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Mayhem and the Mortal is a fast-paced romantic fantasy about a fierce young woman who teams up with a lethal sorcerer to save her cursed sister—and ends up on a quest full of magic, monsters, and deadly secrets. However, the story includes elements that might not be suitable for all readers. Violence, death, blood, decapitation, dismemberment, physical injuries, explicit consensual sex, animal attacks, animal death, and cursing are shown in the novel. Death of family members is discussed. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note.
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The Teachings of Orvena

Goddess of Life & Light

I say to you, my creations: be wise, be kind, be brave.

You are in this world because of me, and I have dedicated so much of myself to you. Faith in me will provide you everlasting peace.

As you live your days, remember this:

Wisdom is necessary for evolution.

Kindness is needed for peace and hope.

Nobility is imperative whilst dwelling in Thelanor.

And the bravest in heart is the source of true prosperity.
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While I’m kneading dough, I feel an intense surge of heat bloom on my chest.

Gasping, I reach up instantly to unclasp my necklace, then drop it like it’s alive on the flour-coated counter. I stare at the pearl pendant attached to the gold chain—the pearl that’s now burning hot.

Something is wrong with Analla.

Infused with magic and bonded to my sister, the pendant tells me what words cannot. When it’s warm, that means she’s dealing with nuisances, survivable troubles.

When it’s hot—

My throat tightens and my pulse roars in my ears as realization sinks in. If it’s hot, that means she’s in actual danger.

I was already worried because she hadn’t come home last night—or the previous two nights, for that matter. She never stays at work for that long, not without letting me know first.

So, yes, it is possible that she’s in danger. And if she is, there’s only one place she could be: Seferin’s keep.

Living just along the outskirts of Meriva Empire, Seferin is the most corrupt sorcerer in the entire kingdom.

I immediately wipe the sticky dough from my fingers, shove the necklace into one of my trouser pockets, and grab my satchel. I don’t tell the other baker where I’m going, despite her calling after me as I storm out of the bakery.

I don’t even stop to think.

I just leave.
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By the time I reach the edge of the forest, the sun is starting to sink behind the tree line, and a cold sense of dread crawls up my spine with every step. Words Analla has said before repeat in my head.

Never come to his keep.

Warnings be damned. I need to know if she’s okay. What if this is a false alarm? What if the pendant’s magic is fading, like I was warned it might?

A possibility, yes, but I need to be sure.

The hike takes nearly an hour. My feet ache and my lungs burn, but I don’t slow down until I see the familiar shape of Seferin’s keep, three stories of black brick crowned by a dome roof rising between the treetops.

The Shadow Nest.

He uses this place as a private, exclusive club, one that’s by invite only. It’s the sorcerer’s coverup for corruption, his last shred of mortality. His way of leading people to believe he’s merely one of us … just with a darker side.

I’ve only been here once when I assisted Analla with carrying supplies. It was her first week of work as a nightmaiden. I saw things that day that made my skin crawl, things I still can’t put into words. She made me swear to never return … yet here I am.

I crouch behind a tree and scan the area ahead. With sunlight still lingering in the sky, the sorcerer guards that usually patrol the grounds have lowered their defenses. After all, it’s night that belongs to the monsters.

After checking that my surroundings are clear, I dash across the open field and slip around the side of the building. A partially open door reveals a kitchen beyond. I give the door a nudge with the tip of my boot and step inside.

Around a corner, a cook bends over the hearth with his back to me. I take that as my opportunity to sneak through the kitchen and slip into a hallway, but I wind up crashing into someone else.

Shit.

She’s tall and abnormally slender, wearing a one-piece leather garment that clings to every sharp angle of her body.

She grabs hold of my arm before I can escape and yanks me toward her. “Who are you?” she demands. “I’ve never seen you before.”

“I’m sorry. I’m just looking for my sister,” I say, voice trembling. “She works here. I just want to check on her.”

The woman’s eyes narrow, and the tension in her features softens as she studies my face.

“Your sister?” she repeats.

I nod, swallowing past the thick lump in my throat. Is she going to drag me to Seferin? Kill me herself?

“Analla …” I start.

“Analla?” Recognition sweeps over her face, and her grip slackens.

My eyes expand. “Yes!” I whisper, nodding eagerly. “Do you know her?”

She releases me at once, her gaze darting down the hall. “You need to leave.”

I freeze, even though everything in me tells me to do as she says. “Where is she?”

“Look, I am telling you now that you need to leave. If someone else finds out you’re her sister, they’ll lock you up like they’ve done to her.”

Lock me up?

My stomach tightens into knots as she starts to turn away. “Hey—wait!” I plead. “If she’s here somewhere, can you just take me to her? I don’t care what happens. I need to see her. Please.”

The woman halts and lowers her head, letting out a long exhale. She then looks down both ways of the lengthy hallway before approaching me again.

“Fine,” she grumbles. “I’ll show you to it, but you need to keep quiet.”

I nod and follow her lead. She takes rapid steps through the hallway before turning a corner and approaching a red door, gesturing to it.

“She’s down there, in the dungeon.” The woman clenches her jaw briefly, stepping away. “You’re on your own from here.”

My mouth becomes drier. The woman looks frightened as she backs away.

“Thank you,” I tell her, grabbing the doorknob.

“You’re lucky I liked Analla.” With that, she scurries away.

I face the door and twist the knob, opening it slowly. Darkness yawns below, broken only by floating red orbs that shine on a slick staircase. Another lump forms in my throat. I try swallowing past it as I take the first step down.

I’m consumed by darkness when I finally reach the bottom of the stairs but find only a sliver of relief when I turn the corner and see another row of floating lanterns.

I pick up my pace. The air grows colder with every step, heavier, thick with rot and damp stone.

I gag as a horrid smell hits me.

Oh gods. I should turn back. I don’t even know what I’m walking into. And that woman could be lying. I might be stumbling my way into a trap.

But what if Analla is down here?

That tiny whisper of a question keeps me going.

Heart pounding, I continue, passing several cells occupied with prisoners who are hardly clinging to life. Other cells are empty but have piles of ash and bones. I gulp when it dawns on me that the ashes are that of the dead.

