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For the quiet aftermath,

when the battle ends and we must face

what victory has made of us.




CHAPTER 1

Salt and Stars

THE OYSTER KNIFE SLIPPED IN MY HAND, SLICING INTO MY THUMB instead of between the stubborn shell. “Shit,” I muttered, watching blood well up from the cut. My head pounded with the special kind of agony that came from too much ale and too little sleep.

“Thatcher, you absolute ass,” I whispered to the empty shed, sucking the blood from my thumb. The metallic taste mingled with the stench of low tide—rotting seaweed, briny muck, and the sharp smell of fish left too long in the sun. It was the kind of smell that would send most people retching.

But the oyster beds waited for no one, not even for those of us suffering the consequences of last night’s poor decisions. My twin was undoubtedly still in some bed with company, nursing the same hangover but without the responsibility.

I winced as salt water from the next oyster stung my cut. When had I become the responsible one? It certainly wasn’t my natural inclination. The night before flashed through my mind. Dancing on tables at Sandbar, the only tavern in our tiny village. Leading the crowd in bawdy sailing songs so filthy they’d make a captain blush. Challenging three fishermen to a drinking contest and winning while Thatcher cheered and collected bets. I’d matched them drink for drink, slamming down my final cup to thunderous applause while maintaining perfect balance. And somehow, I’d still managed to drag myself out of bed at dawn while my brother slept off his excesses.

The weight of making sure everything ran smoothly had settled onto my shoulders years ago—a mantle I’d never asked for but couldn’t seem to put down. Every decision, every choice, required careful consideration of consequences. What if the oysters weren’t sorted properly? What if we didn’t make enough at market? What if I failed at the one thing Sulien still expected of me—this simple reliability, this quiet competence that seemed to be the only currency I had left to offer him? The constant mental calculations exhausted me more than any physical labor ever could.

I lined up another oyster. This one yielded to my blade, revealing glistening meat within the pearlescent shell.

I tossed it into the basket for market and reached for another from the pile, establishing a rhythm despite the throbbing in my head. Briden always reserved two baskets of pre-shucked for his earlier patrons. We prepared those first thing, packed them in seaweed and ice, and delivered them before the regular market even opened. The rest we’d bring live and shuck to order throughout the day. A pain in the ass, but it kept the oysters at their best and earned us a premium.

Eventually, the shed door creaked open, spilling harsh morning light across the worn wooden floors.

“You look like shit warmed over,” I said, not bothering to glance up. “Twice-warmed, actually.”

Thatcher laughed, the sound bouncing painfully between my temples. “And you look positively radiant, sister dear. That special glow that comes from pure spite.” He swaggered in, an hour late and looking entirely too pleased with himself. The linen shirt he wore was misbuttoned and wrinkled, the deep forest green fabric askew across his broad shoulders, and his hair stuck up in several creative directions, bearing the unmistakable evidence of fingers that weren’t his own.

My own clothes were practical and well-worn—a simple, cream-colored blouse tucked into dark brown trousers that had been patched more times than I could count, sturdy leather boots scuffed from years of beach walking, and an old fishing vest that had belonged to Sulien, the pockets still holding bits of net and shell fragments.

I had the same black hair as Thatcher’s, though mine fell in salt-stiffened waves past my shoulders while his was cropped short. We both had the same square jaw, dimpled cheeks, and freckles scattered across fair skin tanned from years under the coastal sun. Our indigo eyes were a trait from our mother, much like our stubbornness and affinity for trouble, according to Sulien.

“Nice of you to grace me with your presence,” I said, tossing an empty shell into the discard pile and tucking a strand of hair behind the point of my ear. “Did your newest escapade finally kick you out, or did you leave before her father discovered you?”

Thatcher picked up a knife and settled beside me at the sorting table, reaching for an oyster. “The latter,” he replied with that infuriating grin. “Keth’s daughter says hello, by the way.”

“Which one?” I asked, though I already knew. The elder’s youngest had been making eyes at my brother all summer, poor fool.

“The pretty one.” His grin widened as he effortlessly shucked an oyster. Always frustrating how the work came so naturally to his hands, even half-drunk and barely awake. He had that ease about everything—the kind of charmed existence where things just worked out, where doors opened without pushing, where smiles appeared without effort. “You know I prefer women with fair hair.”

“They’re both pretty.” I tossed another oyster into the market basket. “And both too good for you. I hope she knows you’re just adding her to your collection.”

“Oh, she knew exactly what she was going to get.” Thatcher wiggled his eyebrows, looking so ridiculous I almost forgave him for leaving me alone all morning. “And what she was getting, repeatedly, until about an hour ago. Although she did most of her talking with other parts.”

I elbowed him hard in the ribs.

“Weak constitution,” he teased.

I flicked my knife, sending a spray of oyster brine directly into his face. He spluttered, coughing dramatically.

“Trying to drown me now? I thought you’d be in better spirits after your midnight swim with lover boy.”

“I walked the cove after leaving the tavern. Alone.” I shrugged.

“Alone, huh?” The single word carried a weight of implication.

“Unlike some people, I don’t need company every hour of the day.”

My brother’s shoulder bumped against mine. “Liar. You were with Marel. I can always tell when you’ve been with him—you get this smug look, like a cat that’s found the cream.” He leaned closer, dropping his voice. “Also, you have a bite mark just below your ear that you missed when you were getting dressed.”

My hand flew to my neck, face burning. Thatcher burst out laughing.

“You self-satisfied jackass,” I hissed, flicking more brine at him, but couldn’t help the smile tugging at my lips. “Why am I cursed with you for a brother?”

“Because you’d be bored without me,” he replied, deftly shucking three oysters in quick succession, showing off. He glanced at me sideways, sincerity creeping into his voice. “When are you finally going to give in and let him properly court you? Marel’s been mooning after you for what, two years now?”

I kept my eyes on my work, my rhythm unbroken. “It’s not like that.”

“It could be.”

“It won’t be,” I said firmly. “You know that.”

Thatcher sighed but didn’t press further. He knew me too well to argue when my mind was set. Better yet, he was far too aware how I felt about this particular topic. It was better to keep things casual. Better that Marel think of me as nothing more than an occasional pleasure, a wild spirit impossible to tame. Even if he wanted more. Eventually, he’d move on.

Thatcher’s hand briefly covered mine, stilling my knife. When I looked up, his expression held no teasing. Just understanding. He might chase every eligible woman in the village, but deep down, he carried the same burden. Me.

For us, some doors would always remain closed.

“I’ve always got your back, Thais. You know that.”

I nodded once, returning to my work. Somehow those simple words from him I never doubted.

