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      “Carrie Ann Ryan knows how to pull your heartstrings and make your pulse pound! Her wonderful Redwood Pack series will draw you in and keep you reading long into the night. I can’t wait to see what comes next with the new generation, the Talons. Keep them coming, Carrie Ann!” –Lara Adrian, New York Times bestselling author of CRAVE THE NIGHT

      

      “Carrie Ann Ryan never fails to draw readers in with passion, raw sensuality, and characters that pop off the page.  Any book by Carrie Ann is an absolute treat.” – New York Times Bestselling Author J. Kenner

      

      "With snarky humor, sizzling love scenes, and brilliant, imaginative worldbuilding, The Dante's Circle series reads as if Carrie Ann Ryan peeked at my personal wish list!" – NYT Bestselling Author, Larissa Ione

      

      "Carrie Ann Ryan writes sexy shifters in a world full of passionate happily-ever-afters." – New York Times Bestselling Author Vivian Arend

      

      Carrie Ann Ryan's books are wickedly funny and deliciously hot, with plenty of twists to keep you guessing. They'll keep you up all night!” USA Today Bestselling Author Cari Quinn

      

      "Once again, Carrie Ann Ryan knocks the Dante's Circle series out of the park. The queen of hot, sexy, enthralling paranormal romance, Carrie Ann is an author not to miss!" New York Times bestselling Author Marie Harte
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      NYT Bestselling Author Carrie Ann Ryan continues Lyric’s prophecy in this breathtaking sequel to From Flame and Ash.

      

      In her quest to unlock four of her five elements, Lyric has watched those she loves fade into ash and ruin. Bearing the weight of much loss and heartache, she and her team try to regroup and journey back to the only home Lyric has left—the Obscurité Court.

      

      With the future uncertain, and the one person who could help her control her new powers missing, Lyric has never felt more lost. But as the pieces begin to come together in an epic unveiling she wasn’t prepared for, she’ll have to remember why she was called upon to become the Spirit Priestess in the first place.

      

      The King of Lumière wants revenge for his lost brother, but he also wants so much more. With a missing king, a lost prince, and a few unexpected allies, Lyric will have to battle more than one enemy, and face countless unanswered questions with regards to a prophecy previously lost to the Maisons.
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      The world had ended, and still, I stood in silence. Others were screaming, shouting my name.

      Yet.

      Silence.

      The world must have ended, because Rhodes was dead.

      The world had clearly ceased, because Easton had disappeared right in front of me.

      And if the world hadn’t ended, then perhaps this was a dream.

      It had to be a dream.

      I knew my dreams, knew they came at me from all sides, from all edges of the world, and pulled at me until there was nothing left.

      Yet this wasn’t a dream.

      I knew it in my soul.

      “Lyric?”

      I blinked at the voice, so soft when it was normally full of steel. I looked over at Aerwyna—Wyn—and swallowed. Her dark hair had come out of its braid, and she looked more disheveled than I’d ever seen her before. Between the two of us, it was usually me with my blonde hair out of sorts, my body covered in mud and blood. Wyn was a warrior and yet had more grace and poise than most people I knew.

      Today, however, we both looked wrung-out—at least, she did. I felt as if I’d been beaten and bruised. And I felt lost.

      And now…now…I had nothing. No thoughts, no breath, no…

      “Lyric,” Wyn snapped, putting her hands on my shoulders and forcing me to focus on her and not on the nothingness threatening to overtake me.

      I shook myself out of my thoughts and looked at her. “I’m okay.” I whispered the word and held back a curse at the weakness I heard from my lips. I was not weak. No one would allow me to be. “I’m okay,” I repeated.

      Wyn gave me a tight nod, even with her face pale and covered in cuts and ash. “Good. Because we need to figure out what to do next.”

      “Where did Easton go?” I asked, voicing the question that had been circling in my mind over the past five minutes as everyone around me moved to do other things.

      It didn’t make sense. Then again, nothing made sense anymore.

      The battle of the Water Estate was over, and the Lord of Water was dead, as were so many of his people—and ours. My friends from the Obscurité Kingdom, as well as those in the Lumière, who had fought by my side, were mostly unharmed, though only mostly.

      We had lost so much, and I wasn’t sure what we were supposed to do next.

      I had known when I came back to the Maison realm—the realm that was not of the human world but sat upon it—that things would be different. That I would be different.

      I just hadn’t known it would be like this.

      When they told me I was a Spirit Priestess, the one that could unite the realm and help save everyone from impending doom, it hadn’t felt like this. I had thought I would be able to do something. This didn’t feel like anything. Instead, it felt as if I were two steps behind, trying to catch up with the world around me.

      Because the Lumière and the Obscurité were enemies, two sides of the realm that had been fighting for centuries. They’d fought before the Fall, the great battle that had taken their first two kings, the monarchs that ruled during the great war and had fractured the realm into pieces.

      Now, it was five hundred years later, and I was a Spirit Priestess, the one who was supposed to somehow glue those pieces back together. That’s all they’d told me, everything I had seen. Except it didn’t make any sense.

      Because I was supposed to do this with the people who had helped me by my side.

      And now, the two most important ones were gone.

      Rhodes, the son of the Lord of Water, had died, sacrificing himself for me. Killed by his own father no less.

      He was gone, thrown off a cliff by Air Wielding infused with bone magic—the taboo powers created by the sacrifice of death—and had sunk to the bottom of the sea, surrounded by everything that had ruined us.