My anxiety heightens as I pass cell after cell, until I finally see a familiar body lying on the floor in one of them.

“Analla,” I whisper.

Her eyes snap open.

Orvena’s sake.

She looks awful, her face hollowed, brown skin ashen, and the coils in her hair matted to her head.

She sits up quickly, but not without a wince. “Zaira,” she breathes. “What the shadows are you doing here?”

“You never came home and then I felt my pendant get hot.” I grip the cold bars, studying her again. “What happened to you? Why are you locked in here?”

Her eyes instantly water as she sinks her teeth into her chapped bottom lip. “It’s Seferin,” she utters feebly. “He placed a curse on me.”

I feel a sudden drop in my stomach. “W-what? Why would he do that?”

She sniffles as she points to a corner inside the cell. “Because I tried to take that.”

I look where she’s pointing and spot an indigo crystal. It seems so out of place here, just like she does.

“You tried to steal it from him?” I ask.

“I didn’t think he’d miss it. There were so many of them in his study, and I—I don’t know. I thought I could sneak one out and sell it, get a bit more coin because we could use it, you know?” She shakes her head and frowns. “He said I was one of his favorites. I didn’t think he’d do something like this to me.”

“Analla.” I wheeze in disbelief, my eyes burning with unshed tears. “Why would you steal from Seferin of all people? You should’ve known better!”

“Shh! I know!” she whisper-hisses as she steps closer and reaches through the bars to grab my hand. Hers are dry and cold as they wrap around mine.

I look her all over in the sheer, black nightmaiden’s dress she’s wearing. “I told you not to work here. I told you to quit before you got hurt, Analla.”

“I know,” she murmurs. “But it’s too late to do anything about it so I need you to leave, okay? Get out of here and never come back.”

“No,” I snap. “I’m getting you out of here.” I pull away and study the cell door. There is no lock for a key, nothing to even pick at to at least attempt a breakout.

“The locks are controlled by his magic,” she mutters sullenly. “Only he can open the cells.”

I groan. Of fucking course.

“I’m not getting out of here, Z, and even if there were a possibility of breaking out, the curse will kill me regardless. It doesn’t matter where I am.” Her head falls in defeat. Or shame. Possibly both. “He said the curse will kill me within thirty days. He … he said it will be a slow and painful death—that I deserve it for betraying his trust.”

My tears finally fall as I choke on a sob. How can this be?

My sister, cursed.

I don’t even know what to say. How do I save her? I usually know what to do under pressure, but right now, my mind is blank.

Analla swipes at her tears, then reaches through the bars, gesturing for me to come closer. When I’m near enough, she cups my cheek in one hand while smoothing down some of my curly hair with her other. She puts on a brave smile even though her eyes are rimmed with tears.

“I know you’ll try to find a way to get me out of this, but there is nothing you can do,” she says. “This is my problem, and I’m facing the consequences.”

“No.” My voice trembles. “We always face them together.”

“Not this time, dearest.” She stands taller. “I want you to live your life and live it well, do you understand?”

“Analla, I’m not leaving here without you—”

“You have to!” she insists, squeezing my hand. “Leave and never come back. Ever. I mean it, Zaira. Please.”

A door slams in the distance, and we gasp when we hear keys jingling, followed by heavy footsteps.

“That’s the guard,” she whispers. “Go now. Get out of here!” She gently shoves me away from her cell.

I don’t want to leave.

I want to stay.

To bargain with Seferin.

To sacrifice myself if it means he’ll set my sister free. As long as we’re together, that’s all that matters, right?

As the footsteps grow nearer, I realize I can’t truly help her if we’re both stuck here. That, even if I do bargain with a mad sorcerer, we’ll never truly be free again.

“I’ll get you out of here,” I tell her. “I’ll get someone to break the curse before the month is over. I swear it.”

She only shakes her head with a sad smile. “I love you so much, Zaira. So, so much.”

I step forward one last time, grabbing her hand, clinging to it.

“Go,” she demands softly with thick tears flowing down her cheeks.

Throat clogged with emotion, I run in the opposite direction of the approaching footsteps and don’t stop until I’ve made it out of the keep and the dark forest is swallowing me whole.

I do all this while blinded by tears that don’t cease, while carrying an aching heart that feels heavier in my chest with every step. When I’ve made it a good distance away, I collapse against a tree and weep. It’s a long cry—hard, ugly, and desperate.

But eventually, my sadness morphs into something else.

Resolve.

Analla only has thirty days to live. That means I must do everything in my power to get that curse broken.

I’ll come up with a plan. I’ll seek help. I’ll do whatever must be done to save my sister because if I don’t, I’ll lose the only family I have left.

“Fuck that,” I grumble as I push away from the tree and march in the direction of my kingdom.

Seferin isn’t getting away with his evil this time.






[image: Chapter Header, Chapter 2]


The most ridiculous thing about this curse is that every mortal under the Crystal Realm knows to never try and fool a Grim sorcerer—especially one who carries around cursed artifacts like pocket change.

But then we have Analla Quinlocke. Forever the one to think her beauty makes her invincible.

I release a gut-deep sigh as I hike the strap of my rucksack higher on my shoulder. It’s packed with heavy tomes I’ve borrowed from The Gilded Archive, which contains some of the best knowledge in all of Thelanor.

Each tome I selected purposely revolves around spells, magic, curses—even forbidden black magic. The last set of books I borrowed didn’t offer much guidance, so I swapped them out.

I’m going on day three with hardly any luck finding answers, so tonight calls for a different kind of study session—one that involves a few pints of ale.

As I approach the Tilted Crystal Tavern, Bolivar’s brown dog is sniffing around the door.

I light up when I see Crumb.

When the scruffy dog notices me, his tail wags immediately, and he dashes my way. I laugh as I drop my rucksack on the ground with a thud so I can lower to one knee and give him a few scratches behind the ears.

“Hi, Crumb,” I coo. “What are you doing out here in the cold?”

He buries his nose into a gap in my coat as he sniffs, eager as ever for what awaits.

“Okay, okay. You caught me.” Smiling, I dig into my coat pocket and pull out a napkin with several dog biscuits from the bakery. I make them especially for him when I know I’ll be going to the tavern. “Here you go. All yours, my friend.” I place them on the ground, certain he’ll lap up every single crumb, hence his name.