We finished the first batch just as the sun crested, painting the water gold beyond the shed windows. We stepped out into the fresh morning air, the village of Saltcrest stretching before us. Fishing boats dotted the harbor, early risers already pulling in the morning catch. Our cottage sat a short walk up from the shore, smoke curling from the chimney.

I paused, taking in the view I’d seen every day of my twenty-six years. Simple wooden houses with their weathered gray boards, the stone temple on the hill, fishing nets hung to dry between posts. Nothing ever changed here, which was exactly how we needed it to be. Perhaps that was why I launched myself into every tavern challenge, every wild swim, every midnight tryst.

Because I’d never been able to escape the feeling that, at some point, all of it was going to end.

The market square was buzzing with the usual morning activity when we arrived with our baskets of fresh oysters. Thatcher immediately began setting up our stall while I hauled the day’s catch to the front, arranging the oysters in neat rows across beds of seaweed.

“If it isn’t the Morvaren twins,” called Dorna, the baker’s wife, approaching with a basket of warm rolls. “You two are looking particularly haggard this morning.”

“Speak for yourself, Dorna,” I replied, flashing a grin. “I’ve never looked better.”

She laughed, her round face crinkling. “Word is you and that brother of yours nearly drank the Sandbar dry last night.”

“Only half-dry,” Thatcher corrected, appearing at my side and snagging a roll from her basket. “We’re saving the rest for tonight.”

“Always the considerate ones,” Dorna said with a fond shake of her head. “Your father must be so proud.” She moved on to the next stall, leaving the smell of fresh bread in her wake.

The morning passed in a pleasant blur of transactions and gossip. A good haul meant good coin, and we’d brought the best of the beds to market. Thatcher had wandered off, predictably, leaving me to manage the remaining customers. I caught sight of him across the square, leaning against a wall and charming a smile from the blacksmith’s daughter.

A momentary lull gave me the chance I’d been waiting for. I ducked behind our stall, into the narrow space between buildings where no one could see. Glancing around once more to ensure my privacy, I turned my palms upward and concentrated.

The stars weren’t visible in the daylight sky, but that didn’t matter. They were always there, always connected to me in ways I couldn’t explain. The familiar tingle numbed my fingertips, then the cool rush of power as tiny points of light appeared above my palms, swirling into a miniature constellation.

I shaped the lights with my thoughts, forming them into a small fish that swam through the air above my hands. The light cast blue shadows across my skin, beautiful and forbidden and terrifying all at once. This was the secret that could destroy everything—the power I’d been born with, the reason we could never leave Saltcrest.

A sudden prickle at the back of my neck made me close my fist, extinguishing the lights. I stepped back into view, arranging my face into simple indifference as I straightened the remaining oysters.

Thatcher appeared a moment later, the blacksmith’s daughter forgotten. “Practicing again?” he murmured, low enough that only I could hear.

“Just a little,” I admitted. “It’s been building up.”

He nodded. My power was like a well that constantly filled; if I didn’t release it in small, controlled ways, it would eventually overflow. And we certainly couldn’t allow that to happen.

“Be careful,” was all he said, but I caught the undercurrent of worry. Thatcher had spent our entire lives being careful on my behalf, watching for signs of attention, distracting suspicious eyes, creating cover stories when needed.

“Always am,” I replied, bumping his shoulder with mine. “Besides, I’ve got you to watch my back.”

It had been this way for generations now—mortals manifesting powers that once belonged solely to the gods. It began centuries ago, when the veil between the divine and mortal realms thinned, allowing cosmic energy to seep into our world like water through a cracked dam. At first, just a few drops. Small gifts, barely noticeable.

But over time, the leak widened. More mortals began showing signs of divine blessing. The ability to manipulate fire, to speak with animals, to heal wounds with a touch. But that type of power was never meant for mortal hands. And the gods noticed, of course. How could they not?

So they created the Trials of Ascension. Every decade, those with gifts were gathered, tested, broken down, and rebuilt in the gods’ image. A few would ascend to join the pantheon. The rest would die, their power reclaimed by the Aesymar.

That was the story spread by the priests—that the gods benevolently allowed worthy mortals to join their ranks. What the stories didn’t say was that participation wasn’t optional. Those who refused the honor were taken by force. Those who hid their abilities were hunted down, sometimes executed as examples.

By late afternoon, our baskets were empty and our coin pouches satisfyingly heavy. As we packed up our stall, I noticed an unusual level of activity around the harbor. Additional boats were arriving, larger vessels than the everyday fishing skiff. My stomach knotted as I watched the fine ships with their pristine sails. The priests of the Aesymar always arrived in such vessels, beautiful and terrible in their perfection.

They came for the Trials, yes, but also for their quarterly duties—collecting offerings, ensuring coastal shrines were properly maintained. Mortal servants of divine masters, wielding borrowed authority that made them nearly as feared as the gods themselves.

Thatcher followed my gaze, eyes narrowing. “Early arrivals for the festival.”

The word sent a chill through me despite the warm afternoon sun. I’d been successfully ignoring the approaching date, pushing it from my mind whenever it surfaced. The festival marking the start of the Trials was still two weeks away.

The cooper’s son hurried past, nearly colliding with our stall. “Sorry!” he called over his shoulder, not slowing. “Have to tell Keth—he’ll need to begin preparations!”

“It’s fine,” Thatcher said quietly, reading my tension through our bond, the one we’d had since birth. When we were close enough, our voices could travel down the string connecting us. Otherwise it was just feelings or ghosts of thoughts.

But it wasn’t fine, and we both knew it. The festival was always preceded by priests searching for those with gifts. The blessed, they called them.

Dinner that night was a strained affair. Our father, Sulien, had clearly already heard the news about the priests’ arrival. Though he said nothing directly, it showed in the extra drinks he poured, in the lines around his eyes as he glanced between Thatcher and me.

“Good haul today,” he commented, pushing food around his plate.

“Sold everything,” I confirmed. “Got Breen to pay extra for his wedding order.”

Sulien gave a strained smile. “That’s my girl. Always driving a hard bargain.”

Thatcher kicked me gently under the table, a silent signal passing between us. I gave a tiny shake of my head. I knew what he wanted me to say, but I had no intention of bringing it up. Instead, I launched into a story about Dorna’s gossip from the market, drawing a reluctant chuckle from our father.

“So, the Priests …” Thatcher said suddenly, shooting me a look.

Sulien’s hand tightened around his cup so hard I thought it might shatter.

“They’re early this year,” I added when he said nothing.

“It’s an inevitability.” he finally replied, his voice low and tight. He refilled his cup, spilling drops of dark wine that looked like blood against the wooden table. “The festival approaches. They always come.”