      He was gone, and I hadn’t had time to grieve. Because I had been forced to use all I had to take out the Lord of Water and protect everyone else. To protect the realm itself.

      And when I thought we were safe, when I’d thought to grieve while holding on to the one person I thought I could love more than anything else in the world, Easton had been taken away from me, as well.

      Not killed, or stabbed through the heart like before, not thrown off a cliff like Rhodes. Just warped out of existence. I still didn’t understand. The fact that I could even think the words that he’d been stabbed in the heart before just told me how much we’d gone through over the past year plus. Yet it had all been for naught. He was gone. And I had no idea why.

      “Where is Easton?” I asked again, pulling myself from my convoluted thoughts. There would be time to go over what had happened here on the battlefield later, moments to count our missing and our dead. There would be opportunity to mourn. Though first, I had to try and understand what had happened right in front of me.

      Because I had discovered just a few moments ago that Easton was my soulmate, the one person in the world who was meant for me. And I had thought he knew it, too. Then, something had come over his eyes, and he bluntly stated that I couldn’t be his. That he would never love me.

      And while it had hurt, had torn into my soul as if his words were a carving knife, I knew that something was wrong.

      Then, suddenly, he was tugged away, a rope of shadow and smoke pulling him from me.

      I had seen it. Had felt it course through my veins as the elements I Wielded pushed at me for control. But I had never seen magic such as that.

      “I don’t know where Easton is. We’re going to figure it out. We need to get off this battlefield, and we have to make plans.”

      “I know. We need to go home.” I whispered the last word, and Wyn’s eyes widened as she nodded.

      “Home.”

      “To the Obscurité Court. That’s home.”

      I had been born in the human realm. I hadn’t even known that the Maison realm existed for most of my life. Somehow, over the past months, the Obscurité Court had become home. Yes, those of the Lumière Kingdom had been the Maisons I met first. The ones who had drawn me close and befriended me. Rhodes and his sister, as well as a few others.

      Though it was the Obscurité Court, the one I had thought was home to my enemies for so long, that had proven to be my home. Those there had trained me, and they seemed to understand what I had to accomplish. Or maybe they just understood that I needed time to figure out the prophecy.

      That was where I belonged now, even if I wasn’t sure it would always be the case.

      We needed to gather our forces. And we needed to leave.

      Rhodes sister came up to them then, her hair flowing in the wind, dirt covering her dress, though I’d never seen her dirty before in my life.

      “Okay, we’re going,” Rosamond said as she raised her chin. She was Rhodes’ sister, older by almost two centuries. It was odd to think that the Maisons could live for what felt like forever. And yet all of them that I’d met so far looked as if they were my age, either nineteen or in their twenties. Even their parents and the dead at our feet appeared young, as if no time had passed. Only those who lost their Wielding looked as if they aged.

      I remembered an older woman from the caves, one who had been a Seer just like Rosamond. That woman had Seen herself saving me at the cost of her life many moons ago. She’d lost the rest of her Wielding thanks to the Fall and the two crystals that brought the realms together. The crystals were dying, and because of misuse by others, the realm was stripping the Wielding from its own people—their lives along with it. So, the woman had aged, and yet she had used her last bits of power, her remaining vestiges of life, to save me.

      I would never forget her, even if I hadn’t really known her.

      She had been one of the first steps to me realizing who I was, even if it didn’t feel like I had any answers anymore.

      “We’ve already planned,” Lanya, the Lady of Air said as she raised her chin. She was Rhodes’ and Rosamond’s grandmother, and stood next to the body of her fallen husband, the Lord of Air.

      She looked so strong, so graceful. But I knew she was broken inside. Though not the same kind of shattered as I was because I didn’t have centuries of love and connection, all of which she had just lost.

      Nevertheless, she was strong, and if she could do this, then so could I.

      “I will go back to the Air territory and do what I can to collect the necessary forces and get us prepared for battle. Because this is only the beginning. It seems it’s always only the beginning.”

      “I will go with you,” Rosamond said. “Even though I’m the last of my line…” Rosamond’s voice broke as she said it, and Luken, an Air Wielder who had been best friends with Rhodes, reached out and gripped her hand.

      She squeezed it in return and gave him a sad smile. “Since I am the last of my line, I suppose I am the new Lady of Water. However, with my uncle, I don’t know if that’s accurate. Regardless, I know I have to be with you. It’s time for me to go with you.”

      Their uncle, the king of the Lumière, had been fighting against the Obscurité for as long as he’d been ruler. Longer, since his father had been the old king, who had died during the Fall when the realm fractured. None of us knew exactly what side he was on. We had a feeling it wasn’t going to be on the side of good and fate, though.

      Because that was the problem with being a Spirit Priestess. Not everybody wanted me to fix the realm. Some liked the power they had, or didn’t believe I could do what the prophecy said. And while I had doubts in my own abilities, I had seen too much to believe that I didn’t have at least something to do with bringing everyone back together again.

      “And, of course, I’ll be there, too,” Luken put in. And I knew he wasn’t just thinking about trying to protect Rosamond or even me. The love of his life had died in front of us only a year before. My best friend, Braelynn. She had come back as my Familiar, yet she wasn’t the girl she’d once been. Braelynn was currently in the Obscurité Kingdom with Easton’s uncles.