I stroke the soft fur on his back a few more times, wanting to take comfort in this moment, but with a sigh, I grab my rucksack and enter the warmth of the tavern. Crumb trots in after me.

The tavern is busy with life as always.

Mortals, sorcerers, and beastials alike congregate around sticky wooden tables. As I step deeper inside and pass a group playing cards, the heat from the large hearth warms my cheeks, and I feel my body slowly unthaw.

I spot Bolivar behind the bar pulling pints. He tips his head at me in acknowledgment. I shoot him a wave before finding a table in the corner of the room, placing my rucksack down on the floor, and pulling out my first tome, ready to dig in.

As I make myself comfortable in the booth, Crumb curls up on my feet. I smile. At least I have company for another night of poring over dusty tomes.
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“There has to be another way,” I mumble as I swirl a finger around the rim of my steel mug.

I study the journal where I’ve written the names of all the sorcerers I’ve spoken to about Analla’s curse. Five of them … and none can help me.

Well, let me rephrase that.

None have the desire to help me. They’re all afraid to go against Seferin.

I lean in, lost in thought, until my elbow slips off the edge of the table. I catch myself with a jolt and sit upright, blinking hard.

My gaze bounces around the tavern to make sure no one witnessed my folly. Crumb has, of course. He’s still lying on the floor right next to me, head tilted as he peers up.

Someone else has as well—a beastial with gray reptilian skin and an oversize bald head sitting at an adjacent table. His tongue slithers through his lips as his thick tail thumps against his rickety wooden chair. A ghostly smile appears as he focuses those vertical-slitted snake eyes on me.

I force a smile at him while suppressing a shudder. Reptilian beastials have always unnerved me. They’ll literally eat their own children if it means getting ahead.

Thankfully, Bolivar appears, towering over me like the giant he is. I’ve never really paid much attention to the half-giant tavern owner’s height until now … or how attractive Analla may have found him, with his thick beard and black hoop in his ear. Then again, I don’t spend many nights alone in the Tilted Crystal drinking away my sorrows.

“I think that’s enough for you tonight,” Bolivar says, glancing at my empty mug.

Hmm. I guess it wasn’t just Crumb or the beastial who noticed my tipsiness.

“I’ve only had three.” I pass him a scowl, pressing my back against the worn leather of the booth. “I’m not drunk, B.” I pause. “Drunk enough,” I clarify.

He raises one dark eyebrow. “Do I even want to know why you’re drinking this much, Zaira?”

“Well, when your sister does the dumbest thing in the world and gets herself cursed and locked in a dungeon by Seferin, you need a lot of ale to accept it. Even more when you finally think up a plan to save her that could be lethal.” I shrug. “Or I can just flat out kill the aforementioned sorcerer myself to make everyone’s lives a tad easier.”

“You try that and you’re dead before you can even get the chance to look at him.” Bolivar scratches his chin while giving his head a shake. Swinging his gaze around the dimly lit tavern, he accepts the brief calm and slides into the opposite side of my booth.

Crumb takes that as his opportunity to get up and rest his chin on Bolivar’s lap.

“I know you’re upset, but you need to keep your voice down about Seferin in here,” he says, rubbing the top of his dog’s head.

“Why should I?” I counter.

The brown skin between his eyebrows wrinkles as he stares at me as if I’ve lost all my wits.

I give Bolivar an apologetic look. I know I’m being absurd, but I’m bordering on drunk, which means I’m acting bolder than usual. Plus, I’m frustrated and can’t help but speak the truth.

“Seferin has connections all over Meriva.” Bolivar gestures to the left. “I’m sure there are people in this place getting coin from him. They hear you talking about him, they’ll tell him, and he’ll come after you, too. Then you’ll end up in his dungeon just like your sister, or worse. He’s not a man you want trouble with, Zaira.”

“Why didn’t you tell her that?” My eyes burn with tears, but I bite into my bottom lip to prevent them from falling.

No more tears.

I adjust the frame of my spectacles to hide my watering eyes, then lift my chin. Tears won’t save my sister. A plan will, and I have the beginnings of one.

I gesture to my empty mug. “Another, please. I’m on the cusp of a breakthrough to save my sister and, quite possibly, the entire world if I can figure out the logistics.”

“And what is this breakthrough?” Bolivar asks, feeding into my sarcasm.

“Well, I told you before that I’ve spoken to a few sorcerers about Analla’s curse. None want to help, but one of them did tell me if I’m desperate enough, to seek one of the prosperity stones in the Temple of Elphar. Apparently, prosperity stones can break any curse. I could get one, sneak into Seferin’s keep again, then use the stone to break her curse. All I need is to find someone willing enough to guide and protect me on the journey there.”

Bolivar’s features turn as hard as a rock. “The Temple of Elphar? In The Shallows?”

I snap my fingers and point at him. “That’s the one.”

“Have you lost your mind?” His question comes out harsh and sharp. He even stops petting Crumb to give me an incredulous glare. Crumb whines. “Going anywhere near The Shallows is a death wish, Z. No one in their sane mind will go there with you.”

I blink at him a few times, unsure what to say. I shouldn’t be surprised by his change of mood. I know The Shallows is dangerous, hence the reason I’m trying to think of another plan. I’ve just never seen him like this. So serious and fearful.

Seferin has a chokehold on everyone, it seems.

Bolivar’s eyes and shoulders soften as he regards me. “Look, I’m sorry about Analla. I know she’s your sister, but you can’t save everyone, Z. You shouldn’t have to put your life on the line because of her mistakes. I’ll walk you home when my shift is over. Just stay put for now.” He shoots a quick glance around the tavern, then whispers, “And for the love of Orvena, stop talking shit about Seferin. I don’t need both Quinlocke sisters getting killed.”

The giant leaves my table with a grunt, but not before scooping up my mug and taking it with him. Crumb trails him, tail wagging.

Damn. I really wanted another.

Behind me, rough laughter and bellowing voices rise up in waves. I glance around the corner of my booth, spotting a group of beastials playing cards. Next to them is a table of mortals and charmers. They have a deck of cards as well.

