muscle underneath. We’ve been living together, sleeping together in the same bed, for more than a year, but the sight of him still knocks me breathless sometimes. He reaches up and tugs the end of my pink ponytail until my face hovers upside down above his. Perspiration shimmers in his dark hair and shines on his upper lip, leaving a deliciously salty taste on mine as he steals a sweaty kiss from me. Under the bright overhead lights, his eyes sparkle with mischief.

Whatever irritation I felt moments ago melts away as he swings out from under the bar and tugs me gently onto his lap. The calluses on his palms catch on the loose fabric of my skirt as he slides his hands up my hips, leaving snowy white trails of chalk on the dark cotton before settling on the small of my back.

“If you’re not careful, you’re going to hurt yourself,” I say, the words tinged with worry. “Your physical therapist—”

“My physical therapist gave me the green light,” he reminds me. It’s been nearly eighteen months since Gaia brought him back from the brink of his last death with three arrow-shaped scars in his back and a hole in his heart where his magic used to be. A hole he insisted would fill with time. But some days, I’m not so sure.

My brows knit and he draws me closer.

“The doctor said you could ease your way back into a light training routine.” I wipe a bead of sweat from his cheek. “Three hours a day in here isn’t ‘light training,’ Jack. And benching two twenty—”

“Isn’t going to kill me.” He turns my hand over and presses a kiss against my palm. Goose bumps ripple over me as his lips travel to the crook of my arm. “My body’s in excellent shape,” he whispers, his dark dusting of morning stubble igniting a trail of shivers over my collarbone. “But if you want to test my endurance, I’m completely on board with that.”

Laughing, I push him back by the chest with questionable effort. “I’ve got Spanish lessons in less than an hour.” And if he keeps kissing me like this, I swear to Gaia, I’ll never make it to class.

He draws me back against him by the front of my shirt. “I’ll give you a very good reason to ditch.”

I swat his hands away as I stand and wipe the chalk from my skirt. “You can show off your physical prowess when I get home.”

“What if I want to show you now?” His fingers graze my waist as it swings out of reach. I let my gaze linger playfully on his chest. Then lower. My grin widens as I settle into a sparring stance.

“Fleur,” he laughs, “this isn’t exactly what I had in—”

I drop to the mat, sweeping his legs out from under him. His breath rushes out with the force of his fall, and before he can react, I’m on top of him.

“Fleur—”

Slamming his wrists against the mat, I pin him down with my knees. Something flashes in his eyes, wicked and wild. “Oh, so that’s how it’s going to be?” He surges under me, throwing me sideways, careful to control my fall as I crash down into the thick foam. We grapple, breathless and giggling, tumbling over each other until he’s got me pinned.

“You’re holding back,” he says, loosening his grip, giving me an out I don’t need. He may be stronger, but the windows to the villa are completely open to the garden outside. I could summon roots and vines to haul him off me and hang him from the ceiling by his toes if I wanted to.

I melt into the mat, my laughter dying as the hard angles of his hips sink to fit against the soft, warm space between mine.

“Maybe I like you like this,” I whisper.

I see it then, in his almost-flinch—whatever it is he’s been stacking on that weight bar and carrying alone. His dark hair falls over his eyes.

“Hey,” I say, angling my face to catch his gaze. I know why he spends so many hours in here. And while I can’t deny the end result is amazing, it hurts knowing why he’s become so obsessed. “I love you, Jack. You.” I didn’t fall in love with him because of his magic. Nor did I fall out of love when he lost it. If anything, I fell harder, loving him more, for the strength it must have taken him to give it away. “I love you like this.”

Lacing our fingers together, I raise our hands up over my head, bringing our faces close, the same way I held him down at the edge of the pond near the safe house, the night we shared that first earth-shattering kiss. It had started as a snowball fight, two Seasons wrestling in the marshy grass in a fit of laughter to see who would come out on top. Maybe he let me get the best of him that night, but it didn’t matter. Did it? Our lips met somewhere in the middle.

“I’m making you late.” His nose brushes mine, and his mouth skates over the edge of my lips. “You should probably get ready for class.” The words are lost in the haze that wraps around me as he grazes my ear. His voice is deep, rough with desire, sending a delicious shiver through me, and I wonder if he knows how much power he has. How he ignites my blood and makes my body thrum, even without his Winter magic.

“Are we ever going to talk about this?” I ask.

Jack’s breath stills against my neck. He pulls back a little, just enough to search my face. He presses a too-soft kiss to my lips before untangling himself from my hands. Suddenly, his warm weight is gone, and he’s reaching down to help me up. “I’ve got my meeting with Lyon, then I’m going for a run.”

“Where?”

“To the park,” he says, reaching for a towel.