      I swallowed hard, trying to push all those thoughts back. I didn’t want to think about that. I just needed to put one foot in front of the other and get there. And then I’d figure out what to do next.

      That was how I had been functioning for the past year or so. Longer if I thought about it. One step at a time, and then I would find my place.

      “We’re going back with you,” Teagan added, putting his arm around Wyn’s shoulders. Teagan was a Fire Wielder. In fact, he was the son of the Lord of Fire, a man I had met last year. He was Easton’s best friend, and a fellow warrior, along with Wyn.

      I looked down at the corpses, those lost at our feet and noted that they had brought Arwin’s corpse with them.

      Arwin had died to protect me. A young Earth Wielder who was just learning, but such a strong warrior.

      The plan was to bring his body back to the Obscurité Kingdom with us. There had been so much loss. But we would make it—we didn’t have a choice.

      “Okay, gather what you need…” I looked over and paused, my voice trailing off. I had forgotten that I’d burned everything to ash.

      It was me. My powers had done that.

      No one looked at me with disgust though, at least not among my friends.

      I could still remember the horror on the faces of those who were either against us or those outside of our core group that had been fighting for us.

      Because I could now Wield four elements. Air, Earth, Water, and now, Fire.

      I’d found my fourth element. It had broken free from my soul deep down below the sea when Rhodes’ father had tried to drown me, Easton, and Rhodes by chaining us to the bones of those the Lord of Water had murdered over time.

      I had unlocked my fourth element under duress, and I couldn’t control it.

      Even now, I could feel all four of them competing for the top power—Water sometimes trickling from my fingertips with puffs of Air.

      The earth occasionally rattled beneath the soles of my feet, and I hoped that no one noticed, but I knew they did.

      And now, the Fire burned within me, hot spikes that licked at my skin from the inside. I knew if I weren’t careful, it would all come forth at once and maybe hurt someone I loved.

      It had already hurt so many people. I had been a living flame, and I hadn’t been able to control it.

      I was supposed to be the Spirit Priestess, the one to save the world, but I couldn’t even save myself.

      Instead, I had been forced to lean on Easton, the one person who could soothe me enough that I could control all four elements at once.

      Now, he was gone. And I had no idea where he had been taken.

      I knew it had to be connected to what had been pulling us apart before. Maybe Wyn and Teagan and Easton’s uncles back in the Obscurité Kingdom would know. They had so much history between them that they had to at least have an inkling of what surrounded us every time we took a step toward victory.

      Perhaps I would get answers. It was past the time of secrecy and trying to keep me in the dark. I needed to know.

      I couldn’t rely on Easton anymore. He was gone, and I had to figure out how to control my four elements by myself.

      Eventually, I would unlock the fifth.

      Spirit.

      The one that nobody really knew about. Because there were no more Spirit Wielders.

      They had all been murdered by the past kings or pulled from the realm. Some had run, and maybe that was how I came to be. Centuries ago, the old Spirit Wielders had gone to the human realm and blended. The only Spirit Wielders I knew were the ones from my dreams, and an old man who lived in a cave and spoke in riddles.

      How was I supposed to Wield five elements when I couldn’t control four, and it felt as if I couldn’t even handle one?

      “Lyric?” Wyn spoke again. This time, Rosamond moved closer to me and put her hands on my face.

      I looked into the Seer’s eyes, irises so much like Rhodes’ silver ones but just different enough.

      The soft brown of her skin was currently dusted in ash, and I knew it was my fault.

      When I broke, I had torn down the estate and the castle of the Water territory. No one had died. They had promised me that. Because Rosamond had Seen what I could do, Saw the destruction I would bring, and she had evacuated the building.

      We were all still covered in the remnants of what had been lost because of me.

      “Pull yourself together, Lyric. You can break, but not here. Not now. Soon, we will be with those we need. And we will find the answers. For now, we must leave. We can take the bodies of those we need to with us, and my grandmother will bury the rest. We will remember them. All of them.” Her voice broke this time, and I reached out and hugged her close, her hands moving from my face to around my neck.

      She had lost her mother, her brother, and her father all in a short period of time.

      And while my own heart hurt, I knew I couldn’t be selfish. It wasn’t just my pain here. It was the grief and agony of everyone else.

      We were broken, and yet we had survived the battle. We had won.

      And though we had lost many close to us, I had to remember that we came out victorious.

      As the others had said: we would fight, we would win—no matter the cost.

      Now, we had to look at what we lost and tally the price paid.

      “Okay, then. Let’s go.”

      I didn’t really know what else to do, I wasn’t trained like they were, hadn’t had centuries to gain the experience and the knowledge for cleaning up after a battle like this.

      I did what Rosamond and Wyn told me to do and helped pack what was left. Soon, we had a group of people headed towards the Obscurité Court. It would be a long journey, mostly because we couldn’t use the magic of either of the crystals to go from one place to the other quickly. First, because we weren’t anywhere near the Obscurité Court and had no idea what the Lumière crystal even felt or looked like. Secondly, because the crystals themselves were dying, fading out of existence. Because of that, we couldn’t use their magic to create a portal like we were able to before.

      No, we would have to travel across the rest of the Water territory, through the northern Spirit territory, and then across the other side towards the Obscurité Court.

      We had traveled the opposite way to get here, and we would make our way back. Minus Easton, Rhodes, and Arwin, but with a few Lumière survivors. And those of the Air territory that were coming at the Lady of Air’s insistence.