One of them levitates a plate in the air, grinning like he’s performed the greatest spell in all of Thelanor. I suck my teeth. That’s all charmers are good for—sideshow tricks.

It’s just now that I notice the people tucked away in the alcoves. All wear translucent crystal brooches enclosed by sigil-carved metal. That particular brooch signifies to others exactly what they are. Sorcerers.

Ah. Now I understand why Bolivar wants me to keep my voice down. With my nose buried in the tomes, I hadn’t realized there were so many of them here tonight.

“I swear I saw him,” a man whispers as he and a mate breeze by with mugs full of ale in their hands. “He was near the canal. Just standing there, looking like he’ll kill anyone who crosses him.”

“I heard he’s already slaughtered three men in Redclaw,” the mate says.

I watch the men sit at a table in the far corner, guzzling down ale in between their strange gossip.

There have been a lot of murmurs tonight about a man in black strolling through Meriva. They all seem scared when they speak of this person. One passerby said this man only comes out of hiding when he’s looking for blood—that spilling it is what he does best.

I ignored the whispers before, but I’ve been here for well over three hours now, and whoever this stranger is, he has everyone worked up.

Perhaps I should pack up and leave if such danger is lurking. Then again, what does it matter if my sister is going to die and I might, too, if I try saving her?

Bolivar returns to my table with a plate in hand and a short glass of water. He places both on an empty spot on the wooden tabletop and slides them closer to me. “Figured this would help you sober up. Or cheer you up. Whichever one you need right now.”

My mouth salivates at the sight of the sweet gold drizzle clinging to the sliced edge of the honey loaf. I press my fingers to the cakey yellow center. It’s still warm. I can’t help but smile at the gesture.

“Thank you, Bolivar.”

He gives me a nod and takes off for the bar again.

I bite into my loaf and moan as the sweetness of the honey explodes on my tongue.

I love honey loaf. It’s so hard to come by now—honey, that is. Whenever Bolivar buys a jar of it, he bakes a loaf and sells it for one gold coin per slice, the same we charge at the bakery when we’re lucky enough to get a jar ourselves.

The beastials in the back grow louder, and the charmers and humans join them. I study all of them. All I need is one person to guide me to The Shallows. The right person. I’ll know it when I see them. That’s part of the reason I’m in the tavern tonight, too.

Lots of people, mercenaries especially, always wear their combat gear publicly and carry weapons. And many of them love a warm tavern with lots of ale.

Hardly any of the lot here even carry a sword. And to be frank, they all seem a bit … silly.

None of them will do.

As I bite into my loaf again, trying not to feel defeated, the tavern door swings open, and a cool draft sneaks inside. Despite the fire burning in the hearth a short distance away, the chill wraps around me and sinks under my clothes. I shiver, and that alone feels like a warning.

And then I see him. Dressed exactly like the kind of person I’m looking for.

A man in all black enters wearing buffers, worn boots, and a hooded cowl. A hush follows him into the bar.

A mask conceals the lower portion of his face, a common accessory for soldiers and fighting men who want to hide their expressions during combat. He’s wearing a hood, so all I can make out are his downturned eyes. The pommels of two swords stand tall and alert behind his head, and another is sheathed at his waist.

The buffers are the main thing that catch my eye. Most who wear them do so because they’re more comfortable than steel armor. Made of thick leather with alvanite rock powder packed into each pad, they provide a firm layer on the body that’s tougher to penetrate. He wears only a vest as protection, so he must be able to withstand a strike while wielding a sword at the very least.

The ruckus behind me settles instantly as all eyes turn to the mysterious man. Removing his hood, he reveals hair made of tight, dark curls that rise to a full crown, while the edges are clean, tapered, and as sharp as a blade. He scans the room as he moves forward, the metal on his boots rattling with each heavy, methodical step.

The two men who were gossiping in the corner spring out of their chairs and abandon their ales as he walks in their direction. They scurry to reach the door, dodging a group of occupied tables so they can leave the tavern. The masked man grips the back of one of the now-empty chairs and hauls it back before sinking down on it like a rock.

I blink with my mouth full of honey and bread as I pull my gaze from him to look at everyone else. Most dodge his eyes, while others turn their backs to him entirely. Even Bolivar stands at attention behind the bar and studies the man warily while filling a steel mug with ale.

I’ve never seen this masked person around before, yet everyone in the tavern is too afraid to even cut a glance at him. This must be him—the man in black everyone’s been whispering about. And if he’s as lethal as they say, maybe he’s just the person I’ve been looking for.

I wonder if I can pay for his protection …

As this revelation strikes me, I close all the tomes on my table and shove them back into my rucksack. I dig farther into my bag and take out a hefty pouch of coins, and after wiping my mouth with my ivory tunic sleeve, I climb out of my booth.

I inhale, exhale, and then nod. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

With all the confidence I can muster, I make my way toward the ominous man who, if the rumors are true, just might kill me before I even get the chance to utter a single word.

But what do I have to lose?

Time to make a proposition.
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“Zaira,” Bolivar calls in warning.

Ignoring him, I pass the hearth and approach the opposite side of mystery man’s table. I drop the pouch in the center of the table, and the coins make an obnoxious clatter. Even though I’m shaking, I look right at him.

He glances at the pouch. Then his eyebrows pull together before he slowly drags his gaze up to meet mine.

“Hi.” My voice cracks.

His frown deepens.

Shit. What was I thinking? I mean, this guy is really scary up close. I think it’s his eyes—amber irises swirling with dark flecks of brown. They’re fiercer than I expected, especially with the fire mirrored in them. Or maybe it’s the obvious grimace he wears beneath the mask.

On the upside, he has really nice skin. Light brown with bronze undertones and minimal pores. Analla would kill for skin as smooth as his.

“I’m Zaira Quinlocke.” I press shaking hands to my chest, introducing myself. “You don’t know me, and that’s fine, but you look like a guy who gets what he wants, and since you’re wearing buffers and carrying those insanely cool swords, I’m assuming you’re not afraid of a good fight.” The words fall out of my mouth like vomit. I need to shut up, but I can’t. Not right now. I have to go all in. “I bet you’ve seen many of the kingdoms in Thelanor, and as luck would have it, I could use someone like that right now.”

His glare is heated.