My hands freeze where they smooth the wrinkles from my shirt. Forcing a smile, I hitch a thumb over my shoulder, gesturing at the treadmill I bought him for Christmas. He hasn’t turned it on once since I took it out of the box. The sleek black machine sprawls like a slumbering cat, positioned strategically in front of the open window. “It won’t kill you to try it, you know.”

“Neither will running outside alone.” He tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear. We both know why I bought it. He knows I hate running. That I only go running with him at the park every morning because I’m afraid to let him go by himself. I don’t worry about myself out there. The rules of our world have changed since the rebellion. Most of the restrictions that used to keep Seasons in check have been lifted, giving us more freedom than we’ve ever had before. But while most Seasons seem grateful for the change, I’m not foolish enough to believe there aren’t still a few out there who feel loyal to Michael and miss the old ways. Lyon assures us he rounded up as many as he could find, but it only takes one, and Jack’s face is far too recognizable—he might as well be the poster boy for the whole revolution. And as much as I hate to admit it, he’s vulnerable without his magic. Daniel Lyon may have granted Jack immortality as part of the benefits package for the roles we played in overthrowing Michael, but just because our bodies don’t age doesn’t mean we can’t be injured or die. We both have to stay vigilant if we want to plant safe roots here. And running alone in the city isn’t smart.

“Why won’t you use it?” I ask, leaning a hip against the treadmill.

“Because . . .” He rakes up his sweat-matted hair, the jagged crown of black spikes falling back over his eyes as he paces away from me. “It makes me feel claustrophobic.”

“It’s in front of the window.”

“I can run outside. It’s perfectly safe. I don’t want to be hooked up to electronic devices all the time.”

I tap my ear, where my transmitter usually sits. The one Jack makes me wear whenever I leave the villa. “Aren’t you being a little hypocritical?”

He shakes his head, laughing silently, his hands on his hips as he saunters toward me. He curls his arm around my waist. “I’m supposed to be your Handler. Not the other way around.”

I lean back, raising an eyebrow. “Yeah? Well, maybe I don’t need a spotter, either.”

His lips chase mine, smiling against them as he steals another kiss. “Too bad. You made your choice. You’re stuck with me.”

I wrap my arms around his neck. “I’ll never regret it.”

Jack had been as good as dead, bleeding out beside a frozen lake, when I was given the choice to save one person to be my Handler and protector for the rest of my immortal life. Watching him die nearly killed me, and I have no intention of losing him again. “Treadmill, please,” I say, ruffling the ends of his damp hair. I rise up on my toes to plant a last kiss on his cheek. “Or wait for me to get home and I’ll go with you.”

“Wear your transmitter!” he calls after me.

“I have my cell phone,” I shout over my shoulder.

“Fleur?”

“I know!” My voice carries across the veranda as I stride to our bedroom. I hate that damn tracking device, probably for the same reason Jack hates the treadmill—they remind us too much of the life we fought to leave behind. But as Jack so often insists on pointing out, cell phones are difficult to locate with any degree of accuracy, and they’re useless if you need both hands free to fight. And he’s right—my tracker is the only reliable way he can keep tabs on me when I’m away from home. So, because it means a lot to him and I hate to see him worry, I tuck it in my ear before slipping on my sandals and packing up my textbooks for class. As I drag my backpack over my shoulder, I catch movement across the courtyard.

Through the window, across the veranda, I watch as Jack scoops up his running shoes and turns off the lights.
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JACK

I carry my running shoes through the villa, down the long, open-air corridor past Fleur’s paintings to my office, pausing at the kitchen on the way. The jays squawk as I tear into a cinnamon roll Fleur left on a plate for me, awaiting the crumbs she always scatters over the edge of the balcony for them while she eats. Even the branches of the jacaranda seem to lean toward the villa, angled toward Fleur and her earth magic like she’s their sun.

Leaning a hip against the butcher block island, I drag a finger over the puddle of hardening icing left on the plate. A paper is pinned underneath it, and I lick the last of the sugar from my fingers, careful not to leave sugary prints as I pull the torn page of a magazine from under the rim. It’s an ad, featuring a glossy color photo of a streetscape in Amsterdam, a dreamy-eyed couple on a bridge, promising a week of romance. A handwritten date is circled with a heart—March 11, the day Fleur first agreed to run away with me, which she’s deemed our official anniversary.

I tack the ad for the riverboat cruise against the side of the fridge with a magnet, alongside the others: a railway tour of the Canadian Rockies, a backpacking trip through Chile, gastronomic tours of Italy and Greece. Now that we’re free of the Observatory, Fleur wants to see the world. She wants to go everywhere, because I promised her we would. But as her Handler, my number one priority is to keep her safe. Nestled in our villa in Cuernavaca, the City of Eternal Spring, surrounded by Fleur’s garden and a security system I’ve spent more than a year perfecting, I can do that.

But out there?