      “You need a healer, just in case. I’m giving you one. Take my people, even into the Obscurité Court. We aren’t just light and dark anymore,” she said. “We are those who want to save our realm, and those who don’t want change. Who fear survival.”

      We would figure it out.

      Everyone else had things to do, and though I did what I was supposed to and took orders, I still felt lost.

      Where had Easton gone? Who had taken him?

      How were we supposed to find him?

      All of that spun through my mind, and my powers lurched, the Fire at my fingertips too much. No one was paying attention to me. Everyone was busy with what they needed to do so we could go home. So, I staggered away towards the cliff where Rhodes had fallen, and I let out the Fire. My hands were outstretched on either side of me, my elements seeping out of me as I tried to get myself under control. I knew others were probably watching, but that was fine.

      They needed to see who I was, what I was. Because I certainly didn’t have the answer.

      And then I looked down into the rocky crevice just below and saw a bone, a little pebble that had once been part of a person, although it was now coated in bone magic.

      I narrowed my eyes, wondering why it was floating on the surface, and then there was another, and another.

      And then the answer flashed in my mind.

      Rhodes had taken the full brunt of an Air Wielder’s magic to the heart and had fallen off the cliff. But he had taken some of the magic-infused bones with him.

      I looked down, hardly able to believe what I was seeing. And then I screamed.

      Because the bones surrounded someone, and they had brought them to the surface. As I looked down, my scream ebbed, and I gasped, hope springing eternal even as I tried to temper its effect.

      And then the eyes of the man below opened, and the silver stunned.
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      Claws dug at my chest as if their spindly fingers were no longer brittle, and instead strong, grasping without mercy.

      I could feel the power of whatever lay beneath the shadow as it dug deep into my flesh and encircled my heart.

      One squeeze, a single moment of time. I couldn’t breathe.

      I tried to move, attempted to pull at whatever tethered my body. It was no use.

      This was my flesh, my destiny, my ending.

      I had known there was something in the darkness waiting for me. I hadn’t known it would be the darkness itself. The absence of light. It didn’t matter that my kingdom had been named for the dark, while my enemy—or the one that should have been my enemy—for the light. This was new, a depth I hadn’t known existed before now.

      I tried to open my eyes. However, it was as if something were pressing down on me, forcing the life from my body even as it took control.

      I couldn’t allow this. I wouldn’t allow this.

      I was the King of Obscurité. I was Easton, the dual Wielder of Earth and Fire. I was perhaps one of the strongest Wielders of my time, and I would not allow anyone to control me.

      Then, even as I thought the words that had been simultaneously the bane of my existence and the strength of my convictions, the fingers that weren’t truly fingers squeezed my heart again. I tried to catch my breath, attempted to fist my hands at my sides. I gritted my teeth and tugged against my bonds.

      Nothing happened. It was as if I were thinking all of these thoughts, trying to move, and yet nothing happened. My body was not my own. My mind was the only thing left, and still, those fingers were moving up my chest, across my jaw, and then burrowing into my brain. I could feel them slowly caressing my mind and squeezing, forcing their will upon me as I got lost in the darkness.

      Perhaps I was even the darkness itself.

      The cursed, the demented, the lost.

      Maybe I was the hand of the puppeteer, the one controlling so much of what was happening in my realm. The one I’d thought had orchestrated so much beyond fulfilling a prophecy that I was destined to watch but not claim as my own.

      I wasn’t Easton anymore.

      I was made of the dreams of the darkness, the darkness itself, and the claim of the master who held that hand, that shadow and smoke.

      Then the hands or whatever they were left me, and I fell to my knees, the impact sending shocking pain rocketing through my kneecaps and into the rest of my body.

      That agony opened my eyes, and I could finally see.

      I wasn’t just a thought, a mind, a hapless soul in the cosmos.

      I was Easton again.

      I wasn’t lost, nor was I found.

      I put my palms on the ground, trying to feel the earth beneath my skin. I had always been an Earth Wielder, just like I had always been a Fire Wielder. I had been able to feel the elements around me from the moment I was born. I’d been able to Wield, even if I hadn’t known what I was doing. Like most children my age, I had been bound so I wouldn’t harm myself or others until I learned control.

      Some didn’t come to their Wielding until maturity, but I was special. I was the son of the queen, grandson of the old king, who with the Lumière king had destroyed the realm during the Fall.

      I had that power beneath my skin, running through my veins.

      And all along, I had fought every ounce of pressure and torment that came with being who I was.

      At least, I thought I had.

      I’d never known what it would feel like to not have Wielding within me.

      As I searched for my Earth Wielding to save myself as I tried to protect those under my care, I felt nothing.

      The absence of power was suffocating.

      There was no Earth. No Fire to call.

      Though the power was within me, there was no element to reach out to in order to bond.

      Because as I had taught Lyric, I knew that even though the power was within us, even trying to control us and overwhelm us at times, it was also what we called upon from around us to form that symbiotic relationship with the territories and the realm.

      At the thought of Lyric’s name, that shadowy hand clutched my heart again, and I fell to one elbow, gasping out a breath. I wanted to scream, needed to shout at something.

      But I had no voice, no breath. I had nothing.

      My eyes were open, though I could see only shadow, the purples and inkiness of whatever blackness was in front of me.

      If I could feel the elements within me, surrounding me, yet see nothing in front of me, was I truly alive?

      I had a feeling something had changed.