I swallow again, then pull out the seat across from him so I can sit. Before I can, he straightens his back, and a dagger suddenly materializes in his right hand. He snatched it out of thin air faster than I could blink. Fisting the handle, he slams the hilt down on the table and causes the silverware and my coins to rattle.

I stare at his black, fingerless gloves as he cocks his head ever so slightly, awaiting my next move.

Heart hammering in my chest, I drag in a breath and claim the seat. If I don’t push past my fear, I’ll regret it. Even if I’m a fool and he decides to kill me on the spot, I’m willing to accept that fate because if Analla dies, then I might as well die, too. But my pendant is still warm, so she has to be alive. I need her and would do anything for her. Even chat up a ruthless-looking stranger with murder in his eyes, apparently.

“Look, I’m sure you want to kill me right now for invading your space, so I’m sorry for doing that, but I’ve heard people talking about you. Men like you don’t walk around wearing buffers and carrying swords unless you’re fulfilling certain …duties.” I whisper that last part.

His eyes give me a cautionary flash, like he’s insisting that I stop talking immediately. He and I both know I don’t have to say what those duties are out loud.

Bounty hunting.

Kidnapping.

Stealing.

Murder.

The list goes on.

I’m not quite sure what all he does, or that he’s even the right guy in black—I mean, a lot of people wear black—but he at least has to know how to fight and protect, otherwise all this gear he’s wearing is for nothing.

“You don’t talk much, do you?” A nervous laugh bubbles out of me as my gaze bounces to Bolivar, whose nostrils are flaring. His palms are planted on the countertop like he’s anticipating my throat getting slit at any moment. A glance around the pub reveals that all present—from beastials to humans to charmers to sorcerers—expect the same outcome.

Yep. I’m dead.

I shift, putting my back to our audience and lowering my voice so that only the man across from me can hear my words or see my face. “Whatever. Doesn’t matter. Look, the point is my sister got mixed up in a bad situation, and now she’s cursed. I need to travel to a place outside Meriva to get something that’s supposed to help her, but I won’t survive if I go alone. Now, I’m not sure what all you can do, but I know if I have someone who can protect me along the way, I might be able to make it. And if that person isn’t you, maybe you know someone who might be interested and can point me in their direction. I have to try for her—and I’ll give you all the coins I have.” I nudge the pouch closer to him. “I’m desperate at this point … so I’m begging you to please help me. Or show me to someone who can.”

He doesn’t even bother looking at the pouch. His gaze burns through me instead.

Then, before I can blink again, he lifts his other hand and flicks his wrist. Golden wisps burst from his fingertips, and something tight and warm wraps around me, hauling me out of the seat.

“Fuck off,” he grumbles.

Wow. The first two words I hear from him are “fuck off”? How insulting.

I gasp, staring down at my feet as they dangle inches above the wooden floorboards. My body moves, but not of my own accord. It takes a moment for everything to register, but it doesn’t stop my heart from racing or prevent the panic from crawling up my throat. I’m floating farther away from him, bound by an invisible force, and unable to free myself.

Oh my Orvena.

On top of being feared, he’s a sorcerer, too? Even though I hate the way he’s magically manhandling me, I now feel even more compelled to get him to help me. Why? Because magic offers twice as much protection … though I’m not entirely sure he uses his with virtue, as Orvena instructed in her teachings.

Doesn’t matter. Maybe I’ve had too many drinks and am not thinking this through, but I still want his help. Magic is good. It’s an advantage that I need right now. I just need to reason with him.

That turns out being easier planned than done, though. The masked man isn’t returning me to my seat as I expected. Gasps fill the tavern as the patrons watch me struggle against my invisible bonds, and it’s only now I realize he’s sending me floating toward the exit.

Oh crap.
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“Wait!” I yell as he guides me closer to the door. I breathe faster, my heart pounding dangerously hard now. My panic has heightened tenfold. I try moving my arms or breaking free, but he has me completely bound. I can’t move—can’t even wiggle out of his grasp.

Oh gods.

“Just let her go, Thane.” Bolivar steps out from behind the counter, squaring his shoulders. “She’s already had a rough day.”

I look from the giant to the stranger and stop struggling against his magical grip. Bolivar knows him? My panic subsides long enough for me to take a deep breath. I lift my chin, trying to look confident—well, as confident as one can be when dangling helplessly above the ground.

“Yeah, Thane.” More like bane of my existence. “Let me go. Now.”

The door flies open, and the handle slams into the stone wall. I peer over my shoulder at the slick cobblestone street and the canal that splits the Commons in two. A screech builds in my throat.

Bane of My Existence doesn’t let me go. Not until I’m completely outside and several feet away from the door. His hot grip vanishes as he plops me on the ground, causing me to land square on my ass.

“Ow! What the shadows is wrong with you?!” I yell, just as the door of the tavern swings shut. The smug satisfaction in Thane’s eyes is the last thing I see. “Oh no he fucking didn’t.”

I haul myself up, push my spectacles back in place, and storm back to the tavern, shoving the door open.

As if Bolivar was expecting my furious return, he stops me with a solid hand to the chest before I can even get two feet in the door.

“Do not go back over there. Do you hear me, Z?”

I maneuver around him and stomp toward Thane’s table regardless of Bolivar’s warning. Thane doesn’t pay me any mind as he wipes the blade of a dagger on the hem of his cloak with an air of boredom.

“Whoa, Zaira. Come on,” Bolivar whisper-hisses as he follows me. “You don’t want to get into it with this one, okay? I’ve seen what he can do, and believe me, that son of a bitch will kill you.” He catches me by the elbow to stop me again.

“So let him! All I did was ask for help!” I shout, directing my words to the masked jackass, not giving a shit who hears me. At this point, I have nothing to lose. “Everyone around here is so afraid of Seferin, but I’m not, and I don’t care if he has henchmen or snitches in this place to tell him that! All I want is to get my sister back!”

Thane freezes. Then his eyes dart up to mine. I swear his bright irises absorb the fire as they swell with fury.

There it is. His attention. It seems I’m not the only one around here who despises Seferin.

“Orvena’s sake, Z,” Bolivar grumbles.