We barely survived our journey to get here. It took all eight of us—four Seasons, each with our own magic, and four Handlers to keep an eye on our backs—just to make it this far. We lost friends and allies along the way, pieces of ourselves. We all came away changed—me more than anyone.

I fling open the door of the fridge in search of some milk to chase away the stubborn lump in my throat. The cold air inside condenses, tumbling out in billowing smazelike clouds, and I lean into them, eyes closed, letting the chilled air roll over me. The hum of the refrigerator drowns out the birds on the terrace, until the kitchen disappears and I’m back at the frozen pond with Fleur. My fingers curl around the cool steel of the fridge door handle. I miss the crackle of frost on my skin. Miss the way Fleur looked at me when I made it snow for her. Miss the zing of magic that coursed through us when we touched.

Her willingness to give in so easily when we sparred in the training room felt like a concession. A gentle reminder that I’m not a Season anymore. No longer the one who can recharge her magic or heal her with a touch. No matter how many hours I spend fighting those weight machines, I’m just her human Handler. And there are days—my worst days—when I wonder if that’s still enough for her.

With a sharp shake of my head, I snag the carton of milk and shut the refrigerator doors. Drinking straight from the container, I choke down huge gulps, but it does nothing to wash away the guilt I feel for the pathetic, selfish thoughts I’ve been thinking since I watched her leave the training room.

I have Fleur. We have each other and our lives. She can take Spanish classes, read romance novels with happy endings by the pool, and paint terrible paintings of every species of plant in her garden. We can make out for hours, then fall asleep in the same bed, without worrying that one of us will die.

We have a spectacular home, bursting bank accounts, and the added bonus of my immortality, all thanks to our reward for bringing about the rebellion that put Lyon in power.

We can live here, together in a paradise of our own making, forever if we want to. My magic was a small price to pay for that.

I pitch the empty milk carton into the trash can and swipe a handful of crumbs from the counter into my palm, scattering them over the balcony for the birds as I leave the kitchen. They dive down to the patio below, chasing the small offering in a greedy chorus as I grab up my running shoes and pad to my office.

I can’t blame Fleur for wanting to travel. Even though the house is open to acres of wildlife, it can be hard not to feel hemmed in sometimes. Surrounded by security gates and cameras and a fortress of trees, we’re completely safe here on the grounds of our villa. And for the most part, we’re safe in the surrounding region and the towns within it. Daniel Lyon, the new Chronos, and his partner, Gaia, issued a protective order around our home here in Cuernavaca, including a hunting ban for a radius of a few hundred miles. But just because rules are set in place doesn’t mean everyone plays by them. I should know, since I was the one who started the rebellion that got us here.

In the wake of that rebellion, freed Seasons are required to check in weekly with an assigned staff member back at the Observatory. We’re supposed to report any planned trips outside our regions and submit to careful monitoring. When our friends Julio and Amber want to come visit, it’s no big deal—just a few phone calls, some added security measures, and a few plane tickets. But if Fleur and I want to escape off the grid, just the two of us—a Season alone with her nonmagical Handler—things get a whole lot trickier to plan. I don’t know if Lyon’s just paranoid about the handful of rogue Seasons they haven’t been able to round up, or if he received some kind of specific threat, but for the last few months, he’s seemed more and more on edge, and not a week goes by that he doesn’t offer to have a team of escorts bring us home.

But the Observatory under Greenwich Park in London isn’t home anymore.

I duck into my office and settle into my chair. My state-of-the-art computer setup boasts three sprawling flat-screens and a sound system that could knock the terra-cotta tiles off the roof of the house. The walls above the monitors are decorated with old posters of classic 1980s films and obscure punk bands. An old crushed-velour couch with pink cushions lines the opposite wall. I don’t know why I bought it from the flea market downtown, except that the frame sags in places that remind me of the couch Chill and I left behind in our dorm room at the Observatory, even if the color’s all wrong. Above it, jammed between Dead Kennedys and A New Hope, hangs one of Fleur’s first paintings: a lopsided evergreen capped in snow.

I wiggle the mouse, rousing the wall of monitors above my desk. The security panel beeps as the front door opens and closes again.

A moment later, Fleur appears on a black-and-white monitor in front of me. I slip on my headset as she makes her way down the cobbled driveway, the low heels of her sandals clacking and the long waves of her pink hair playing on a breeze. My chest aches every time I watch her walk out of here.

She turns and blows me a kiss. The red light linked to her transmitter moves briskly over a map on the next screen, her GPS tracker displaying every turn she makes between here and her favorite café. I’m only half listening as she enters the coffee shop and places her usual order in stilted Spanish. A new barista’s working the counter. I glance up at the footage from her body cam in time to see him wink as he hands over her cappuccino. I don’t know much Spanish, but I manage to pick up the gist of his question in the hopeful lift of his brow.

“Did he just ask you out?”