      Before this, I had been standing on the edge of a cliff, looking down at Lyric after we had won the battle but lost so much in the process.

      She had looked at me, seemingly seeing so much within me, even though I knew she couldn’t see the truth.

      Because I knew the truth. There was nothing there for her. There couldn’t be.

      I was cursed. Plagued to know that there was such a thing as hope and love and connection running through my body—but unable to feel it. To acknowledge it.

      She had told me that she was my soulmate, and she knew I had to be hers, too.

      My heart shattered again just thinking about it, that hand squeezing within me.

      I sucked in another breath, trying to control my body, even as it shook on the ground, writhing in pain.

      The curse had taken over the moment I wanted to tell her what I wanted to feel. That moment had proven that I would never be with my soulmate. That I could never love her. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to. No, it wasn’t that easy.

      I would know that she was there. She would stand in front of me and bear witness, bare her soul. That was my torment.

      I was cursed to never have her.

      To never truly love her. I could care for her, want her in my life, but never in the way that mattered.

      Never soul to soul, body to body.

      Because she was not mine.

      I’d told Lyric that. I had said the words. And as she broke in front of me, clearly confused and unaware of what lay beneath my skin, something had taken me.

      To where, was the question.

      “I hope you’re done overthinking exactly what’s going on,” a deep voice whispered from all around. I couldn’t tell if the male was in front of me or behind. Or maybe within my mind.

      It was as if the clouds and the shadows themselves carried the voice, the whispers.

      Yet it was deafening.

      As the man spoke, it felt as if the sound were sucking all of the oxygen from the room, placing us in a tunnel so I couldn’t hear anything but him. Yet I couldn’t hear him at all. It made no sense. Still, I knew there had to be a reason for it.

      Because I wasn’t in the Maison realm anymore.

      I couldn’t be.

      I looked at the shadows and knew the deafening silence could only mean one thing.

      I was in the Shadow realm.

      The realm that wasn’t supposed to exist. The one among the others that had been a prison for so long. It should have been destroyed in the Fall.

      Most people didn’t even remember it had existed at all.

      As I staggered to my feet, the shadows slid around my body as if snakes slithering along my skin.

      Yes, this was the Shadow realm.

      Whoever was around me had to be one of its prisoners.

      One that had been banished long ago.

      Suddenly, I knew who he was. Recognized that voice now. Knew it from the nightmares I’d survived as a child.

      He was The Gray.

      This, apparently, was my destiny.

      “You’re here because of your curse. And I figured it was finally time for the two of us to meet.”

      I could see in front of me now, and knew where the voice originated from even if it echoed.

      The Gray stood before me in a large cloak, a cowl over his face and the rest of his body hidden so I couldn’t tell exactly how broad his shoulders were or what he looked like.

      He was just the disembodied voice of a man in a cape.

      I knew the power within, though. I remembered the stories, even if I didn’t know if all of them were true or not.

      From the darkness surrounding me, and the fact that I was here at all, I had a feeling that everything that I had heard as a child, even the fairy tales and ghost stories of my past, had only been a hint of what this man was.

      “You’re The Gray,” I said, trying to keep my voice strong even though I didn’t feel that way.

      “I am. The fact that you’ve heard of me bodes well. Although, I feel like this meeting of ours has been a long time coming. At least, where you could truly remember it. You never could remember the times with Lore at my side, could you? No matter. It’s of no concern.”

      My eyes widened. “What are you talking about? Where are we? You need to let me go. I am the King of Obscurité. People will be looking for me.”

      “I know who you are, Easton. Son of Cameo and Zeke. Grandson of Singer, all kings and queens of the Obscurité. Much like you. But they will never find you here. No one remembers the Shadow realm. And maybe that is on them, or perhaps that is what I desire. You have heard of me. Yes, I am The Gray. And this time, now, we speak face-to-face. A time you’ll remember me. Because the events in your realm have finally come to a point where I can have you brought here. For me. The Spirit Priestess is alive, and that means, it is time for the next phase.”

      I tried to take a step forward, but the shadows surrounding me wrapped around my wrists and my ankles as if chains held me in place.

      “Don’t you dare hurt Lyric.” I gritted out the words, longing and pain sliding through me even as the emotions were doused by the curse threatening to take control of me.

      “Is that love I hear in your voice?” The Gray asked, almost a laugh in the question. I could hear the smile, but I couldn’t see it.

      “Don’t you dare touch her.”

      “No, it can’t be love,” The Gray answered himself, ignoring me. “Because you cannot love. You can never love your soulmate or be with her. I made sure of that long ago.”

      I froze, blinking. “No, it wasn’t you.” I swallowed hard, my tongue heavy. It couldn’t have been The Gray. I couldn’t be so important to him that he’d do something like this. Whatever this man was, there was one thing I knew. He was a myth. And to be within his line of sight meant death. “It was Lore who put the curse on me when I was younger. Lore, my mother’s knight. He’s dead.”

      “And the curse didn’t break? Odd, isn’t it? I would have assumed the curse would break upon his death.”

      I had assumed that, as well, but I had been wrong. It had been Lore. He’d tried to torture me as a child. Did so much to me under the guise of trying to train me.

      I hadn’t truly known it was he who cursed me until his death when he used the crystal and tainted our realm. He killed my mother and so many others.