“Two weeks early though,” I pressed, unable to stop myself. “That’s unusual.”

Sulien drained half his cup in one swallow. “Nothing about them is usual. Nothing about them is right.”

The bitterness in his voice silenced us all for a moment. We so rarely spoke directly about the gods, about what had happened to our mother.

“What if we left?” I suggested softly, not for the first time. “Go somewhere else?”

“Where?” Sulien laughed without humor. “The cities? Where priests walk every street? The mountains? Where every traveler is scrutinized? At least here we’re just oyster farmers—no one looks twice at us.” He shook his head. “This tiny village is the closest thing to safety you’ll ever have.”

His words hung in the air like a death sentence. I stared at my plate, appetite gone. Thatcher’s hand found mine under the table, a brief squeeze of solidarity.

“He doesn’t deserve to still have this power over us,” I whispered, the rage I usually kept carefully banked flaring hot in my chest. “After what he did to her.”

Sulien’s eyes snapped to mine but softened at whatever he saw in my face. “No,” he agreed quietly. “He doesn’t.”

She’d traveled inland for the solstice twenty-seven years ago. The grand temple there drew thousands for the God’s descent. She’d gone with other young people from the village, seeking blessings for marriage and healthy children, never imagining she’d catch the attention of a member of the Twelve. She was just another faithful worshipper in the crowd when he arrived in all his golden glory—when a young woman could vanish for three days and her traveling companions would be told she’d fallen ill, staying with temple healers.

Sulien said she never spoke of those missing days. Not even to him. But when she returned to Saltcrest hollow-eyed and quiet, when morning sickness came months later, he’d pieced together the truth.

There was only one fate for any mortal woman who carried a half-blood child to term. Death. At least in Elaren.

Only one mother had ever survived the birth, and she had done so in the divine realm.

A heavy silence fell over the table, broken only by the soft crackle of the fire. I could feel the weight of unspoken fears, the same conversation we’d danced around for years finally demanding to be acknowledged.

“You remember what you promised me,” Sulien said quietly, his eyes finding mine across the table. It wasn’t a question.

My throat tightened. “I remember.”

“Never reveal yourself.” His voice cracked. “I couldn’t survive it. Not after what it cost your mother just to bring you into this world.”

I’d made the promise years ago, when my power first manifested. Sulien had made me swear on our mother’s memory that I would never seek the priests out, never reveal what I could do. The man who had raised us as his own, who had loved our mother more than anything—I couldn’t break his heart.

“I know,” I whispered. “I won’t.”

Thatcher’s eyes moved between us, understanding the weight of what bound me even if he couldn’t fully share it.

We’d always expected Thatcher to develop gifts too. Divine blood ran through his veins just as surely as mine, and most powers manifested in adolescence alongside the first stirrings of maturity. But years had passed, and while I’d learned to hide constellations between my fingers, Thatcher remained stubbornly, safely normal.

By the time we’d reached our twenties, Sulien had stopped watching him with the same careful anxiety he reserved for me. We’d all quietly accepted that whatever cosmic lottery had granted me abilities had passed Thatcher by.

But that blessing came with its own curse. Thatcher was free to live normally, to make real friends, to build lasting relationships. Yet he didn’t. None of us did. My secret had become our family’s secret.

We were twenty-six years old and still living like children under Sulien’s roof—or rather, in the connected cottages he’d built when we came of age, close enough that we still shared meals every night but far enough apart to maintain some illusion of independence.

Sulien had never remarried, never even courted anyone seriously, though I’d seen the way some of the village women looked at him. How could he risk it? How could he bring someone close enough to notice the careful way we lived? How could he put them in the same danger we faced?

And Thatcher … He laughed and flirted and kept everyone entertained, but I saw the loneliness in his eyes sometimes. The way he pulled back just when things started to get real.

They were both trapped by what I was. Living half-lives because of me.

And neither of them resented me for it. They should have—Gods know I resented myself enough for all three of us. Sometimes I lay awake at night thinking about how different their lives could have been if I just … wasn’t. If I volunteered willingly and freed them from the burden.

The thought always brought me back to Sulien’s promise, the chain that bound me to this life. But sometimes, in my darkest moments, I wondered if honoring it was actually an act of love or the ultimate selfishness.

“Thais?” Sulien broke through my thoughts. “Do me a favor, go out with Jorik’s crew this week. I know he’s been looking for extra hands. Thatcher and I will handle the beds.”

I nodded slowly. Safer out at sea than on land with the priests looming.

After dinner, I escaped to the beach. The night sky spread above me as twilight deepened to true darkness. I walked along the shoreline until I found a secluded cove, hidden from village eyes by a curve of rocky headland.

Here, I could finally let go. I raised my hands, feeling the connection to energies that pulsed millions of miles away yet somehow lived inside me. Light gathered around my fingers.

I shaped the light into a sphere that hovered before me, casting blue-white illumination across the sand and water. The release was exhilarating, the constant pressure in my chest finally easing.

But even as I reveled in it, the familiar disgust crept in—this gift, this curse, was his. These abilities flowed through my veins alongside his blood, making me both weapon and wound. I was living, breathing proof of tyranny—my very existence the result of violence. Sometimes I wished I’d simply been born blessed like the random mortals who occasionally manifested abilities. At least then my power would have been mine alone instead of a sick, constant reminder of him.

“Impressive,” came a voice from behind me.

I didn’t startle—I’d felt him through the bond. “Hovering again, are we?” I asked, not turning.

Thatcher moved to stand beside me, his face illuminated by the glow of my light-sphere. “You’re getting stronger.”

I was. Each year, the power grew more insistent and harder to contain. “Does it scare you?” I asked with a kind of vulnerability that I rarely allowed myself.

“No,” he answered. “It’s beautiful.”

We stood in silence, watching the light dance between my hands. After a while, Thatcher spoke again. “The priests won’t find you. We’ve hidden it this long—two more weeks and they’ll be gone again.”

I let the lights fade, plunging us back into darkness. “And then another ten years until the next Trials. And then another ten after that. Always hiding, always careful, always afraid.”

“Would you rather be taken?” There was no judgment in his voice, just curiosity.

I considered the question, looking up at the night sky. “Sometimes I wonder what it would be like. To be free to use this power. To see what I’m truly capable of.”

The truth was, I’d imagined it countless times—standing in some grand arena, drawing down the stars, reshaping their light into weapons of my own. In my fantasies, I was never afraid, never held back by the constraints of secrecy or the limitations of my own understanding. I was simply … free. Powerful. Complete.

My dreams of liberation inevitably soured into self-loathing as I despised myself for even daring to imagine such things.