Fleur waves goodbye to the barista. “If you’d come to class with me once in a while, maybe you’d know.” I can hear her smile. See it in the bounce of her step as she saunters from the shop. “Don’t you have a meeting or something far more important to do than spying on me?”

“Nothing will ever be more important than what I’m doing right now.” My attention shifts between her GPS, her vitals, and her bodycam footage. I turn to my second monitor, scrolling quickly through satellite weather images and the day’s news headlines. The weather’s clear a few hundred miles in every direction. Nothing to suggest any other Seasons wandering too close to our region or encroaching on Lyon’s boundaries without permission.

She hauls open the door to her language school. “Did you see what I left for you in the kitchen this morning?”

“The cinnamon roll?”

“The canal cruise through Amsterdam,” she says, climbing a set of winding concrete stairs. “Will you talk to Lyon about it?”

The whole idea gives me heartburn. “Fleur, I don’t know if—”

“He owes us this.” Fleur’s red light stops moving. I lift my head to the feed from her body cam. She’s standing outside her classroom door, her crossed arms reflected in the glass pane, staring back at me.

“I’ll talk to him,” I promise.

The corners of her mouth lift in the glass, a small smile just for me, as she reaches for the door. “I’ll be home in a few hours.”

“Be safe,” I murmur.

I don’t relax until Fleur’s red light settles into the fourth seat in the second row of her classroom. I feel a stab of sympathy for Chill, my former Handler. I wonder if this was how he felt every time I walked out the doors of the Observatory during the thirty years I spent as a Winter. If he had nightmares and lost sleep worrying over me while I was out in the world alone.

An incoming video call flashes on one of my screens.

“Professor,” I greet Lyon as I strap on my wrist monitor. I still haven’t gotten used to the idea of calling him Chronos, but I’m not sure he’s gotten used to being Chronos, either. I lean down, my voice muffled as I drag on my running shoes. “You’re punctual, as usual.”

I sync my wrist monitor with Fleur’s tracking program, making sure the red light blinks on. Professor Lyon’s weekly check-ins are usually short. If I hurry, I can make it to the park and get a few miles in before Fleur gets home. She won’t even know I left the house.

“As are you, for a change.” Lyon’s humor is dry, his formal tone difficult to read sometimes. It’s hard to tell if he’s being sardonic or sincere. “It seems I’ve caught you on your way out. I won’t keep you long.”

“Sorry.” I adjust the video camera, giving him my full attention. “Everything all right?”

Lyon’s face is drawn. He rakes back the silvering hair at his temples and rubs his eyes, a more human gesture than I’m used to seeing from him. A smile touches his winter-blue eyes. “It’s been a difficult week here at the Observatory.”

“More difficult than usual? I thought you and Gaia were already past the worst of it.”

After killing Michael, the former Chronos, Professor Lyon and Gaia had returned to the Observatory with a thoughtful and clear plan for liberating and reforming it—a plan they’d spent centuries secretly devising. The Guards loyal to Michael were rounded up and detained in stasis chambers within the Observatory. Awakened from their extended sleep in groups, they were subjected to hearings over the months that followed, as Lyon and Gaia replaced them with a security team of their own—a collection of Seasons and Handlers they’d been observing and quietly cultivating relationships with for years.

With the old regime out of the way, Lyon and Gaia then dismantled the old systems. New rules were established, condemning violence between Seasons and rewarding cooperation between the previously segregated wings. The restricted sections of the Observatory library were declassified, and Seasons were encouraged to bridge the gaps in our knowledge of our own history, to learn the truth about our magic—the truth Fleur and I had discovered and exposed to the world: that in pairs, we can survive off the complex system of ley lines Michael had leashed us to.

Think tanks and action committees were formed, consisting entirely of volunteers, allowing Seasons and Handlers to have a voice, paving a gradual path to peace. With the ranking system rendered meaningless, the barriers between wings were gradually opened, and Seasons were slowly given opportunities to train, eat, and mingle together. According to Lyon, there had been a handful of fights, but for the most part, the transitions had gone smoothly. And Seasons who wanted to be liberated from the Observatory, like Fleur and me, were granted the right to leave. Subject to a period of monitoring, they were released in pairs and permitted limited freedom of movement to preserve the environmental balance and ensure their safety.

When Lyon and I spoke last week, everything seemed fine; Lyon and Gaia’s plan had fallen into place relatively peacefully. With all the challenges of the initial transition behind them, it seems odd that he should look so worn out now.

“Gaia and I have awoken the last of the members of the old Guard.”