      Lore had been my mother’s second in command. He had also been the man who killed my father. Then again, I hadn’t known that at the time. No one had known the depths of his cruelty, depravity, and power. And yet…The Gray had always been worse in my mind, even if he’d only been a legend.

      Lore had wanted power, so he had used the crystal that held our realm together in a perverse way and stole the Wielding from the realm’s people. It had killed some, created Danes out of the others—magic-less beings who were not human, but also not true Wielders anymore.

      Lore was dead. Killed by Lyric after she had saved herself from a mortal blow.

      A wound that I should have been able to heal. I frowned, looking down at my scar.

      I remembered bleeding from the same spot where Lyric had bled. I’d thought maybe I had been hit by a rock or a piece of shrapnel or even gotten nicked by a sword. That wasn’t the case. I had bled because of Lyric’s mortal wound. In the same spot as mine.

      It was said that between soulmates, a mortal wound on one showed up on the other, and that they were the only two who could heal each other.

      The one without the original wound wouldn’t die, and wouldn’t suffer as deep a wound, but the original could only be saved by their soulmate.

      Shock registered within me, and my hands clenched even as I fought my internal battle.

      “Ah, I see you’re coming to the realization you should have come to long ago. Yes, Lyric is your soulmate, but she will never be yours in truth. The curse will make sure of that. You’ll never be able to truly recognize her, or want her or love her. She was able to save herself because of who she is. She doesn’t need you. She never did. And she never will. The two of you together would be nothing. It will never happen.”

      I fought against my bonds, trying to push away the thoughts of what hurt and could never be, and tried to think of only freedom.

      I couldn’t. I couldn’t do anything.

      “Why?” I ground out, grasping at anything I could.

      He ignored my question. “You were promised to me by Lore,” The Gray continued. “Yes, he was one of mine. He got too greedy. So, in the end, he deserved what he got. He was weak. I am not. He was my third, but now you will be.”

      “I will never be yours.” I couldn’t be. Just like Lyric could never be mine. I didn’t know why that thought came to me at that exact moment, but it was all connected within the boundaries of my mind. I might not love her, could never love her, but I’d do anything for her. And not just because she was the Spirit Priestess.

      That phantom hand gripped my heart again, and I knew it was the curse, the one that would ultimately kill me and take everything from me, ounce by ounce, bit of soul by bit of soul.

      The Gray smiled, and I could only see that because he moved his head ever so slightly so the lights coming from somewhere hit his face.

      I couldn’t see who he was, got only the impression that there must be beauty there, even with the beast.

      “You will be my third. Not second, as you’re not ready and will never be. But not lowest either, because I know what you can do for me with your connection to the Spirit Priestess and your realm.” He paused. “I suppose you should meet your contemporaries. The ones who will help me go to the Maison realm and rule as I should have done long ago. That will come later. There are more chess pieces in play. You are but a pawn. Soon, you will be a knight. And the rook and the others on my board of the Maison realm will soon come into my shadows. And then I will rule. Alas, we’re not there yet.”

      He snapped his fingers, and two shadows merged together and then split apart again before coming towards me.

      They were shadows no more. Instead, they were two men with broad shoulders and dark hair. And wicked eyes.

      The Gray gestured to his left. “This is Durlan, former Earth Wielder, now a Dane because of your family. You cost him everything, and now he’s mine. He is my second. He will teach you exactly what you will do as my third.”

      Durlan grinned at me, and though the man had once been an Earth Wielder, I could see the fire within his eyes. The pure hatred. The anger.

      I fought against my bonds again, but there was nothing I could do.

      Nothing yet.

      “And Garrik, my fourth.” The Gray gestured towards the other man. “A former Air Wielder, and now a Dane. Yes, the Obscurité and the Lumière have finally come together, but under my rule. They are my court, my warriors, and you will be mine, as well. First, we have a few things to talk about.”

      I heard the smile in his voice again, and Durlan grinned while Garrik just looked at me blankly. I didn’t know which expression scared me more.

      “First, we shall play.”

      And at The Gray’s words, the lightning came, and I screamed.
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      Someone shouted for a healer, while others screamed one thing or another, but I pushed their words and the sounds of their voices—anything and everything—from my mind.

      I fell to my knees, the sharp sting of bone and rock digging into my skin painful, but I didn’t care.

      I couldn’t care.

      Not when Rhodes was in front of me, his eyes open, those silver pools pulling me in. He lay on the ground, his head in his grandmother’s lap. Lanya knelt beside him, her dress covered in mud, dirt, and blood, but she was still graceful and beautiful. The Lady of Air bent her head over her grandson and wept, wiping his face with her fingertips as if she weren’t sure he was real.

      I wasn’t either.

      How could Rhodes be here? How could he be alive?

      I’d seen him take the full power of the bone-magic-infused Air his father had sent toward his chest. And while the now-dead Lord of Water held two types of Wielding, Air and Water, he’d also used the stolen bone magic to increase his might. That meant Rhodes had taken the full impact of a blow of untold magics and Wielding, directly to his heart.

      Yet, he lived.

      “How?” I gasped, my heart beating so hard it echoed in my head. I hadn’t even realized I’d said it aloud until Luken gave me a wide-eyed, watery look.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Rosamond whispered as she sank down to the ground next to me. “First, we need a healer.”

      “Lyric,” Rhodes gasped, and something squeezed my heart, a hand reaching in and not letting go. Tears pricked the backs of my eyes, but I couldn’t cry. Not then. Not when we didn’t know why he was back, how he’d survived, or if this was only a mere moment before reality crashed in and everything faded again.