Sometimes I fantasized about entering the Trials not to ascend, but to destroy. About using what flowed through me not to please the gods, but to hurt them. To make them pay for what they’d done to my mother, to countless others. The darker part of me whispered that it would be fitting justice—to turn the very power he’d forced into existence against him. But that would mean leaving Thatcher behind. Leaving Sulien behind. Betraying Sulien.

“They kill more than they elevate,” Thatcher reminded me. “Being taken isn’t freedom—it’s almost certain death.”

“I know.” I sighed, feeling our reality settle back onto my shoulders. “It’s just … don’t you ever wonder what else is out there? Beyond Saltcrest?”

Thatcher was quiet for a moment. “I’ve never needed to wonder,” he finally said. “I’ve always had everything I needed right here.” He bumped his shoulder against mine. “Besides, I’d be bored without you around to keep me in line.”

I laughed despite myself. “As if anyone could keep you in line.”

Thatcher’s profile was outlined against the night, his expression relaxed and unconcerned. He’d always been the optimist between us, convinced that our luck would hold, that we’d continue our comfortable, if constrained, existence indefinitely. I’d never had the heart to tell him that sometimes I didn’t know which I feared more—being discovered or spending my entire life hiding.

“Do you ever think about him?” I asked, the words rushing out of me.

“Who?”

“Him. Olinthar.” The name felt strange on my tongue.

It was the first time I’d said his name aloud in years. The King of Gods himself, ruler of the Twelve Aesymar, master of light. The creature who had sired us.

Behind us, a star blazed across the heavens, burning bright before vanishing into darkness. I didn’t need to turn to know it had fallen.




CHAPTER 2

Sea and Soil

THE ENDEAVOR SLICED THROUGH THE SWELLS, BLEEDING WHITE foam in her wake, her hull groaning with the weight of the morning’s catch. I hauled another net aboard, muscles burning as the rope bit into my palms and grinned as silver bodies writhed in the mesh. The other fishermen watched with grudging respect as I hefted the load onto the deck.

“Damn, Thais,” wheezed Old Henrik, wiping sweat from his weathered brow. “You’re making us look like children.”

“Maybe you should eat more of what you catch,” I shot back, earning a round of laughter from the crew. “Might put some muscle on those scrawny arms.”

The captain, Jorik, shook his head with a grin. “Should’ve known better than to bet against a Morvaren. Your brother warned me you’d clean us out.”

We’d been out since before dawn, following the deep currents where the best fish ran. I’d volunteered for the expedition at Sulien’s request, but also because I needed something to do with my hands. Physical work had always been my cure for restless energy.

“One more haul,” Jorik called, pointing toward a promising swell of dark water. “Then we head back before the tide turns.”

I positioned myself at the net, sea spray cooling my sun-heated skin. The work was brutal, but there was honesty in it—no pretense, no hidden dangers, just muscle against the sea’s bounty. For a few hours, I could forget everything else, lose myself in the rhythm of cast and haul.

“You’re enjoying this too much,” Henrik observed, wiping his brow as he watched me coil rope.

“Better than shucking oysters all day,” I replied, testing the weight of the net. “At least out here, the only thing trying to cut me is the rope.”

“Aye, but oysters don’t fight back when you haul them up,” Tam added with a grin. “Fish have more spirit.”

“So do I,” I shot back, earning another round of laughter.

The final net went down heavy and came up like it wanted to drag us all to the bottom. I grabbed my section of rope and pulled, the familiar burn starting in my shoulders. Around me, the other men were grunting and swearing as they hauled.

Without thinking, I pulled harder. The net crawled up the side of the ship, cutting through the water like it weighed nothing.

“Well, shit,” Tam said, staring as we made quick work of what should have been back-breaking labor. “Either we got lucky with the current or—”

Oh, fuck.

I let go so fast I nearly sent Henrik sprawling.

“Careful there!” he barked as the rope jerked in his hands.

“Sorry.” I grabbed the rope again, this time letting its full weight hit me. My shoulders screamed in protest—not from the effort, but from suddenly having to pretend it was difficult. Thatcher and I had always been stronger than we had any right to be. Just another consequence of our parentage

“This thing’s heavier than it looks,” I said.

“No kidding,” Henrik grunted, his face red and slick with sweat.

The net finally cleared the water, fish cascading onto the deck. The men looked pleased.

“Good day’s work,” Jorik said, surveying our catch. “You did well, Thais. Most landlubbers can’t handle a full day like this.”

The compliment warmed me despite my worry. “It was good to get out on the water,” I replied. “Thanks for letting me join the crew.”

The harbor buzzed as we tied up at the docks. The priests had indeed arrived, and they’d brought enough attendants to fill the village.

“Thais!” Lira, the village healer, approached with a confident stride, gray-streaked hair braided with small shells. She’d tended every scraped knee and fever in Saltcrest for as long as I could remember.

“Lira,” I said, curiosity replacing my unease. “What brings you to the docks? Someone need patching up?”

She laughed, the sound rich and infectious. “Just keeping an eye on our illustrious visitors. Making sure they don’t frighten the children too badly.” Her expression grew more serious as she glanced toward the priest ships. “They’re asking questions, Thais. More than usual.”

“Have they …” I swallowed hard. “Have they mentioned anyone specifically?”

Lira’s weathered hand found my arm,. “No names yet. But they seem particularly interested in young people. Anyone between twenty and thirty.” Her eyes, sharp despite her years, held mine. “Be careful, child. Both of you.”

Lira had never asked for details, but she’d been present at our birth—one of the few who’d witnessed our mother’s final moments. She’d helped Sulien through those first terrible weeks when we were too small, too fragile, and he was too broken by grief to care properly for us. If anyone suspected anything, it would be her. But she’d never asked.

“We will,” I promised, the words feeling inadequate against the scope of the threat.

Lira squeezed my arm once more, then moved away. But her warning echoed in my mind as I shouldered my share of the day’s earnings and headed home through the village streets.

I passed the temple on the hill and saw a cluster of figures in pristine white robes speaking with Elder Keth. Even at a distance, they carried themselves with the bearing of those who served the divine realm, Voldaris.

One of them looked up as I passed, and our eyes met across the distance. For a heartbeat, I felt naked—like those vacant eyes could see straight through to the secret burning in my chest. Then the moment passed, the priest turned back to his conversation, and I hurried away on unsteady legs.

Calm down, I told myself. He can’t read your mind.

But my hands were shaking as I quickened my pace.

By the time I reached the cottage, Thatcher was sprawled in his usual chair by the fire, whittling a piece of driftwood.

“Let me guess—you beat all the fishermen at their own game and they’re still trying to figure out how.”

“Something like that.” I sank into the chair across from him, accepting the cup of tea Sulien brought from the kitchen.