“About time,” I say bitterly. That’s one less threat I’ll have to worry about. Michael’s old regiment—a group of elite personal Guards gifted with the powers of every Season—had hunted and attacked us just miles from here, and the Guards who were left in stasis the longest had been deemed the biggest threat to me and Fleur. I don’t think I’ll ever forget Kai Sampson’s narrowed eye in the moment before she shot me full of arrows. Or Doug Lausks’s teeth as he sprinted over the frozen lake to kill me. I’m more than ready for Lyon to dole out their punishments. “What will happen to them?” I ask, remembering the bee Lyon crushed under his shoe the day he helped us escape the Observatory—a bee that had once been a Season . . . or at least the soul of one. After what Doug and the other Guards did to us, I find it hard to muster any sympathy for them.

Lyon sighs as if he’s not entirely sure. “They will be stripped of their magic. Like the others, we’ve given them the choice to live on here, taking on service positions at the Observatory.”

I raise an eyebrow. Lyon raises one in return, acknowledging my surprise. “Most are grateful for the option, given the alternative.”

“Even Doug?”

A shadow passes behind Lyon’s eyes. “I’m not sure he can be swayed into conceding his magic peacefully.”

“Can’t you just look in your magic wand and see?” The Staff of Time carries an insane amount of power: the power to grant immortality, to pause the clock, and to reveal glimpses of the future.

“I prefer not to.”

“Why not? Seems like it might help you find an answer to your problem.”

“Will it?” He tips his head. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I don’t believe I’m the only one who fears the consequences of my own power. Perhaps we are wise, you and I, to recognize the risks in making such decisions.”

I pick at a crack in the surface of the desk, finding it hard to look at the twisting dark cloud in the glass orb atop his desk.

“Be that as it may,” he continues, “I had hoped not to use the staff in the manner of my predecessor. But I fear Doug may leave me no choice. Only time will tell, I suppose.” He shakes his head. “But enough of this. How are you and Fleur?”

“We’re good.”

He leans back in his chair, studying me over steepled fingers, his old office coming into focus behind him, the poster of Cuernavaca mounted in the same place it’s hung as long as I’ve known him. The sudden pang of homesickness I feel surprises me. I don’t miss the Observatory at all, but Lyon’s office feels like a ley line to my soul. All those years, it was the one place I didn’t have to speak my mind or confess my heart, because somehow, Lyon already knew what was beating around inside it.

“How is she sleeping?” he asks gravely.

“Okay. Better.” It’s a lie. Fleur still wakes in cold sweats most nights, screaming. Sometimes, she thrashes and calls out Doug’s name, or Denver’s, or Noelle’s, as if she’s still wrestling with them in her sleep. We’re both fighting our own demons. There’s no sense in worrying Lyon over it. “She’s getting a little antsy. She wants to plan a trip.”

“I understand. It’s been a long time since you visited with your friends. Gaia and I would be happy to approve arrangements for you both to travel to California to see them.”

“Actually, she wants to go somewhere for our anniversary. You know . . . maybe do a little sightseeing. Just the two of us.” This last part is more about me than Fleur. Fleur would probably be thrilled to have Julio and Amber tag along for a whirlwind tour of the Mediterranean or a trip to visit Poppy and Chill and check out the sights in Alaska. But ever since the battle, being around them is hard for me. I’m not a Season anymore. The last time Julio and Amber came to visit, it was like I was on the outside looking in on them all, my hands pressed against the window glass. I’d been sitting right beside Fleur, and I’d never felt so apart from her.

Lyon scratches his cheek. “Are you sure that’s wise, Jack?”

“It would only be a week. The weather will be warm enough. Fleur will be fine.”

“I have concerns . . .”

“Concerns about what?”

“Nothing to do with you,” he assures me. “I know you and Fleur would do everything in your power to take care of one another. But the timing . . . There are still a few rogue Seasons we haven’t been able to track down, and word of this final Dismantling is bound to ruffle some feathers. I’d feel better sending a security detail to shadow you, but I can’t spare—”

“Never mind. You’re right.” I rub the glossy image from Fleur’s magazine from my eyes. “It’s probably a terrible idea.”

“No, it’s not.” He sighs, scrubbing a hand over his stubble. “You and Fleur deserve this much. I’ll speak with Gaia. Perhaps we can come up with a plan. Let’s revisit this when we meet again for our call next week.”

I give a shallow nod, unable to shake the feeling that there’s something he’s not telling me. “Are you sure you’re okay, Professor?”

“Just tired.” He forces a smile. “I’m fine.”

“Still teaching?” I press him.

“Much to Gaia’s dismay. She’s concerned I’m trying to do too much. To be too much, perhaps.”

“Maybe she’s right.” My eyes dart to the orb in the corner of the screen. The clear globe rests in its usual place on a brass pedestal on Lyon’s desk. The smaze inside that orb is mine, the shadowy mist a host for my former magic, entrusted to Lyon for safekeeping when I chose to give my life for our cause. Lyon’s magic had once been trapped in a globe like this one—magic he’d willingly given up in order to be closer to Gaia, then given up again to take up a much heavier mantle.

I turn away from the screen before my longing gives me away.