      A time when Rhodes would indeed be dead.

      And Easton would still be missing.

      No.

      No, I couldn’t think like that. Couldn’t think at all.

      I leaned closer, cupping his face. His skin was smooth, wet from the ocean I thought had taken him from us. How…? I still didn’t know what had happened, but we didn’t have a lot of time. We had to make sure Rhodes was safe, and then we needed to go home.

      Rhodes…was he the Lord of Water now? Or even the Lord of Air, if lines of succession went to the next male heir rather than staying with a woman? I didn’t know. It hadn’t been in any of the books I’d read. And, once again, I felt as if I were falling behind in a world I hadn’t been born in, yet had been tasked to protect.

      “Rhodes,” I whispered. “You’re here.”

      “Lyric.” His words came out on a breath. And then he closed his eyes, and my heart lurched.

      Hands pulled me away, and I found myself leaning against Wyn as one of Lanya’s healers hovered over Rhodes’ prone form.

      I sucked in deep breaths as Wyn held me, the two of us seemingly in the way of everyone who knew what they were doing. I felt so lost again, and I hated it. I hated all of this.

      “I can heal,” I said into the silence, trying to think. “I…I have healing powers.” Not just with my soulmate, not only with Easton.

      I winced at that thought, trying to ignore the ache and confusion I felt.

      Wyn rubbed my arms, sending warmth through me. “Let them do what they were meant to do. We know you can heal, we’ve seen it, but you used so much power to protect us all. Recover a bit before we move out on our journey.”

      The others moved quickly, two healers working in tandem over Rhodes’ body, and I shook myself out of my reverie, standing up with Wyn at my side.

      I couldn’t just hang back and watch, couldn’t do nothing when we already had plans to move, to make our way to the Obscurité Kingdom.

      I had questions. So many questions.

      As if she knew exactly what I was thinking, Rosamond came to stand in front of me, her face pale, her eyes wide, and her hands clasped in front of her.

      I didn’t know her as well in reality as I felt I did in my heart.

      We had spent so much time during my first trek to the Maison realm, searching for her because the Negs had captured her on the Obscurité knight’s orders. She had been the main reason I’d first stepped foot into this realm, and yet I only knew her through our letters, and the time before I had known the truth of things. What magic was.

      So, while I felt as if I knew her now, I didn’t know all her tells. I didn’t know if she would welcome my touch or my comfort.

      I couldn’t just stand there while she looked so lost. As the Seer who could divine the future grieved the fact that she wasn’t able to See this because she couldn’t See those that were close to her.

      She couldn’t See her brother, couldn’t See what had been happening to her mother.

      She hadn’t been able to See exactly what her father had been up to when he killed so many in order to gain power.

      All because she shared blood with them.

      Now she was here, and Rhodes wasn’t dead. We had to be grateful for that. I couldn’t let myself feel anything more about it, though. Not when I couldn’t really think at all.

      Decision made, I took two steps forward and opened my arms.

      “Rosamond?” I asked, my voice soft.

      She blinked away tears, her light brown skin shining under the sunlight as it hit the tears she had let fall.

      “I couldn’t See…” Suddenly, she was there, in my arms, her head nestled on my shoulder as I hugged her tightly, trying to give her comfort, even though I wasn’t sure I could give any at all.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered, running my hands over her hair, the soft, dark curls skimming through my fingers. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “I know. It has to be,” she said, pulling back from me.

      She wiped away her tears again and then rolled her shoulders back.

      Rosamond was about four hundred years old from what I remembered. She had seen countless days pass, had seen so much more than I could ever imagine, and yet I was the one to comfort her. Or maybe I was the only one who could understand in that moment and had the time and comfort to give. After all, everyone else had something to do, getting ready for our move and what had to happen next.

      My gaze traveled behind Rosamond for a moment, across the ashy and barren landscape that had once held a castle. A large estate that had housed the Lord and Lady of Water and their children. That had employed servants and countless others who had served the lord and his small court.

      Now, thanks to my Fire, the Water Estate was gone.

      I had burned it down in my rage, in my need to protect my friends, the family of my own making that I was trying to build. Those I loved. The uncontrollable element within my veins had overpowered the other three, with the final one still locked within my soul. I hadn’t been strong enough to hold it back.

      I had destroyed the estate and the land surrounding it when the Fire within me became too much and almost cracked through my skin, trying to overtake everything.

      I hadn’t killed with my Fire—at least not the innocent.

      Since I had first stepped foot in the Maison realm, I’d killed far more than I ever thought possible.

      All to protect a realm that might not want me in the end.

      Because not everybody wanted this change.

      Some didn’t want me to protect the realm and bring it together.

      Yes, there was a prophecy, one that said I would be the one to save us all.

      And yet I didn’t know where I fell within that divination.

      Not anymore.

      “I still don’t know what happens next,” I said, rolling my shoulders back, much like Rosamond had earlier.

      “I don’t know as much as I should either,” she said, pinching the bridge of her nose.

      “Then you can be like the rest of us for once,” Wyn said, but there was no sting to her words. She was just being practical. Because that was Wyn.