We sat in comfortable silence for a while, the evening routine settling around us. Sulien read from an old book, Thatcher continued his whittling, and I let the day’s tension ease from my shoulders.

“Early night for me,” I announced after finishing my tea, standing and stretching. “Tomorrow’s another long day on the water if Jorik will have me back.”

“He’d be a fool not to,” Thatcher said, not looking up from his carving. “You made him more coin today than his usual crew manages in a week.”

I moved toward my room. “Don’t wait up if I’m late tomorrow night. I might stop by the tavern after work. It’s Jorik’s birthday and if I’m out on the water with them all day, they’re going to expect me to join in on the festivities after.”

“Thais.” Sulien’s voice stopped me cold. There was a warning in his tone I hadn’t heard in years—the same authority he’d used when we were children and had pushed too far. “Maybe that’s not the best idea right now.”

I turned back, eyebrows raised. “What, having a drink? Since when do you care if I go to the tavern?”

“Since you seem to think it’s a good idea to drink yourself senseless when you need to be most careful.” Sulien set his book aside, his weathered face serious. The years of hauling nets and working the oyster beds had left their mark on him—shoulders permanently stooped from decades of bent labor, hands gnarled and scarred from countless cuts from shells and ropes. His hair had gone completely gray, and the lines around his pale blue eyes spoke of too many years squinting against sun and salt spray.

“Oh, come on.” I laughed, but it sounded forced even to my ears. “I can handle my ale just fine. I’m not going to do anything stupid.”

Sulien stood slowly, his joints protesting after a long day’s work. When he straightened, he seemed taller, more imposing than the gentle man who’d raised us. “Alcohol doesn’t make you more careful, Thais. It makes you careless. And careless is the one thing you can’t afford to be.”

“I’m not going to lose control over a few drinks—”

“That power of yours is getting stronger. I see you rubbing your hands sometimes, like they’re burning. You disappear at night more often than you used to.” He stepped closer, his pale eyes boring into mine. “What happens when you’re drunk at the tavern and someone says something that angers you? What happens when you lose your temper and those stars start pouring out of your hands?”

The words hit like a slap. My cheeks burned. “I wouldn’t—”

“You’re being reckless.” His voice cracked slightly, and desperation flickered across his face. “The walls you’ve built around that power are starting to crack. And alcohol doesn’t strengthen walls, Thais. It tears them down.”

“I think that’s enough,” Thatcher said quietly, but neither of us paid him any attention.

“I’ve been careful,” I protested, hating how defensive I sounded. “All of this time, I’ve been careful. I’ve hidden what I am, I’ve stayed quiet, I’ve done everything you asked—”

He shook his head, shoulders sagging. “I won’t lose you to them. I can’t.”

“Father,” Thatcher said, standing up from his chair. His voice was gentle but firm. “I’ll go with her tomorrow night. Keep an eye on things. Make sure she doesn’t do anything stupid.” He shot me a meaningful look. “Right, Thais?”

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

“You’re both good kids,” Sulien said finally, settling back into his chair with a weary sigh. “Better than I deserve. I just—” He looked up at us, and I saw the exhaustion there—not just physical, but the bone-deep weariness of a man who’d already buried the woman he loved, who’d spent decades raising children that weren’t his blood, living in constant fear that the gods would come to claim what they’d left behind. “I just need you to be smart. Especially now. Can you do that for me?”

“Yeah,” I managed, my voice thick. “Yeah, we can do that.”

He nodded once, then picked up his book again, but I could see his hands shaking as he turned the pages.

I stood there for a moment, watching him pretend to read. My chest tightened. The cottage was suddenly too small, the walls pressing in on me.

“Where are you going?” Thatcher asked as I headed for the door.

“For a walk,” I said. “I need some air.”

The evening breeze hit my face as I stepped outside, but it didn’t help. I could still feel the weight of Sulien’s terror, the way he’d looked at me like I was a loaded weapon about to go off. Maybe I was. Maybe that’s all I’d ever be—a danger to everyone I cared about.

I pressed my hands to my eyes, trying to sort through the tangle of feelings. The need to remain vigilant, to keep my powers hidden, to protect our family’s secret—it all coiled around my chest like rope pulled too tight.

Sometimes I envied Thatcher’s easy freedom, his ability to act without the crushing weight of consequence sitting on his shoulders.

I started walking without thinking about where I was going. I needed … what did I need? Not to be alone with my thoughts, that was certain. Not to go back inside and pretend everything was fine.

I needed to feel normal.
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I found Marel at the carpenter’s shop. He was there after hours, bent over a piece of wood. Shavings curled around his feet like pale flowers, and the air smelled of cedar. He looked up as I entered, his face lighting with the kind of uncomplicated pleasure that I’d come to know so well. As selfish as it was, this thing between us, temporary and guarded and filled with lies, brought comfort.

“Thais.” My name sounded warm in his voice. He set down his carving knife and looked at me. “You look like you’ve had a day.”

I settled onto a stool beside the workbench, suddenly drained. “Working late then?”

Marel’s cheeks colored. “You know I’m not working.” He smiled, picking up the piece he’d been carving—a delicate seabird. “Just needed to come here and think.”

It was exquisite, every feather detailed, the wings positioned as if the bird were caught mid-flight. “It’s beautiful.”

“It’s nothing,” he said, but I could see the pride in his eyes. “Just something to keep my hands busy.”

Like me, Marel had grown up here in Saltcrest, working the boats since he was old enough to handle a line. But his true passion had always been this.

“Want to talk about it?” he asked, his hands still for once.

He had always been perceptive—one of the things that both drew me to him and made him dangerous. His sun-bleached blonde hair gleamed in the evening light streaming through the shop windows, and those hazel eyes of his seemed to see straight through whatever mask I was trying to wear.

“I heard you went out with Jorik’s crew today,” he continued when I didn’t answer immediately. “That must have been different from the oyster beds.”

“It was good,” I said, and I found myself actually smiling. “I may have shown off a little.”

Marel laughed, the sound rich and genuine and exactly what I was craving. “I’m sure you did. You never could resist a challenge.” He leaned back against his workbench, studying my face. “But something’s bothering you. You’ve got that look you get when you’re trying to work out a problem.”

Perceptive, I thought again. Too perceptive for his own good.

“Walk with me?” I asked, needing to be somewhere less confined.

He nodded, setting aside his tools without hesitation. “Where to?”

“The cliffs. I need to see the sea.”

“A day of fishing didn’t tire you out?” He cocked a sly smile.

“Never.”

We left the village behind, following the winding path that led up the coastal headlands. The sun hung low in the western sky, painting the water gold and purple. We walked in comfortable silence at first, but I could feel Marel watching me.