“I swore an oath to you, Jack. I’ll keep it safe.” Lyon rests a hand on the curvature of the glass. “I owe you an immeasurable debt. If you ever again wish for your magic, you need only to ask.”

The gray smaze whips inside the glass, hungry to get out. But reclaiming my magic would come with a price.

My magic’s not the same as it was. Gaia sensed it when it left me, that there was something wrong with it, angry and dark. She speculated that the most tortured parts of my soul—all my worst fears and resentments, the most painful bits of my deepest and most horrible memories—hitched a ride with it on its way out of me, as if it knew that was the only way I would ever survive what I’d been through. But I’ve always wondered if it was something more. If the darkness in that smaze isn’t because of something I’ve gone through, but something I’ve done. And the fact that I still ache to have it back in spite of that troubles me more than anything else about it.

“There is a way to make peace with it, Jack. Facing your demons may be the first step to forgiving yourself. Gaia and I said it would be painful. We never said it was impossible.”

I push that thought back into a deep corner of my mind.

“It’s okay to pause the world sometimes, to take the time you need to heal and think after suffering a trauma, as you and Fleur have done. But it’s not too late, Jack. You can always choose another way forward. Gaia and I would be here for you, if you decided to try,” he says delicately. “We won’t let you go through it alone.”

I bite my tongue. I made an oath, too, to keep Fleur safe. To honor her choices. And I won’t throw this one in her face to save my own pride. “I’m fine.”

“Very well, then,” he says. “I’ve wired your quarterly living allowances to your accounts. And I’ve procured permanent visas for you and Fleur so you may remain in Mexico as long as you wish. They’ll arrive by courier later this week, along with new passports in case you change your mind about returning to the Observatory—”

“Or for when Fleur and I plan our trip,” I remind him.

His mouth quirks up as he continues. “Your new documents will hold up to routine airport scrutiny, but I’d advise you both to avoid any legal entanglements, to prevent any investigations into your identities. Mind the speed limit while driving, and don’t get into any skirmishes involving the police.” His clear eyes twinkle like the crystal in the eye of his staff, reflecting all my past decisions and every possibility in my future. I grin in spite of myself. Lyon’s the closest thing I’ve had to a father figure in more than thirty years, and even though we don’t always see eye to eye, it’s comforting to know he’s there looking out for me.

“I’ll behave.”

“I won’t count on it,” he says wryly. “If you speak to Amber, Julio, and the others, be sure to send my best.”

“I will.”

“And Jack,” he says, his voice tinged with melancholy, “I know you and Fleur have no desire to return here. After all you’ve both been through, I suppose I’ve no right to expect otherwise. But you will both always have a home here. Don’t ever doubt that.”

If I shut my eyes right now, I could smell his office—the heavy scent of coffee and aging books, the dry pinch of his chalk in the back of my throat. I nod, swallowing a small nagging yearning to go back. To see my smaze. To see him.

“Until next time, Jack.”

“See you, Professor.” I hold my smile until his image flickers out.
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DOUG

I don’t make it ten steps out of Lyon’s office before I’m surrounded by four of his new Guards. I grit my teeth as they escort me down the brightly lit hall. One of them presses a phone to his ear, voicing affirmatives between extended pauses. With an abrupt jerk of his head, he indicates a change in direction, detouring us away from the gallery that should take us back to the elevator in the Crux. Back to my room.

“Where are we going?” I bite out as he slips his phone into his pocket. The sooner I get to my room, the sooner I can start planning a way out of here.

The Guard holds open a door to a familiar stairwell. An earthy, stagnant dampness rises from the passages below. My feet slow and I’m nudged from behind.

“You’re being moved.”

“Where?”

“To a holding cell.” The team guides me down a flight of stairs. The temperature drops, and a chill rakes up my spine. The secure cells are in the catacombs. Impossible to break out of.

This puts a fucking damper on things.

The white walls and bright overheads give way to circular steps, carved out of stone and lit with torches. They herd me through the winding tunnels of the caves below the school, into a corridor of cell doors made with heavy iron bars. A crow—one of Gaia’s spies—squawks, shaking out her feathers as we brush past her perch. I’m directed into an open cell, and the locks snap closed behind me.

I turn at the sound, the stone walls closing in around me, but the Guards are gone, their footsteps already fading under the distant hum of the generators and the scratch of the crow’s talons against her perch.

I pace the edges of my cell. I didn’t pause to get a haircut during the weeks I spent hunting for Jack, and a stubborn piece of hair keeps falling into my eyes no matter how many times I rake it back. I’d kill someone for a pair of scissors and a razor. But Lyon’s given me nothing. Clearly, he doesn’t trust me to wait out the week without incident. And for good reason. I’d burn this whole place down before I’d concede to give up my magic and serve the rest of a mortal life here.