“Please. My sister is going to die within the next month if I don’t do something,” I plead to Thane. “All I need is someone to look after me—to simply escort me on a brief journey. It’ll take two weeks, max. If I leave tomorrow, I can make it there and back in time.”

“Let her go.” Thane’s voice has a deep, gravelly timbre. I swallow as those fierce eyes scan every inch of me.

Bolivar huffs and then glares at me. “Zaira, this isn’t the way.”

I pull away from him, matching his stare. “I have to try.” Without another word to Bolivar, I turn back toward Thane, this time with more poise. “Can I sit, or are you going to toss me into the fire this time?”

He narrows his eyes briefly before he folds his arms and gives me one simple curt nod.

I sit and blow out a deep breath, rubbing my forehead, as if that action alone will lessen my stress. That’s when I feel all eyes on me now. The weight of them is heavy.

I look around, and of course everyone is watching us.

With what might be a low growl, Thane stares everyone down, his body tense like a predator ready to strike. With some exaggerated throat clearing and shuffles, the tavern patrons melt into the background, resuming card games and overly loud conversations about anything except what just happened.

“How do you know Seferin?” Thane asks, cutting straight to the chase.

“I don’t know him personally. My sister worked for him, but then she tried to steal from him, and matters … escalated.”

He studies me like he’s searching for lies. “Start from the beginning.”

“My sister stole a crystal from Seferin, and now he’s punishing her for it.”

“A crystal?” he questions with a hint of annoyance.

“Yes. She had the terrible idea to sell it, so she tried to steal it. The only reason I know is because I snuck into his keep when I sensed something was wrong. She’s down there … and he’s placed a curse on her.” I feel eyes on me. I glance toward the bar, and one of the beastials with feathers on her arms jerks her gaze away when I catch her staring.

“Don’t worry about them.” He takes a thorough look around the tavern. “Even if you scream, they won’t hear you.”

I sit up, confused and, quite frankly, disturbed by that statement. “Why can’t they hear me?”

“Because I don’t want them to.” He waves a hand, and that’s when I notice an almost imperceptible shimmer of gold light surrounding us like a dome.

I gulp. “Oh.” I don’t know how I feel about this, but something tells me I should be terrified by it. I finger the pendant of my necklace as if the action will provide me a bit of security.

He narrows his eyes at my necklace before leveling his gaze with me. “Continue.”

Despite my stomach doing back flips, I do as the man says. “Right. So, um, she’s trapped and cursed and will die within the next thirty days if I don’t do something.”

I expect Thane to say something—to show a bit of sympathy for my woes.

He doesn’t.

He seems rather bored, spinning his dagger in lazy circles on the tabletop, watching the blade whirl.

“Anyway, I’ve asked a few sorcerers for help breaking the curse, and it seems the only way I can break one as powerful as this one is by visiting the Temple of Elphar and collecting a certain stone.”

“A prosperity stone.” He stops the blade’s rotation but doesn’t look at me.

“Yes.” I nod.

He leans back in his chair, spins the blade again, and gestures for me to continue.

“I’ve asked around about the temple, and it’s too far of a journey for me to make alone.” And evidently impossible to reach, but I leave that part out. “I have to go through some pretty rough kingdoms in order to reach my destination.”

A moment of silence passes between us.

Yeah. There’s no chivalrous offer to help me out or anything. Just indifference as he stares at the slowing blade and gives it another twirl.

“I don’t know much about the lands outside of Meriva,” I continue, “so I need protection. If I can get one of the stones in time, I can sneak into Seferin’s keep, give her the stone, and once it’s in her possession, that’ll break the curse. After that, I get her out, and we flee.”

“What was the name of the crystal she touched?” Thane asks, halting the blade by the handle as if none of the other details matter.

“I—I don’t know. It was an indigo color.”

The features I can see on Thane’s face harden. “A liphanet.” He blinks at me before his eyes land on the bag of coins. “If Seferin cursed it and she’s mortal, it’s true. She’ll die, and soon. Liphanets are one-time crystals that bond well with mortal curses and never lift until they’ve absorbed all energy and soul, which usually takes close to a month. There are crystals out there that can be used to get the job done quicker, but he clearly wants her to suffer.”

My mouth becomes drier with every word he says. “So she’s in a lot of pain?”

“More than likely.”

“But not dead yet,” I mumble under my breath. Maybe that’s why the pearl is still extremely warm. A swirl of nausea hits me, and I close my eyes. I’ve never been more afraid for Analla than now. “That’s not okay. He shouldn’t be doing that to her.”

“Well, he is. And once the absorption is complete, he’ll most likely take her soul and use it … or sell it to the highest bidding sorcerer.”

“What would they even do with her soul?”

“Use it for whatever they want.”

“Like?”

“Many things.”

“Can you please elaborate?” I ask, trying desperately hard not to get frustrated by his vagueness.

He blows out an irritated sigh. “I don’t know—they could pour life back into someone who may be dying or is already dead. Most would probably just use it to boost their own magic.”

I try not to react externally, but internally my heart is hammering against my rib cage and I’ve become full-on queasy. I grip the edge of my chair to keep myself steady.

“But one of the prosperity stones in Elphar can save her,” I remind him. “It can break any curse.”

“A possibility,” Thane says, mulling it over. “But not likely to happen. Those stones are hard to obtain. Many have tried making it through The Shallows to reach the Temple of Elphar, and most have died doing so.”

“I don’t care.” I push a deep breath out through my noise, quelling the nausea as best I can. “It’s better than doing nothing.” Sure, I can say that, but now my whole body is trembling at the sheer idea of it.

I’ve heard tales about The Shallows. The mere thought of that place is terrifying. So many horror stories circulate about vicious beasts, traps, and other wickedness. There’s a reason that land has been abandoned.

I tuck my hands between my thighs so Thane won’t see them shake. “Can you even fight?”

He frowns, seeming offended.

“I just mean how skilled are you? For all I know, you’re not worth hiring.”

His jaw tightens. “There’s a reason no one in here has bothered looking me in the eye—no one but you, anyway. But you’re naive, foolish, and obviously don’t understand the dangers of this world, so I suppose that gives you a pass.”

I give him my deepest scowl. “So you are the man in black everyone’s been whispering about, then.”