“Tell me something about yourself,” I said suddenly, needing to focus on something other than my own fears.

Marel smiled. “Like what, exactly?”

“I don’t know. What did you want to be when you were a child? Before you became a fisherman?”

“A sailor,” he said without hesitation. “I wanted to see the world beyond Saltcrest. Explore distant shores, meet strange people.”

“What changed your mind?”

His expression grew serious. “My father died. Someone had to take care of my mother, and she needed stability more than I needed adventure. So I kept fishing, learned the trade properly.”

“Do you regret it?”

“Sometimes,” he admitted. “But then I think about the life I’ve built here, the people I care about.” He glanced at me. “And I think maybe adventure isn’t always about going somewhere new. Sometimes it’s about finding something worth staying for.”

The words made me stall, as they always did. “Marel—”

“I know something’s eating at you,” he said quietly. “I can see it in the way you hold yourself sometimes. Like you’re bracing for the worst.”

I stopped walking, turning to face him. “How do you—”

“Because I’ve felt that way too. After my father died, I spent months waiting for the next disaster. Wondering when the other shoe would drop.” He reached out, taking my hand in his. “What has you so worried, Thais? What are you afraid of?”

I tried to divert the conversation.

“Sometimes I dream of leaving this place.”

Marel simply looked at me.

“But my family is complicated. They need me here, and truthfully, I need them. A part of me wants to leave this place and never look back, but I feel so weighed down. I don’t know if I truly have a choice,” I murmured.

“There are always choices,” he said firmly. “Maybe not easy ones, maybe not good ones, but there’s always a choice.”

We’d reached the cliff overlook—that secluded pocket of grass and wildflowers where I’d spent so many hours alone. Standing stones rose around us, and the endless sea stretched out below, reflecting the fire of the sunset.

“You’re right,” I said, settling onto the sun-warmed grass. “There’s always a choice. But sometimes all the options are terrible.”

Marel sat beside me. “Then you choose the least terrible one. And you find ways to live with the consequences.”

I looked at him, really looked, taking in the strong line of his jaw. He was beautiful in a quiet, understated way, solid and real and honest. And mine, if I dared.

“What if I told you that being with me was a terrible idea?” I asked, but immediately regretted it. Too much truth.

He was quiet for a moment, considering. “I’d say that sounds like you’re trying to scare me away. And I’d wonder why.”

“I’m not trying to scare you away,” I said, forcing a laugh. “I’m just saying I don’t know. Maybe I’ve seen too many of those traveling theater shows. All those dramatic stories about cursed lovers and tragic endings.”

Marel smiled, some of the tension leaving his face. “You’re worried about tragedy? Thais, we live in a fishing village. Half the men here don’t come back from the deep waters. Life is already dangerous.”

“I suppose that’s true.”

He reached for my hand. “Look, I know you’re worried about something. But whatever it is, you don’t have to face it alone.”

I reached for him, pulling him closer, and he came willingly, his arms wrapping around me as I buried my face against his neck. When he kissed me, it was with an urgency I’d never seen from him. I gave myself over to the sensation, letting myself forget for a moment about my secrets. There was just this. Marel’s mouth on mine, his hands in my hair, the simple connection I’d been craving.

“Are you sure you’re okay with this tonight?” he whispered against my lips, his hazel eyes searching mine in the fading light. “I don’t want to cross a boundary, especially if you’re in a bad state of mind.”

“I need this,” I said, and it was the most honest thing I’d said all day.

His hands were gentle as they traced the line of my jaw, down my throat to the hollow where my pulse hammered against my skin. “You’re shaking,” he observed softly.

“I’m fine,” I lied, but we both knew it wasn’t true. I was coming apart at the seams, had been since the moment I’d left the cottage.

“No, you’re not,” Marel said, his thumb brushing across my lower lip. “And that’s okay. You don’t have to be fine with me.”

I pulled him down, kissing him with a desperate hunger, pouring all my fear and need into the contact. He responded with equal fervor, his hands tangling in my hair as he deepened the kiss.

We helped each other out of our clothes, movements eager but familiar. We’d done this before, countless times over the last few years, but tonight felt different. We were teetering on a precipice. A truth I could never reveal, but one he sensed nonetheless.

Marel’s hands knew my body well by now, knew exactly where to touch to make me gasp and arch beneath him. But there was a new tenderness in the way he explored, as if he were trying to remember every inch of me.

“How are you so beautiful?” he murmured against my shoulder, and I could hear the wonder in his voice.

I wanted to tell him it wasn’t natural, that there was something wrong with me that I couldn’t explain. But the words caught in my throat as his mouth found the sensitive spot at the base of my neck.

He paused, reaching for his discarded clothes. “Just a moment,” he said, retrieving a small wrapped packet from his pocket. There was an efficiency in his movements as he prepared himself.

The grass was soft, cushioning us as we came together. Above us, the first stars were beginning to emerge in the darkening sky, scattered like diamonds across velvet. I tried to focus on them, tried to keep some part of my mind anchored to something beyond the sensations flooding me.

“Let me,” he said softly. “Let me take care of you.”

In our previous encounters, I had always been the one in control–the one who set the pace. But tonight I found myself surrendering to his gentle insistence.

His hands were everywhere, worshipping every inch of exposed skin. When his mouth followed the path his hands had traced, I couldn’t suppress the soft sounds that escaped my lips, my back arching involuntarily.

“Marel,” I whispered.

“I know,” he said against my skin. “I know, love. I’ve got you.”

The endearment seeped into me. Love. No one had ever called me that before—not with such tenderness, such certainty. And never during a moment like this, with our bodies tangled together.

For a moment, I let myself imagine what it would be like to be the kind of woman someone could love without reservation. One who didn’t carry secrets—who could give her heart freely instead of sharpening it like a weapon.

The fantasy lasted exactly three heartbeats before reality crashed back in. He didn’t know what I was. Didn’t know that loving me was the most dangerous thing he could possibly do. And I was too selfish—too desperate for the comfort of connection to let him go.

The guilt felt like drowning. Marel deserved someone who loved him completely, not someone who used him as an anchor to feel normal. The hardest truth was that even if I weren’t half-divine, even if I could tell him everything—I wasn’t certain I would ever feel for him what he clearly felt for me.

The moment we joined, the power that I kept so carefully contained began to stir. I tried to ignore it, tried to focus solely on Marel.

He moved slowly at first, his eyes never leaving mine. But as I responded to his touch, as my body welcomed him deeper, the gentleness gave way to urgency. Desperation. Longing.