      Rosamond nodded, her gaze far off in the distance. “I suppose you’re right. I know I still need to go with you to the Obscurité Kingdom. I believe Rhodes needs to go, too. I didn’t know what that feeling was inside me before. I felt I needed to be there. That if I followed this path, the next vision would come, I just didn’t know anything else. Not until we saw him in the water.” She paused. “I didn’t See any of this, and I never want to see that image again in my mind.”

      My body shuddered, and I nodded. “Will he be okay to travel?” I asked, turning around to look on as the healers and Rhodes’ grandmother worked.

      “I believe so,” she whispered. “Either way, he must come.”

      There were questions to be answered, though. “Is he the Lord of Water? Or the Lord of Air? How does this all work if you’re taking him away from the Lumière Kingdom?”

      “I think my uncle will make decisions for us,” Rosamond said, looking into my eyes even though it didn’t look as if she were truly seeing me. Maybe she was actually Seeing. “I said before that I don’t believe it’s Lumière versus Obscurité anymore. Not the way we thought for centuries. There are those pro change, and those against. One thing I do know, we must all be together so we can be as one and finish your training, unlock your final element, and figure out where the King of Obscurité has gone.”

      I swallowed hard, pain ratcheting up my body as my heart split in two once more, my hands shaking. “Where did he go?” I whispered.

      “He’s been taken before,” Wyn said, her voice soft.

      I whirled on her, my heart stuttering. Fire slicked up my sides, but I tamped it down, though not before Wyn’s eyes widened. None of my friends stepped away, though. Not one. “Excuse me?”

      “I thought it was Lore. But he’s gone. I wasn’t there when he died, we were on patrol, but I know Lore is dead.”

      I stepped forward, and Rosamond put her hand on my elbow so I wouldn’t get closer to Wyn. She could likely sense the anger coursing through my veins.

      “I know Lore is dead. I killed him myself.” I snapped the words, but Wyn didn’t pull back, she didn’t even flinch. She was a warrior, after all. She could probably take me out with one hand movement, by just using her Wielding while I learned how to use my four. I was a weakling physically and in the magic department. They were all so much stronger than me.

      “I don’t know where Easton goes, and I don’t even know if he’s actually been taken before, or if maybe he just disappeared because he needed time to himself. A couple of times when we were younger, he was suddenly gone, and I thought perhaps it was training. But now that I look back on it, I just don’t know. We will find him. He is my friend, my king, and he needs to be with his people. So, we will go to the Obscurité Kingdom, and hopefully, he will be there. I hope this is just a horrible dream, and he just disappeared to get ahead of us or something.”

      “It doesn’t make any sense, Wyn.”

      “You don’t think I know that? Nothing about this makes sense. But we can’t just stand here and wallow. We need to do something.”

      “We do,” I said. “We do. And I hate being lost, but it seems that’s how I’ve been feeling for the past year.”

      “Well, our entire realm has been feeling that way for centuries because of the fighting. Now, we need to piece it together. And you’re part of that. I hope to the gods that Rhodes is, too. That Easton is, as well.”

      “We will go to the Obscurité Kingdom like you said. We’ll bring Rhodes with us, we will bring Arwin’s body. We will bring some of our own. Grandmother will go to the Air territory and ensure that we have allies there. But the Water territory? I don’t believe it’s ours anymore. Not the way we need it to be.”

      Rosamond visibly shuddered and then took a staggering step to the side as color leached from her face. “We need to go. We need to be quick. There won’t be a lot of time.”

      Before I could say anything to that, the bracelet that Alura had given me when I was in the human realm burned on my wrist.

      “Ouch.” I gasped, looking down at the two symbols that glowed. Fire, and Earth.

      The two elements of the Obscurité Kingdom. Easton’s two. Representations of the place I now called home because I needed a home.

      “This is Seer magic?” I asked, remembering what one of Easton’s uncles had said back when we were in the Obscurité Court. Whenever something glowed on my wrist, it told me where I needed to go. Alura had been the one to give the jewelry to me, but she wasn’t a Seer. Rosamond was.

      I stared at the girl who was my friend, even if we weren’t as connected as I was with Wyn or even the others I had traveled with before.

      “I made that centuries ago and gave it to a girl named Alura when we were standing on the street, and you first came up to us. That time we went hiking. I gave it to her because I knew she needed to be the one to give it to you. I never knew why, only knew what I had to do. It’s not easy Seeing parts of futures that don’t make sense because they’re a tangled web.”

      She took a breath.

      “It’s not my Seer magic glowing on your wrist. It is centuries of knowledge. The magics themselves pulling you towards where you need to go. We must begin our journey to the Obscurité Kingdom. We will go with your Teagan, my Rhodes, with Wyn, Luken, and a few others. We must go now. Rhodes is alive. I believe because of the bone magic.”

      I nodded, my whole body shaking. I had known that Seer magic was important, but the urgency in her voice worried me. “The bones went with him to the ocean, and they sang to us when we went through the sea towards the Air territory before. They opened that portal and saved us. Didn’t they?” I asked, not knowing who might answer.

      “That’s what I felt,” Wyn said, looking down at her hands. “I just didn’t know it at the time. Not until we saw the bones and skulls on the sea floor. Their souls are crying out, they need closure.”

      “I am taking care of that,” Lanya said as she walked towards us. “We are getting Rhodes set up on a cart so you can take him to the other kingdom. He will be safer there than here, I believe,” she said. There was such sadness in her tone that I wanted to reach out and hold her, but I wasn’t sure if that would be welcomed.

      They had all lost so much, and I wasn’t sure what I was
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