He says nothing to that. He doesn’t have to. I can sense it. There’s danger written all over him.

“So, will you help me get there or not? I just need someone to watch my back. That’s it. Everything else, like lodging and eating, I’ll take care of myself.”

He narrows his gaze just a touch, analyzing me. Then he grabs the pouch with an oversize hand and dumps the coins onto the table. They clatter as they collide.

After counting them, he says, “Double the payment and I’ll assist. And make it gold coin only.”

“W-what?” My stomach drops. “But I don’t have that kind of money.” I gesture to the coins. “This is all I have right now. It’s at least sixty silvers—and look.” I pick up one of the gold coins. “Gold. There are five gold coins in there.”

He reclines in his seat. “If this is all you have, I can’t help you. I’ll need more than that if I’m going to risk my life for yours.”

“Please,” I beg. “This is my sister. I know it’s risky but—please. You asked me for details—for a reason. You obviously hate Seferin, too.”

This time, he doesn’t react to Seferin’s name. Instead, he raises a hand and gestures for Bolivar to come over. The privacy dome evaporates.

Bolivar migrates our way with pure reluctance. “What do you want?”

Thane picks up a few of the coins on the table—my coins—and slides them toward Bolivar. “Ale and broth noodles.”

Bolivar’s jaw works while collecting the coins. Once he’s out of earshot, I focus on Thane again, but he’s already staring at me.

“Double the payment and bring it to me in the morning. This tavern. All gold coin. You do that, and I’ll get you to Elphar for one of the stones,” he assures me. “You don’t, then may your sister’s soul rest in the Crystal Realm with Orvena.”

I shove back in my chair as anger courses through my veins like venom. Heads turn as the legs scrape the floor.

“You’re an asshole, Thane.”

For the first time since he walked into the tavern, he lowers his mask. I have to stop myself from drawing in a sharp breath at the reveal of his unexpectedly chiseled jaw and full, pouty lips. A dark scar along his left cheek juts up to his temple, while another marks the right side of his upper lip all the way to his chin.

Ugh.

Of course he’s wickedly handsome. I hate him even more.

“You’re the one who approached this asshole expecting him to risk his life.” Thane’s eyes spark gold, presenting a clear threat to me and only me. “Double the coin and bring it back in the morning or leave me alone.”

Bolivar returns with his ale and a bowl of hot rooster broth with noodles. Thane doesn’t hesitate to pick up the steel mug. Foam spills over his fingers as he tips the rim toward his mouth. He chugs down a few sips, unbothered by my anger.

He isn’t going to change his mind about the coins. Knowing this makes me bite back tears of frustration because I don’t have that kind of money and I’m not sure who else to ask. Who else is there to help me?

Clearing my throat, I rake up all my coins and shove them back into the pouch.

My eyes water again as I grab my rucksack and storm away. Snatching my wool coat off one of the racks by the exit, I rush out of the building before I end up slapping that dickheaded sorcerer.
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The crisp autumn wind bites at my skin as I walk the streets of the Commons.

Houses, inns, and boutiques made of stone, white brick, or a neat combination of both line either side of the wide canal. The dark ripples in the water shimmer beneath the crescent moonlight, flowing all the way to the Crystal Palace. A sundial crafted in gold is attached to the face of the fortress, displaying the time.

I grip the collar of my coat as I glimpse the clock tower. It’s nearing the tenth hour of night. Merchants closed their shops long ago, and most people are tucked away in their warm homes, carefree and oblivious to nuisances of curses and death.

But to my left, a pawn shop is still open. A single lantern on the counter inside reveals the owner locking some of his items away for the night.

I come to a halt, digging beneath the neckline of my tunic and fingering my pendant—a beautiful pearl embraced in gold ribbons. The pearl has always reminded me of a bird in a gilded cage, protected and loved. I got it from my mother, who got it from her mother as an heirloom.

A gorgeous thing.

Magical.

Sacred.

Special.

It’s stayed warm ever since I found out about Analla and hasn’t bothered to cool down.

I can sell it. I’m certain I can gather at least three hundred and fifty gold coins for it, possibly more. My throat starts to close in on itself. I shake my head, clutching the pendant as I watch the pawn shop broker mill about with a feather duster in hand.

“No.” I march past the shop. I can’t sell it. It’s all I have left of my mother—of Ember Coast. It’s the only way I’ll know Analla is still alive. It holds so many of my memories, things words can never explain.

And pearls are rare now. Ever since Ember Coast broke off from Thelanor, pearls have become harder to find, which has increased their value significantly. Ember Coast was famous for collecting and selling them.

But if you don’t sell it, Analla will die.

I stop again, an exasperated breath falling through my lips as my spectacles slip down my nose. A quiver starts in my bottom lip, but I force it to stop, swallowing my emotions and my pride.

Over my shoulder, I notice the pawn shop broker slipping into his coat. Oh my Orvena. This is my only chance. If I don’t do it now, I won’t have enough time to prepare in the morning.

Damn it. I hate that masked jerk for making me do this. I hate it even more that he might be the only person who’s shown even a smidge of interest in joining my side. All others before flat out declined. I’m not sure where else to look and I’ll never make it to the temple without someone who can handle a weapon. Even with him, failure is probable, but I have to give it a shot. If he backs out, I’ll run back to the shop first thing and get my necklace back.

I twist around and jog toward the shop, gripping the door handle and yanking it open.

The broker raises his head with alarm. “I’m just closing up,” he announces. “Can you return tomorrow?”

“I won’t have time tomorrow,” I respond as I approach the glass counter. Fiddling with my necklace again, I release a shaky breath. “I … um … I have something to sell.”

The man raises a bushy brow, studying my empty hands. “Well? Where is it?”

I reach for the back of my neck and unclasp the necklace, then place it on the counter gently. The tiny clink on the glass may as well cause a massive crack in my heart.

The broker’s eyes widen as he looks from the necklace to me. “This better not be fake.”

I shake my head. “It’s not.”

He picks it up, eyes me warily, and then brings it to his mouth.

I immediately frown and ask, “What the shadows are you doing?”

“Testing if it’s real or not.”