“God, Thais,” he gasped, his forehead pressed against mine. “You feel …”

I couldn’t form words to answer, could only hold him closer. My gaze was drawn upward to those brilliant points of light, and I watched in growing alarm as they began to pulse.

The intensity was building, ripping through my chest. My fingernails dug into Marel’s shoulders. Above us, more beads of light began to join the first, their essence growing brighter with each passing moment.

“Look at me,” Marel whispered, sensing my distraction. “Stay with me, Thais.”

I tried to focus on his face, on the way his blonde hair fell across his forehead, on the desire written clearly in his eyes. But the power inside me was growing stronger and I could feel it beginning to leak out despite my efforts. It was going to consume me.

As the pleasure crested, washing over me in waves that left me gasping and shaking beneath him, I lost all control. The stars above us flared to brilliant life.

Horror flooded me even as my body continued to pulse with aftershocks. The constellations were rearranging themselves, forming spirals and flowing curves that matched the rhythm we’d just shared.

I tried desperately to pull the energy back, to force the stars back into their normal patterns, but it was like trying to stop a river with my bare hands. The more I fought it, the brighter they became, until the entire sky throbbed. Gods, anyone in the village could see this.

Fuck.

I froze.

“Thais?” Marel stilled above me, voice breathless. “What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?”

“Nothing,” I lied, my voice shaking. “Nothing’s wrong.”

Marel searched my face, clearly unconvinced by my reassurance. His hand came up to cup my cheek, thumb brushing away tears I hadn’t realized were falling.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

“Don’t be,” he said firmly. “Stay with me.”

“I can’t.” I turned my face away.

But I could feel his eyes locked on my face, searching, guessing. Guilt churned through me, and I reached out, pulling him close, suppressing the sob that wanted to form in my throat. Because I wasn’t holding him out of desire, only to stop him from seeing what was happening above us. Gradually, the glow began to fade from the heavens, and when I finally dared to glance upward, the stars were slowly returning to normal.

If he noticed them, he didn’t say it.

“I should go,” I murmured.

“I wish I knew what to say. I want to help, Thais. To be here for you in whatever way you need, but I’m flailing,” he said, his arms tightening around me. “You know you can tell me anything.”

Gods, I couldn’t do this at Marel’s expense anymore. I couldn’t be selfish.

“Thank you for tonight.” I said as I finally pushed away and dressed to leave.

And I walked off, not waiting for his questions or sweet sentiments that would only make the guilt in my chest burn brighter. I let the tears fall, safe and alone and full of regret.




CHAPTER 3

The Last Light

“YOU’RE GOING TO DROP THAT,” THATCHER SAID, WATCHING ME wrestle with the wine bottle Sulien had shoved into my arms at the last second.

“I’m not going to—” The bottle slipped, and I caught it against my chest. “Shut up.”

He laughed, the bastard. “Want me to carry it?”

“I’ve got it.” I shifted the basket to my other hip, trying to find a grip that didn’t make me feel like a pack mule. Around us, other people were making their way down the path toward the caves.

“Jorik’s already three sheets to the wind,” Thatcher observed, nodding ahead where the fisherman was swaying slightly as he walked.

“Smart man.”

The past two weeks had passed in a blur. I’d gone out with Jorik’s crew every day the weather allowed, throwing myself into the work and staying as far away from dry land as possible. When the boats couldn’t go out, I was shucking oysters and mending nets in our own shed rather than venturing into the village proper. Better to be exhausted than risk being seen.

The path to the caves was packed. It wasn’t just our people. Traders who’d come early for the festival marched along with us.

“There’s Marel,” Thatcher said, and his tone had me snapping my head up.

“So?”

“So nothing. Just pointing him out.”

I caught sight of blonde hair near the front of the group. “Don’t start.”

“Start what? I’m not starting anything.” But he was grinning in that way that meant he was absolutely starting something. “Though he asked about you again.”

“When?”

“This morning. Wanted to know if you were coming tonight.”

The flush hit me hard and fast. “What did you tell him?”

“That you’d be here. Unless you decided to throw yourself off the cliffs instead.”

“Thatcher.”

“What? It’s accurate.” He cocked an eyebrow. “You’ve been walking around like someone died all week.”

“Someone might.”

I heard the cold in my words too late, and Thatcher’s teasing expression sobered. We walked in silence for a moment, the weight of tomorrow settling between us like fog.

“Hey.” His voice was quieter now. “We’re going to be fine.”

I wanted to believe him. Gods, I wanted to believe him so badly it hurt.

“Yeah,” I said. “Okay.”

He studied my face for another moment, then nodded. “Good. Now come on, before Lira starts the whole thing without us.”

The caves were already half full when we arrived. Someone had lit the torches early. Their flames whipped and sparked, casting flickers of shadow across the cave walls. I loved this place—had since I was a kid. The way the cave curved inward created perfect acoustics, your voice coming back to you changed and richer. This was where the village came to celebrate everything. Births, marriages, good harvests, surviving storms.

“Thais!” Lira waved us over to where she’d claimed a spot near the
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CHAPTER ONE

I hesitated on the precipice of safety, skin ablaze with the urge to retrace my steps to Luminaria. My instincts roared at me to run, to hide –  instincts I had spent my entire life cultivating. Humid night air clung to me like a second skin, heavy with the scent of earth and something faintly floral.

A candlelit trail led to the Grove –  a valley cradled between rolling hills and the gnarled embrace of the forest.  Smoke billowed through the treetops, and golden fire erupted from pits throughout the expanse below. A mixture of nerves and curiosity flooded my veins as I peered into its glittering depths.

I could almost taste the pungent mix of liquor, sweat, and hormones wafting in the air, accompanied by the peculiar whines and wanes of Sídhe music. Haunting melodies danced up my spine, tempting me to lose myself in the music.

Esprithe’s sake, Fia. It’s enchanted.

I shifted my weight, readjusting my grip on the rough wooden crate. I was holding on to whatever sanity I still possessed by a thread after spending the entire day brewing tonics for the Sídhe nobility and their ridiculous party.

If they hadn’t placed the orders so damn late, none of this would be happening. I wouldn’t be here. But the elites of Sídhe cared little for the day-to-day of common folk. They were far too preoccupied.

My attention shot to the sky as a light weaver cast shimmering rays into the clouds, tearing through the mist like a river in the heavens.

In the world below, a kaleidoscope of satin gowns swirled as Aossí danced in unison.

Beauty could be deceptive, and it often was. Vipers, after all, distract with shimmering scales before going in for the kill. The nobles were much the same, twice as lethal as they were mesmerizing.

Only the decline of a hill separated us. Another minute of walking, and I’d be in their midst.