I grab the bars in the door and shake them, just to loosen some pent-up frustration. It’s not like the damn things will budge. These holding cells were designed to contain Seasons. The walls are stone. The faucets and plumbing fixtures are all fitted with low-flow regulators to control the supply of water. Not a single thing in this cell will burn, and there are no roots capable of burrowing through the thick slabs of rock. I know, because for a brief time when I was a new recruit, I was tasked with guarding these cells. Back then, they were darker, colder, and far nastier than they are now. Which only goes to prove that Lyon’s soft—too weak to be in charge.

A sliver of white soap is the only bright spot in the room. I unbutton the top of my jumpsuit and let it hang around my waist, washing the stink of stasis and the smell of Lyon’s office from my body as best as I can with the trickle of water in the sink. I look haggard, older somehow in its steel surface, and I splash my face, wishing I could scrub away everything that’s happened since I was last here.

The faucet shuts off abruptly, and my spent ration of water swirls down the drain. I lift my head, my wet skin blooming with goose bumps in the damp chill. The heat of the torches at the far end of the corridor doesn’t reach my cell, but I don’t need it. The cold soothes my nerves. It sparks memories of long days spent with Denver and Noelle and speaks to my oldest, most familiar magic—before we were Guards, back when we were Winters.

I keep my jumpsuit half-off, leaving the ends of my wet hair to drip down my shoulders, letting the Winter magic stir after its long hibernation. Ice pops and snaps softly as it freezes over the shells of my ears, like the crackle of a fire in a dimly lit room. I draw in a deep breath, mustering the cold to rise up until it’s fully awake inside me. My breath whitens and ice laces my hands. The effort leaves me nauseated and dizzy.

Sinking onto the lower bunk, I rub the melting frost from my fingertips. A vision of Fleur comes unbidden to my mind, like a smoking car wreck in my rearview mirror I wish I could forget. I envy the way the ground ripped open for her, trembled for her. I’d kill for a fraction of that power right now. With that kind of magic, I could bring this entire place to its knees.

Metal screeches against metal as a slot opens in the cell door. A tray appears, containing a snack-size bottle of water and a paper cup full of vitamins.

I set the tray on the floor, glaring at the Guard on the other side as he slides the panel shut again. So much for eating. Despite the stasis sickness, my stomach rumbles, but I know there’ll be no food coming. It’ll be another few days before my body can handle anything more than bland liquids and diet supplements, and by then, Lyon will be done with his Culling.

The tablets dissolve into a chalklike paste on my tongue, but I swallow the medicine down, determined to keep my strength up. Sliding down the cold stone wall, I press the water bottle to my temple.

I have one week to find a way out of here.

And then . . . then I will hunt for Jack.

A handful of soft voices drift from the other cells. I recognize some of them, but the conversations are quickly silenced by the crow’s shrill caw. I open my eyes, shaking off the heavy shroud of sleep as the echo of footsteps grows louder in the tunnels. Guards—a team of them, at least. The locks on my cell door snap and I stiffen as it swings open, wondering if the old man got smart and changed his mind about giving me a week to think.

I brace myself for a fight I can’t win. If the Guards plan to haul me upstairs for Termination, I might as well spend the last of my energy giving them a reason to kill me right here. Rising to my feet, I step back from the door as a figure stumbles over the threshold. Kai Sampson wobbles on weak legs to the bunk, and the bolts clank shut behind her. She blinks at me, her dark eyes wide above pronounced cheekbones, the sharp lines of her face etched in a sickly pallor.

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

She studies me with an equally wary expression, arms folded around herself to hide the stasis tremors. “They ran out of cells. I guess we’re doubling,” she rasps, her voice still hoarse from disuse. She backs to the edge of the mattress, the fire-retardant plastic creaking as she sits down.

“If you believe that, you’re a bigger fool than I thought.” There aren’t many voices coming from the other cells. Not nearly enough to fill them.

Kai’s eyes pierce me through the semidarkness of the lower bunk. No. She’s no fool. Lyon put her here for a reason. “How did your meeting with the professor go?” I ask in a slow drawl.

“You mean Chronos.”

I choke out a disgusted laugh. “Swore your fealty so soon? I expected better from the girl who took down Jack Sommers.” I sip from my water bottle.

Kai pales as she watches me drink. Arms wrapped around her waist, she lurches for the toilet.

The acrid smell of bile drifts through the cell. Kai sucks in a shuddering breath between heaves, shaking with the effort. I scrub my face and swear quietly into my hand.

“Guard!” I shout. I rattle the cell door as Kai starts heaving again. The duty guard glares through the bars.

“What do you want, Lausks?” I know him. He was an Autumn from Vermont. Denver and I knocked him around once when he stepped out of line. Figures that Lyon would restaff the Guard with a bunch of traitorous wussies.

“We need water in here.”

“Sorry, Captain,” he says through a smug smile. “I can’t hear you over all the puking in there.”