He slips a protruding canine through the gaps between the gold ribbons so he can scrape the pearl with his tooth. Each scrape makes my heart break even more. I want to snatch it away from his grubby hands and run home. This was a stupid idea anyway. I can find something else at home to sell. Maybe Analla has some jewels or fancy dresses in her room somewhere.

The man pulls the necklace back and licks his teeth. “Huh.”

“What?”

“Grit on my teeth.” He sets it back on the counter. “Must be real.”

“So how much can I get for it?” My voice betrays my sadness.

He studies it once more, eyeballs me, then says, “One hundred coins.”

Is he fucking kidding me? That necklace is worth at least three hundred and fifty coins. “Do better. Three fifty.”

He gives me a mock chuckle. “Two fifty.”

I scoff. “Three hundred and sixty.”

“You’re being ridiculous,” he sputters.

“Listen. That pearl is from Ember Coast and has been infused with magic. The wearer can designate it to whoever they want to trace, and it’ll tell them if that person is in trouble. It warms to a certain degree so you’re left with no choice but to feel it. There’s a whole process and chant a sorcerer can use to activate it, but I’ll only share that if it’s bought. You won’t find a necklace like this anywhere else in the Commons—and if you’re haggling with me like this, I’m sure you’ll be able to sell it to someone a whole lot dumber than I am for double the price I’m asking.”

His smile fades, and he taps the counter with a chubby finger, studying the necklace again, contemplating. Sighing, he shifts on his feet and says, “Three hundred and sixty and that’s final.”

“All in gold coin,” I reply.

His face reddens as he opens his mouth to speak, but then he clamps it shut and chuckles dryly. “You’re not dumb at all, are you, girl?”

I fold my arms. “I’m not a girl. I’m a woman. And I’m sure you wish I was dumb so you could better rip me off.”

He huffs a laugh. “Fine. Three hundred and sixty in all gold coin. That is final. Deal?”

I smirk as I stand taller. “Deal.”
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First thing the next morning, I walk through the doors of the Tilted Crystal, and luckily, Thane is sitting in the same seat as the night before. Only this time he’s removed his cowl and he’s wearing a sleeveless gray tunic.

Since he held up his end of the bargain, this alliance is clearly meant to be.

His arms are thick, muscles rippling as he sips from a mug. He directs his gaze across the tavern, surveilling the place as if he’s on the lookout for threats, but when his eyes swing in my direction, he sighs and looks away.

Yep, I got the coins, dickhead.

The closer I come to his table, the clearer I can see the corded veins on his biceps and forearms. Sweat clings to his skin, and his curls are flatter and slightly damp, as if he just finished some kind of workout.

Or just hunted someone down and gutted them.

Whatever. I don’t care.

I slam the pouch down on his table with a triumphant huff. “I was able to double the coins, and they’re all gold. You’ll only get half up front. The rest you can collect if we make it back alive.” I don’t have the other half on me, just in case he changes his mind and robs me instead. The rest are stored in a boot under my bed.

“How do I know you even have the other half?” he asks.

I shrug. “I guess you’ll just have to take my word for it.”

“So let me get this straight. You’re asking me to trust the word of a person I don’t even know about the coins I’m owed in order to protect them on a journey where we both will probably die along the way?”

I shift on my feet. “Well … when you put it that way …”

He narrows those amber eyes at me. “They’re hidden in a boot under your bed. Clever.”

I gasp. “How did you—”

Now I want to run home and hide them somewhere else. How does he know that? Can he read minds with his magic? Yes, that must be it. What else could it be? Unless he has some kind of spying spell or something.

He picks up the pouch and dumps the coins on the table, cutting through my thoughts. The wisps of sunlight streaming through the window behind him cause the money to gleam, highlighting Orvena’s profile etched into each one.

Silently, he counts the coins one by one, taking his sweet damn time doing so. Once finished, he slips them all back into the pouch and pushes to a stand. With his rise, I angle my chin upward, trying to appear taller than I am.

Damn. I knew he was tall, but I didn’t realize we have such a massive height difference until now. He has to be nearly as tall as Bolivar, and that giant





































PENGUIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
Published by Penguin Michael Joseph, part of the Penguin Random House group of companies, in association with Red Tower Books, part of Entangled Publishing LLC 2026

Copyright © Shanora Williams, 2026

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover and case design by Bree Archer
Cover and case images © Getty, © Depositphotos and © Shutterstock

The Red Tower Books name and logo are trademarks of Entangled
Publishing LLC and are used here under licence

Edited by Justine Bylo
Original map illustration by Elizabeth Turner Stokes
Map frame images by n_defender/Shutterstock, pixelsquid, and pingebat/Shutterstock
Interior design by Britt Marczak
Interior image by Tetiana Kletskina/GettyImages

ISBN: 978-1-911-75007-9

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


All correspondence to:

Penguin Books

Penguin Random House

One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW



EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/images/p008.png





EPUB/images/p015.png





EPUB/images/px.png
AL
CURRENT CRYSTA

/[/\%Z\%JUNSHO 2
BLUFFS : 5 O,

A

THE COMMONS
SEA OF MERIVA DELCHESTER

L ORVENA EMPIRE E A FOREST
e
IMMALON
A

RUVAIN ;
KINGDOM .2%7" GADONIA

FORMERLY
EMBER COAST

1111011 11111
T,






EPUB/images/p002.png





EPUB/images/p018.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/images/p001.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/pix_02.png





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
A mortal with nothing left to lose.
An assassin with everything to hide.
An epic adventure awaits.

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

SHANORA WILLIAMS





EPUB/images/p029.png





EPUB/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		By the Same Author



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Content Warning



		Map



		The Teachings of Orvena



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44



		Chapter 45



		Chapter 46



		Chapter 47



		Chapter 48



		Chapter 49



		Chapter 50



		Chapter 51



		Chapter 52



		Chapter 53



		Chapter 54



		Chapter 55



		Chapter 56



		Chapter 57



		Chapter 58



		Chapter 59



		Chapter 60



		Chapter 61



		Chapter 62



		Chapter 63



		Chapter 64



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		Copyright













		v



		iii



		vii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xiii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		399



		400



		401



		iv













		Cover



		Frontmatter



		Begin Reading











EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


EPUB/images/p025.png





EPUB/images/pix_01.png