Unfortunately, the whims of these people and their extravagant soirées would provide much better pay than any normal day at the Apothecary, so refusing their business wasn’t an option.

Besides, how could the elite possibly reach their desired levels of debauchery without a few euphoria-inducing party favors?

The foolish bravery I’d somehow mustered back at the Apothecary had completely vanished. This was supposed to be Eron’s delivery, not mine. He’d been running them all day, after all. I’d only volunteered because his wife had gone into labor. A stupid move. I knew it then, but now, standing here, it felt like a deadly mistake.

I was a Riftborne, one of many transplanted to Sídhe and branded with a symbol of unity following the Riftdremar Rebellion. Because nothing screams unification quite like a brand to mark you out from the masses. I peeked down at my left hand, where the twin serpents of Sídhe coiled round the antlers of Riftdremar.

At least I’d worn gloves.

I was three when the ships brought us here. Too young to remember faces, voices, or even the names of the people who gave me life. Most Riftborne children arrived with nothing, but somehow, I’d clutched a small gold bracelet through the entire  journey –  my only proof that I’d belonged to someone once. That someone had loved me enough to slip it on to my tiny wrist before everything burned.

While few of us remembered the Rebellion that ended twenty years ago, everyone in Sídhe knew someone who’d died in the war. And many of them wanted us to repay that price with our lives.

Anger started to build in me, but a splitting force surged through my head, forcing all thought out. I slammed my eyes shut.

The curse that lived inside me used to be nothing more than a faint presence lingering in the depths of my mind. Now it threatened to explode at any moment, lying in wait just below the surface, desperate for the opportunity to unleash itself.

And once it escaped …

I didn’t allow the thought to finish as I steadied myself, digging my heels into the damp earth.

Despite the violent beating of my heart, I took another shaky step forward into the thick air, heavy with a mix of perfume and woodsmoke.

Clinging to the crate and trying to make my body as small as possible, I melted into the shadows of the treeline and made my way along the dirt path.

I hoped the attendees had been partaking in the elixirs long enough for the desired effects to take hold. It would be much easier to navigate a space full of intoxicated minds, where thoughts swam, and steps faltered.

Craning my head over the moving mass of bodies, I scanned the area, searching for Ma’s station.

Ah, there it is.

Keeping my head low, I found my way to the opposite side of the Grove, where Ma’s potions were displayed on a table lined with twinkling candles and blooms from across the realm. Annoyance tugged at me. Ma’s affinity for healing was revolutionary, yet this would be her legacy –  providing libido- boosting cocktails to the Sídhe Guard and their irreverent groupies.

My shoulders burned to drop the crate. It nearly tumbled out of my grasp as I edged it on to the table, vials clinking against each other at the jolt.

I hunted for anyone who might be manning this station, but there was no one to be seen. I began unloading the vials, snapping back and forth from crate to table.

I had never previously stepped foot near one of these parties, but I knew what to expect. Ma loved to gossip about them during our more boring hours at the Apothecary. Tonight, all classes would be frothing at the mouth as their military idols were paraded through the crowd. They’d indulge in the finest culinary delights, lose themselves in aromatic bitters, spiked tonics, and the elusive Bloodthorne wine, only to finally stagger home, leaving chaos in their inebriated wake. Just another mess for someone else to clean up.

But tonight was different. Tonight, General Ashford would be in attendance.

The King and Queen regularly visited the capital for parades, festivals, and official proceedings, loudly announcing their praise for one Laryk Ashford. But the man himself was an enigma. Sometimes we’d hear whispers of the General quietly slipping into the Sídhe Guard Compound after a night in one of the more exclusive lounges Luminaria had to offer, but a rare few ever saw him with their own eyes. I suppose the mystery of it all drew the crowds in like a moth to a flame.

Maybe if I was quick enough, I could make my escape before he showed up.

Luck, however, was not on my side.

It never was.

With only three damn bottles placed, a familiar squeal echoed through the air behind me. I took a calming breath before turning round and meeting the bright aquamarine eyes of Osta, who looked giddy enough to explode.

My best friend, and a fellow Riftborne, Osta navigated the divide much more easily than I did. She could walk down the street with her sleeves casually tugged down, brand out for the world to see, but still somehow blend in. She looked and felt perfectly at home everywhere she went.

Deep blue silk cascaded in shimmering pleats down her frame, like the petals of a flower in bloom.

Her bronzed hair lay in perfect ringlets down her back. Her skin glowed a golden shimmer.

If Osta was the personification of life, I was the living embodiment of death.

Looking down at my herb-stained blouse and wrinkled trousers, heat rushed through me.

‘Fiiiiiaa!’ Osta sang as she threw her arms round me, the sweet scent of wine wafting off her.

‘I can’t believe you’re actually here! Although I’d have never thought you’d show up in  –’ She stepped back, eyeing my disheveled state. ‘Want to run to the shop? It’s not far, and I have so many pieces that would look divine on you!’

I fiddled with my hair, attempting to push it back. ‘Thank you for not so subtly pointing out how terrible I look … but I have no intention of hanging around. Eron needed me to deliver this crate and then I am out of –’

‘You’re already here now, so stay! Just for an hour!’ She grabbed my stained hands and looked up at me, eyes pleading. Osta always knew when to deploy the dramatics.

And because luck was never on my side, it was exactly then that the sound of trumpets tore through the Grove.

A sea of Aossí parted, giving the royal procession a clear path to the raised dais near the center.

Osta bounced at my side, clapping her hands and standing on the tips of her toes, trying to get a better look at the King and Queen. Dressed in matching drapes of sparkling emerald, they moved with a commanding grace. When they finally reached the thrones atop the dais they turned and waved in unison, hand in hand, before taking their seats.

Attendees stumbled as they pushed past me, and my attention followed the rush of bodies. A figure emerged on the southern platform.

General Laryk Ashford.

Both men and women practically threw themselves at him, singing his praises and swooning with delight at his presence.

Despite the fatigue, my eyes managed to roll just fine.

It was nothing personal against the General: I simply hated the Guard just as much as they hated me.

One wrong move on my part, and I’d disappear. Or die in some freak encounter that would no doubt be ruled a tragic accident. Riftborne presence in Sídhe wasn’t tolerated; it was merely endured. We were like a disease to them, though their disdain was always hidden beneath a veneer of civility.

I gritted my teeth and refocused on the celebration.

As the General stepped on to the dais and turned, an electric current rushed through the Grove. Every single eye was on him.

Flowing copper hair fell in waves over his shoulders and, even from my vantage point, his sharp features were prominent –  all the way down to the scar that marked his right eye and cheek.

He was taller than most Aossí, and his lean, powerful frame couldn’t be ignored, even behind the layers of his Guard uniform.
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