My hand flies between the bars in the cell door and clamps around his ear, jerking it toward me until his head slams into the iron frame. A wave of Winter magic crackles through my fingers, cold enough to freeze his skin. “Unless you want to be stuck sweeping up this girl’s ashes, I suggest you bring her some water and vitamins.” I release him with a shove, holding his stare.

As soon as his back is turned, my hands begin to shake. I hold the wall, fighting back a wave of dizziness and resisting the urge to vomit.

The holding cell might be an insurmountable obstacle, but security clearly isn’t. All I need to do is conserve my strength. I only need to summon enough power to overtake a single Guard. If I’m smart and don’t waste any more energy, there’s a chance I can get myself out of here after all.

A thin blanket flies through the slot and lands on the earthen floor, followed by a flimsy excuse for a pillow, a clean jumpsuit, and an extra towel. A tray appears with a second bottle of water and a paper cup of Kai’s supplements. I snatch it from the Guard’s hands.

The fire-retardant blanket is coarse and thin, but it’s warm. Kai sags against the side of the toilet, and I wrap the blanket around her shoulders. When she doesn’t so much as stir, I unscrew the cap of her water bottle and drop her vitamins inside. They dissolve up from the bottom in a stream of angry, foaming bubbles.

“Drink this.” I hold the bottle to her lips, ignoring the smell of sweat and sick that clings to her. She takes a few small sips, watching me through slitted eyelids as if she’s not entirely sure she trusts me. She’s quick, this one. Sharp. That must be why Lyon chose to stick her in here with me. Probably to spy on me. Or maybe to sway my decision.

I wonder what he offered in exchange. A coveted region? A position in his new Guard? Whatever carrot he’s dangling in front of her, it’s a risky play. I’m not the only one in this cell with a choice to make. Everyone has weak spots, bruises that can be prodded. And I know more than a few of Kai’s. “Hell of a failed mission, huh?”

She frowns, turning away from me as if she might be sick again. “I shot Jack Sommers,” she says, huddling under her blanket. “Three clean shots in the back and one in the leg before he killed me.”

I scratch my jaw, unable to help the stab of sympathy I feel. She was loyal to the Guard. Faithful to Michael. She did what she was ordered to do, and this is her reward for it.

“How’d he do it?” I ask, my curiosity piqued.

“Do what?” Her eyes lift to mine, foggy and confused.

“How’d he kill you?”

A humiliated blush warms the pallor of her cheeks. “He broke the shaft of the arrow in his leg and used it to impale me.” The fact that Jack was the one to kill her will only make my job easier. “They were broadhead arrows,” she says, her brows knitted. “Three in the back should have taken him down. I don’t know how he managed to . . .” Her eyes squeeze shut against another wave of stasis tremors.

She’s right. Jack never should have walked away with those injuries. And yet thanks to Fleur, that’s exactly what he did.

“You did your job. There wasn’t anything you could have done to stop what happened after that.”

She wipes her mouth on the back of her hand, watching me out of the corner of her eye. “You think it was inevitable?”

Do I? I wonder as I button myself back into my jumpsuit. Inevitability is dead. Ananke—Gaia’s mother, wife of the late Chronos, and the embodiment of Fate—died a long time ago, killed in cold blood by her own husband. The only piece of her that’s left is the crystal eye in the Staff of Time, the Eye of Inevitability that Daniel Lyon is so damn afraid to look into. But if the wielder of Time—the most powerful magic in the universe—is terrified of what he saw in that crystal, there’s got to be a good reason for that. If he’s worried enough to send Kai down here to spy on me, then maybe Inevitability isn’t dead after all. And maybe that magic is more powerful than Lyon’s willing to admit.

“Sommers got lucky,” I say, spitting his name. “It wasn’t fate that landed us here. It was him.” Fleur may have been the one to overpower Michael and take the staff. But everything she did, she did for Jack.

“If you’re right and there was nothing I could have done, then maybe it was inevitable.” Kai takes careful sips of her water. Her skin is bronze and gold under her pallor, hinting at her former life as a Summer before she became a Guard. “What if Jack was meant to live and Daniel Lyon was meant to be Chronos? What if we were the ones in the wrong?”

“We were following orders.”

“What if we shouldn’t have?”

No. I refuse to accept that possibility. Because that would mean that my time as a Guard and all we fought for was a waste. That would mean we actually deserve the punishments we have coming. And I’ve worked too hard and trained too long, spent too many years proving my worthiness to Michael to become a captain of his Guard, to accept that. No, that defeat was just a ripple in our destiny.

“I said there was nothing you could have done to change the outcome of the battle. But the war isn’t over yet.”

I grip the edge of the sink, determined not to make the same mistakes I’ve made before. This time, Sommers won’t walk away with his life. Because I’ll make sure he has nothing left to live for.
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